
Story Seeds: 
Memories and 

Reflections
A collection of memoirs 

and fiction writing 
by adult groups



About Story Seeds
The Story Seeds project first sprouted in 2021, a collaboration between Fighting 
Words, An Garda Síochána Community Engagement and local schools -  new 
stories to celebrate the areas where we all live, work and play. The idea was 
that the first school would write the first chapter of a story, the next class 
would write the second chapter and so on. 

The first hugely successful collection was published in June 2021 with primary 
schools on the north side of Dublin. The project was expanded from September 
2021 to June 2022 to include schools and groups from Dublin South, Dublin 
West, Drogheda, Co. Louth and Co. Wicklow. The project was extended to 
include secondary schools, youth groups, outreach groups, additional needs 
and adult groups and offered a range of workshops including poetry, short 
stories, screenwriting, playwriting and songwriting. The collection you hold 
in your hands now contains memoirs and fiction writing by adult groups, 
including the Irish Deaf Society, Lourdes Youth and Community Services 
(LYCS), Sophia Housing and the libraries in Walkinstown and Ballybane.

We think you will agree that each story is full of honesty, humour and personal 
insights. Congratulations to all the writers for a fantastic achievement. Enjoy!

Fighting Words
Fighting Words is a creative writing centre established in 2009 by Roddy Doyle 
and Seán Love in Dublin. Fighting Words aims to help students of all ages to 
develop their writing skills and to explore their love of writing.

Fighting Words is extremely grateful to our project partners at An Garda 
Síochána and to the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration 
and Youth,  Creative Ireland, the Arts Council and the Irish Youth Foundation 
for the support of this project.

Copyright of the work created at Fighting Words rests with the authors, with permission 
granted to Fighting Words to feature the creative work in any of their publications, 
promotional material and websites.

www.fightingwords.ie



Story Seeds: 
Memories and 

Reflections
Contents

Common Ground by Derek Johnston 1

Dear Dublin by Pegasus 5

And the Word is by Penelope Drake 7

Beirut, Lebanon by Lorraine Creed 13

My First Day at Work by Sandra Laing 19

Santa’s Secret by Lianne Quigley 23

Photographic Power by Gerry O’ Leary 27

Dear Dirty Dublin by Antoinette Tonge 31

The Dark Moments by Sandra 33

Galway Races  
by Fighting Words Galway, Ballybane Library 37

The Day I Plucked up The Courage  
to Speak to John Minihan by Maggie Owens 45

I Am a Very Old Oak Tree by Pegasus 51





1

Common Ground
Derek Johnston 

Walkinstown Library,  
Percy French Road, Dublin 12 

     

As soon as the gardener started working on the flowerbed, 
the robin arrived and landed on the soil beside her.  

They know one another well. This robin is a regular 
visitor to the garden and knows he will come to no harm. 

Waiting patiently beside a saucer, the male robin watches 
as the gardener slowly turns the soil over with a trowel.  

Only inches separating them, both are concentrating on 
the work in hand. The gardener speaks calmly to the robin, 
explaining what she’s doing in a low, soft voice as she 
searches carefully for vine weevil grubs. The robin watches 
and waits in anticipation. He knows what’s coming.

As soon as she finds any grubs, the gardener places them 
on the saucer and invites the robin to dine in style. After 
all, the food couldn’t be fresher.

The robin immediately devours the grubs.  Both gardener 
and robin are delighted with this arrangement. Everyone’s 
a winner, apart from the vine weevils, sacrificed for the 
greater good.
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Unnoticed from a hidden corner of the garden, I observed 
them both for half an hour as the scene repeated itself. 
There was a great sense of peace and tranquillity about 
the place.

I had witnessed this and similar scenes many times 
before in the garden, marvelling at the way the gardener 
handles the soil with respect. It is, after all, teeming with 
life.  

It is not something we should take for granted.  Without 
the soil there would be no living thing.  

Not wanting to break the spell, I left them alone to 
continue working in their shared space.
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Dear Dublin
Pegasus

Lourdes Youth & Community Services (LYCS), 
Metropolitan Building,

James Joyce Street, Dublin 1

     

Dear Dublin,

When I walk down O’Connell Street, it takes me back to 
when Dublin had great character. People had the Moore 
Street market, arguing about prices of veg, then laughing, 
as well as enjoying the sayings from the Moore Street lady 
traders. Looking at the GPO, now built to splendour after 
its sad history. Looking across to Clery’s clock, where so 
many people agreed to meet. 

Romance, business, other things. Where the statue of 
Anna Livia used to recline before it was moved and there 
is a tall tower called the Spire. The welcoming sound 
of the familiar voices of Irish singers and musicians, 
known all over the world. The gift shops of O’Carroll’s, 
where any memento of Ireland can be bought to remind 
visitors of their trip. People going about their work and 
shopping, all giving O’Connell Street the character it has. 
But I sometimes wish that things could go back to the old 
ways.
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And the Word is … 
Penelope Drake

Lourdes Youth & Community Services (LYCS), 
Metropolitan Building,

James Joyce Street, Dublin 1

     

I’m still thinking about the black chair. I know I agreed 
to be interviewed, which is flattering, but some of the 
questions were silly, instead of being probing. I was 
expecting them to delve, nice word, into the inner 
mysteries of the mind of Hudson O’Dwyer!

I told Dannika about my ordeal in the black chair. Her reply 
stunned me. I love the word ‘stunned’ – I immediately 
think of Botox, don’t you? Anyway, Dannika said, “Why 
don’t you tell your story – I’m sick of listening to it!”

The following week, she texted me in the middle of Bingo. 
I waited till the interval to reply. 

“Wha?”

She came right back with:

“After film night – need to talk.”

I just sent a thumbs up – I was busy.
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We have film night every month. We watch our favourites 
– this week is “The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the 
Desert!” We always roar out our favourite quote. “That’s 
all this country needs…” Maybe not now – might offend.

The film is a study in makeup artistry, like The Birdcage or 
Viva. Makeup is my destiny. All I want is to be a makeup 
artist on RuPaul’s Drag Race. It is my vocation.

But me ma won’t give me the money to enrol in the course 
because she says she can’t afford it. But she can afford to 
ruin my life!

We were just finishing our glasses of prosecco as the 
film ended and bang, Dannika shared her news. She got 
promoted and is moving to Cork. I tried to smile and be 
happy for her. Inside, someone was kicking my ribs. Her 
tone (another great word) was serious that night. She 
told me she would miss me loads but I needed to cop on. 
We’ve been friends since first class. Then she started 
ranting about me ma. They got on but I didn’t know she 
liked her. She reminded me of the time I wanted to join 
the boys’ football team in sixth class.

Me ma had to work extra shifts in the hairdressers to buy 
me the football boots. I began to feel uncomfortable. She 
pointed out that I strangely picked up all sorts of injuries 
before the matches and spent most of the time behind 
the changing rooms. The bitch had spied on me. She was 
on a roll.

“Oh yes, I saw you. Sashaying up and down the concrete 
path in your boots. Which of course made a noise not 
unlike stiletto heels!” 
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I hated her then. But she was right. I bet you lot listening 
have loads of sympathy for me ma and Dannika. She 
talked a lot about how she felt and how she wished I 
would listen to sense. I listened.

Dannika went to Cork and we became adult friends 
because I started to grow up. I spoke to me ma and it was 
easy. We came up with a plan of action – together. No 
more animosity, wow, yet another great word. She would 
take on extra shifts and I would get a job in Aldi as well as 
the Bingo. We both saved and within three months I had 
the registration fee for “Yvette’s Make Up Academy,” 
in Blackrock. It was difficult to find because it was on a 
really narrow main street. I enrolled and love it!

The first two months were bliss (you guessed, I like that 
word). I left Aldi because I started to get nixers from 
family, friends and neighbours. Me ma gave up the extra 
shifts and I am slowly paying her back. Do not tell anyone 
I am this nice. Street cred is important.

The artistic sessions got harder but I didn’t mind. I 
made two friends on the course, Zak and Taylor. They’re 
smokers, but I don’t mind tagging along when they want 
a fag break. Do not like the word ‘fag.’ Yesterday our task 
was to make each other up theatrically. The theme was 
horror. We had great craic with the make-up.

Liz, our tutor, had told us to wear black t-shirts and jeans. 
It would be more effective. It was – we looked wickedly 
scary. Most of us were various versions of skeletons.

“OK, OK. Well done guys, take a twenty minute break.”
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I followed Zak and Taylor outside as usual. We were 
chuffed (nice word) with our look. A guy passed on the 
far side of the narrow street. He waved and said, “Love 
the look – murderous.”

We roared laughing.

Then Zak said, “Holy shit!”

Taylor and I stared, motionless, as the funeral cortege 
passed us, closely watched by the mourners in the 
procession car…deadly.
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Beirut, Lebanon
Lorraine Creed 

Irish Deaf Society, Deaf Village Ireland, 
Ratoath Road, Cabra, Dublin 7  

     

Growing up, you hear stories about the Middle East. Never 
in my wildest dream did I ever think of visiting there. My 
partner’s brother-in-law has been stationed in Beirut 
with his family since 2018. We were talking about visiting 
Beirut before they came home for good. We eventually 
booked it for the 26th of October to the 2nd of November 
2019. As the time approached for our departure, we 
received some news. On the 17th of October 2019, the 
revolution began. The people were coming together for 
a civil protest against their government due to taxes, 
unemployment, corruption, etc. This gave us an uneasy 
feeling. After discussing back and forth with the family 
in Lebanon, we decided to go ahead with the trip. We did 
have a warning from the UK government via email not to 
be making a trip to Lebanon due to the situation there. 
We choose to risk it and go ahead with our plan.  On the 
flight, we pretty much had the whole plane to ourselves. 
We were looking at each other thinking that we may be 
the only tourists in Lebanon at that time!

It was late when we arrived and we were greeted by a 
family member. The heat was intense, and everything was 
busy. We got in the Uber, and it took us 15-20 minutes to 
get to the city. We were in awe looking out of the window 
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at the buildings – the old and the new. Large crowds 
were gathering and wearing the colours of red, white and 
green and waving their flags with pride. It was like they 
were having a party. Police were everywhere. There were 
so many roads blocked as we tried to find a way to go, but 
eventually the Uber pulled in and we walked the last bit to 
our accommodation. We were tired from the journey and 
a little overwhelmed that we had arrived.

The next morning, we headed down to Aaliya’s place for 
breakfast. The apartment we stayed in was above Aaliya’s. 
It was a bar/café and a bookshop; it had a very cool vibe. 
The owner was Irish and from Louth, and had lived in 
Beirut for many years. The floor was in black and white 
like a chess board. People were sitting at the bar working 
away on their laptops. We were introduced to a few of 
them; they were from different parts of the world. They 
were in Beirut because their partners or themselves were 
working at the University of Beirut, or were journalists 
or working in hospitals. Outside the bar, to my right, was 
the road to Armenia Street, well known for its nightlife. 
On my left, I could see the Mosque in the distance. That 
was where the people protested as the road led to Riad 
El Solh, where the government was based.  We were told 
not to go there as it was busy with the protests. We took 
it easy on the first day as we were tired. 

The next day, my partner’s sister gave us a tour of Beirut. 
Before we started, she said, “It was nice knowing you.” 
Just in case something happened to us! We looked at each 
other and nervously laughed! We went to the Mohammad 
Al-Amin Mosque, to learn the history of The Egg. It was 
supposed to be a cinema, but they never finished building 
it. This was because there was a civil war back in the 70s, 
so it was left like that and it became one of the landmarks 
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in the city. In that area between the Mosque, The Egg and 
the shopping buildings, the people had set up camp as a 
meeting area for the protest planning. In the middle of all 
that, there was a massive display of a fist which stood for 
liberalism and Revolution. It was surreal to see all this. 

Another thing that was a bit of a culture shock was the 
fact that there were two different police forces. They were 
heavily armed and I was a bit nervous as we don’t see that 
kind of thing in Ireland. If I remember correctly, I think it 
was to do with two different religions in the country, but 
I could be wrong. We then moved away and continued the 
tour to the other part of the city. 

The Lebanese food is another great thing about Beirut. 
It’s hard to describe the taste if you haven’t experienced 
it, but it’s out of this world! We didn’t order a main 
dinner, we ordered tapas. The food kept coming and it 
was healthy - well, some was. The price was ridiculously 
cheap and the beers were too. We had a night out in 
Armenia Street and did a pub crawl. There weren’t many 
people around and it rained nonstop, but it didn’t ruin 
our night. 

One of the trips we wanted to do was visit the Pigeon 
Rocks in Raouché. As it was a beautiful day, we decided 
to walk. It would take roughly over an hour to get there. 
This gave us the chance to do some sightseeing as well 
on the way. Sometimes getting lost in the city can be 
the best thing to happen. Halfway through our walk, we 
had to stop at one of the bars to use the Wi-Fi because 
our phones wouldn’t work. We got a lot of texts from 
family members asking us where we were. We were 
told to stay put because there was some conflict with 
Hezbollah, destroying the campsite and the police forces 
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were involved. So, we stayed in a bar waiting to be picked 
up by a family member who would bring us back to the 
apartment by Uber. 

For the first time in history since the revolution started, 
the prime minister had stepped down. People were 
dancing with joy, but there was more conflict to come as 
it was very corrupt there. It was certainly the beginning 
of something positive for the Lebanese people. We 
tried again the next day and managed to get an Uber to 
the Pigeon Rocks. We spent a few hours there and then 
walked back via the pier route. 

Out of all my travelling experiences, Beirut is the most 
underrated city. This is one of the places I would love to 
visit again in the future. Many day trips were cancelled, 
museums were closed due to the revolution, but that 
didn’t matter because I enjoyed my trip. I left Beirut with 
my heart bursting with pride.  
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My First Day at Work
Sandra Laing 

Walkinstown Library, Percy French Road, 
Dublin 12 

     

My father’s comment about women working was that 
they should not have to work. At sixteen years old I did 
not agree. I wanted to be independent. I really wanted to 
experience what it was like to work. I thought my father 
had Victorian ideas and it was time for him to get up 
to date with the real world. The idea of having my own 
money that I earned myself and not having to rely on my 
parent’s meagre handouts spurred me on. It just was not 
enough for my grand plans. I would dream about what I 
was going to do with all this cash I was going to make, 
three pounds and five shillings for a full Saturday. 

I applied for all the Saturday jobs in the Rathfarnham 
area. I was offered one in Winston’s clothes shop. Nerves 
and excitement mingled together as I entered the big 
heavy glass doors. I had no idea what to do so I took two 
steps inside the door and just stood on the spot for what 
seemed like a lifetime. Everyone seemed to be so busy. 
One woman served at each counter, all looking a decade 
older than me. The managers were men. Eventually a man 
in a pinstripe suit wearing a size too small for him, short 
hair and oozing control walked towards me. In a shaky 
squeaky voice, I gave him my name and address and 
announced it was my first day. “Right you are over here,” 
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he said, and I followed. I was asked no further questions, 
just given a limited amount of instructions - what time 
and how long the tea break and lunch break were and 
where the toilets were. Even the mention of toilets and 
I could feel my face going scarlet, and now I would have 
to tell him when I needed to leave my counter. “If you 
have any questions, ask the girls,” he said, and off he 
disappeared, leaving me to cope on my own.

I looked in shock at the counter full of men’s underwear. 
I nearly died of embarrassment. Coming from a family 
full of women, the only time I had seen men’s underwear 
was on a washing line. Now I was going to have to handle 
them. The excitement drained and my face went pale. I 
would also have to use the contraption at the end of the 
counter. I stood speechless and gazed around the large 
floor space to see what all the girls were doing because I 
hadn’t a clue. 

This is my first and last day, I whispered to myself. Maybe 
working is not so hot after all. I didn’t want to admit it 
to myself, but I was beginning to believe my father’s 
comment was right.
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Santa’s Secret
Lianne Quigley

Irish Deaf Society, Deaf Village Ireland, 
Ratoath Road, Cabra, Dublin 7

     

In 1988, when I was six years old, I went to boarding 
school – St. Mary’s School for Deaf Girls in Cabra. It was 
one of the well-known deaf schools in Ireland. Today, I 
still cannot believe that I was so young going there. 

On Sunday evenings, once Glenroe was over, I started 
to think about school the next day and it made me sad. 
I dreaded going back. I would miss my parents, my 
sister Dearbhla and my brother Connor. Every Monday 
morning, Mum drove us to Cabra from Ballaghaderreen, 
in Co. Roscommon. Our traditional routine was to stop 
at Enfield or other towns for breakfast in a restaurant, 
‘our last supper’ before going back to school. I counted 
the days till Friday so I could go home for the weekend.  

One cold, dark winter’s day in the middle of the week, out 
of the blue, Mum came to the school. I was delighted and 
jumped on her. I loved the smell of her spicy perfume, 
and my face touched her face and I could feel her clip-
on earrings. I thought that we were going home to 
Ballaghaderreen. I was puzzled to see a taxi. We got into 
the taxi and I noticed that it was not taking the road to 
the west. We arrived at a hotel in north Dublin, checked 
in and had dinner there. I asked Mum several questions 
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about why we were staying in a hotel and not going 
home. Mum showed me a book with a Christmas story. 
She explained that we were going to see Santa’s house. 
I knew that there was a grotto in Switzers on Grafton 
Street and wondered why we didn’t go there instead.  

Early the next morning, Mum woke me up and dressed 
me in warm new clothes. I fell in love with my pink 
trousers and the pink flower pattern on my new jumper. 
At the airport, I saw numerous children in the queue with 
their parents; we all were wearing the same badges with 
our flight details. 

On the plane, I observed several kids widely moving 
their lips. I asked Mum what they were saying. “They are 
singing,” Mum said. She kept me busy with colouring 
books. An air hostess gave me a goodie bag and I played 
with a butterfly mask. I put it on to entertain Mum. She 
took several photos of me. She wasn’t great at taking 
photos. Many of her photos came out with the person’s 
head cut off. Fortunately, the photos she took during our 
trip were not like that. 

I was bored and put my head down on the tray table to feel 
the vibrations of the plane. I watched the kids singing and 
Mum joined in and clapped her hands. She was wearing 
red nail polish. 

We finally landed and when we got off the plane I was 
shocked to see snow everywhere. I ran down to play with 
the snow on the ground. We walked along a path and a 
figure walking towards us got bigger and bigger. It was 
Santa! I ran over to hug him. Santa walked with us to the 
village, then he gathered all the children around him. 
I followed him. He held my hand and we walked to his 
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house. We entered the house. I sat on the ground with 
the other kids. Santa was standing up tall and he was 
talking. I had no idea what he was saying. I was admiring 
his clothes and long white beard. I watched the children 
nodding their heads and then making a ‘shhh’ shape 
with their mouths. I didn’t understand. Then we all came 
out of the house and ran back to our parents. 

It was a magical day with sled rides on the snow, hot 
chocolate, seeing Santa’s house and playing with toys. It 
was a special trip with Mum. To this day, I never found 
out what Santa said. It’s a secret. 
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Photographic Power
 Gerry O’ Leary

Walkinstown Library, Percy  
French Road, Dublin 12 

     

Of course, I have no memory of the moment the 
photograph was taken during a day out in town with my 
dad. Indeed, down the years my only recall is that every 
now and then it would appear out of a shoebox or biscuit 
tin, only to be consigned again to darkness.

It was something I didn’t dwell on too much and would 
hurriedly put away. But that, of course, was the teenage 
me or a twenty-something me. Too busy, I suppose, with 
what lies ahead in life. After all, my parents only put the 
important things on the wall. Their marriage certificate 
with Pope Pius XII in glorious profile, his hand raised in a 
blessing. And fittingly framed in gold.

I remember too President John Fitzgerald Kennedy and 
his brother Bobby staring out into the mid distance of 
our sitting room. They shared the same frame and sadly 
the same fate. My mother would often look at their photo 
and slowly nod her head and make some mention of 
Rose, their grieving mother. That blue bordered spot on 
the wall on many occasions evoked a genuine maternal 
reverence for a broken heart. 

But it was the Sacred Heart that elicited the most powerful 
veneration. This included my father, who put great trust 
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in the power of prayer. He believed that a picture of the 
Sacred Heart should hang in every house. His deep faith 
embraced the notion of the potential power of an image. 

Eventually, my old photograph from yesteryear would 
emerge once more into the light and, this time, has 
remained there ever since. 

I was going through my mother’s papers following her 
passing, some twenty years ago, and out it dropped from 
a sheaf of letters. A source of surprise, pleasant and 
immediately impactful. I now held in my hand something 
with a deeper resonance – a precious artefact. I went out 
and bought a frame. 

 But, of course, I would forget about it, seemingly lying 
unseen again, as it nestled among the other fragments 
of framed memory propped up in tilted repose on my 
sideboard. From time to time, I would spot it amid the 
colour and monochrome memories from the past, both 
recent and distant. So much has come along in these 
intervening years. New family and freshly captured 
moments now jostle for inclusion on the static display.

Childhood. Mine. Maybe it was time to put it upstairs. 
After all, it only relates to some notion of nostalgia. Move 
on.

Quite recently, as I was chatting to my son, a voice near 
my ear asked, “Is that you, Grandad, when you were a 
little boy?”

I turned to my granddaughter and followed her gaze to 
the frames.
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“That one, Grandad...” she said, pointing.

“You’re right, Grace – very clever. How did you know?”

A slight pause, and …

“Is that your Daddy with you?”

Another pause. Me this time. Some kind of emotional 
impulse. Something in the dark recess of the subconscious 
store triggered and caught me off guard. Some lineal 
thread was tugged and it chimed. Connection made. My 
son’s nodding head confirmed it. 
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Dear Dirty Dublin
Antoinette Tonge

Lourdes Youth and Community Services 
(LYCS),  Metropolitan Building, 
James Joyce Street, Dublin 1

     

Dear Dublin,

Or should I say Dear Dirty Dublin. Looking more rotten 
than ever since the pandemic. Closed shops, windows 
like rotten teeth incongruous between bright sparkling 
shops. Desperation everywhere, homeless people 
begging, come for a better life. Is it any better? And yet I 
love Dublin, it feels so good to hear an old Dublin accent 
and the wit after years away, or even a holiday. I feel at 
home and get every nuance, speech, wit and sarcasm. It 
breaks all the rules, Dublin - ah go on, yer alright. When 
you want to break some little rule yourself.

It’s memories of childhood and going to Stephen’s Green 
on Sunday morning to feed the ducks with my sister, then 
going on to visit granda. It’s feeling safe walking home 
from town after dark at night in my teenage years. It’s 
feeling this is where I belong. I’m at home.
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The Dark Moments
Saffron

Sophia Housing, 
 Seán McDermott Street, Dublin 1

     

I never saw my mother’s face ‛cause I was only eighteen 
months when she passed. When she passed, my mother’s 
brother and his wife adopted me. When I was ten my 
stepmother left us because she got addicted to heroin. 
She said she had to go to England to get off the drugs. 

She left us under my stepdad/uncle’s care and he started 
interfering with me for six years. One night when I was 
home alone, he went too far and tried to rape me - I don’t 
know where I got my energy from but I kicked him off 
me and he fell onto the side of my bed. It gave me time 
to grab my runners and jacket and run out of my uncle’s 
house. 

I went to another relative and told them what happened. 
He just went to bed ‛cause it was really late and said he 
would deal with it in the morning. So the next morning 
when he woke up he went into my stepdad/uncle’s house 
and confronted him. He didn’t deny it. My relative got 
my clothes and my medical card ‛cause my uncle, he was 
giving me cocaine for a toothache. He was always trying 
to get me high so he could do things. 

So my relative got it back for me and everything else I 
needed out of that house. I had to leave my family behind. 
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He just walked out of the house and came back to his 
home, where I was. He told me what  happened and then 
left, went to the pub. He came back in the early hours of 
the morning. He called me into the kitchen and told me 
the only reason he believed me is ‛cause he did it to my 
mother and him when they were young. 

I said to him, “If I make a statement to the police will you 
tell them?” He said, “No. I dealt with it twenty five years 
ago.” 

That was then. It was a hard start in life. Then I met the 
love of me life. We are twenty years together. I’m still 
not over it. I’m hurt but I find joy with my son and my 
boyfriend and  sometimes even Penneys. 

I’m addicted to Penneys. The reason I went to Penneys 
today is cause I just can’t pass the shop without buyin’ 
something. I went to Penneys in Dún Laoghaire and 
bought myself PJs and a few candles and when I went to 
the cashier, she was so sarcastic, just rambling on, “I’m 
not rushin’ for anybody.”

But we never even said anything to her. Still she was 
saying,  “I’m not rushin’.” She said it about five times. 
So I said to her, “You’re not Russian, you’re Irish!” She 
looked at me with a stare. If looks could kill I’d probably 
be dead.
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Galway Races
Fighting Words Galway, Ballybane Library, 

Creative Writing Project

     

There was a great buzz in the bank all day and Maria was 
daydreaming. Ever since she was at the fashion show 
Maria couldn’t get that dress out of her mind. It didn’t 
help that it was displayed in the window across the street 
in Ryan’s Drapery. Maria was determined to own that 
dress. She had plucked up the courage and decided to 
go over at lunchtime to put a first instalment down. Up 
until now she had only been used to hand-me-downs, 
but now that she had been working at the bank for six 
months this would be her first new dress since her First 
Holy Communion.

Mrs. Hinch was bent over, head deep in a basket of Aran 
knitwear, when she was alerted to the clapper ringing the 
bell of the door. With a raised eyebrow she thought, “Is 
it that girl again?! She’s like clockwork every day for the 
last fortnight.”

“Good afternoon, how can I help you today?” said Mrs. 
Hinch. 

“Yes. I’m interested in the tangerine dress that I saw 
in the fashion show,” said Maria in a trembling voice 
excitedly.
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Mrs Hinch looked Maria up and down and said, “Oh my 
goodness, are you sure, that’s a bit pricey. I’m not sure 
it’s your colour?” 

Now that she was working in the bank and earning her 
own money Maria was determined to have this dress. 
“Yes, I’m really sure about this dress. I’d like to see it and 
try it on.”

“Well, I don’t think you’d wear it very well, I don’t think 
tangerine suits your flesh tone.” Mrs. Hinch thought that 
this dress was for a woman of a different social class, of 
a higher standing. 

“Well, the dressing room is just over there so maybe l’ll 
just try it on?” said Maria. Maria had first seen a similar 
dress in a Vogue magazine at the dentist, modelled by 
Marilyn Monroe.

“Yes certainly, are you going somewhere special?”

“Yes actually I am, I’m going to the races with my 
boyfriend, and he’s an army cadet.”

With a clenched jaw Mrs. Hinch turned on her heels and 
waddled up the creaky stairs towards the stockroom to 
fetch the dress. Mrs Hinch was jealous of Maria. She had 
been let down herself in her day. She had attended the 
races with her beau on Ladies’ Day. Her partner had met 
his cousin who was there with his fiancé and his eye was 
turned.

As Maria walked towards the changing room she was 
thinking that she wished she hadn’t lied to Mrs. Hinch. 
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She wanted to be more self-assured.

It wasn’t long before Mrs. Hinch was back with the dress 
and when Maria tried it on she was well pleased herself. 
She was astounded at how good she looked when she saw 
herself in the full-length mirror. 

“My, my, don’t I look good!” she said.

Mrs. Hinch could see that Maria looked beautiful and 
knew that she could get a good commission from the sale, 
but despite this she was really jealous. Mrs. Hinch would 
prefer if the Mayor’s daughter would buy the dress.

“It’s very pricey!” said Mrs. Hinch, and she held up 
another dress, “This blue one would suit you better.”

“No thank you! I can afford to put a generous deposit on 
it now and pay the balance in two weeks.”

Mrs Hinch’s face dropped. She didn’t want her to have it. 
“You can have it but you will need to pay in full today.”

Maria had read in The Connacht Tribune that she could 
pay for garments at Ryan’s with instalments. She noticed 
that there was another shop assistant close by, so she 
raised her voice and said, “I thought that it was company 
policy to accept down payments?”, as she looked around.

“Very well, but I would need a 50% deposit now.”

Maria handed over the exact amount and left the shop 
with a spring in her step.

*
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“Did you bring your knitting?” said John Lynch when 
Maria refused to dance with him. They were at The 
Hanger Ballroom in Salthill. “You know I haven’t been 
drinking!” 

At dances you could only have minerals, though 
sometimes people would drink alcohol before the dance, 
to build up dutch courage. The women were standing in 
a line opposite the men, sizing each other up, waiting to 
be asked to dance. 

Maria didn’t want to be a wallflower so she relented and 
took her chances. When she danced with him it turned out 
John was a great dancer, but Maria still had in the back of 
her head that he was a smart alec. After they danced a jive 
set he asked her would she stay on for another dance. 

“How did you learn to dance like that?” she said. 

Maria had learned to dance by holding onto the legs of 
her fathers trousers as they hung from the hooks at the 
back of a door at home.

“I learned in the army, at the cadet school,” John said. 

This was a coincidence that he was a cadet. Maria was 
thinking if she played her cards right he might ask her to 
the races. After three dances with John she went back to 
the ladies’ side with a plan in place to ask him to dance 
for the ladies’ choice, hoping it would be a slow dance. 

In the meantime, Maria saw John get close to her friend 
Becky and a wave of jealousy overcame her. Becky had a 
top on that was see-through when the ultraviolet lights 
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came on. Maria told the bouncers about this and they 
threw Becky out, to John’s dismay. Just then, ladies’ 
choice was announced and Maria crossed the floor 
quickly, in earnest for John.

“Can I have this dance please?” 

With that they took to the floor and swayed to sounds 
of The Swingtime Aces singing, “Put Your Sweet Lips A 
Little Closer To The Phone” by Jim Reeves. He asked her, 
“Would you like a mineral?” She was over the moon but 
pretended to be shy. As they chatted, Maria brought up 
the topic of the races. It was the month of July and they 
would be taking place at the end of the month. She was 
excited at the thought of John asking her to accompany 
him to the races, but was disappointed when the 
conversation ended and he hadn’t asked her. The night 
ended and they agreed to meet the following Saturday 
night at the pictures. 

Maria was not like any woman he had met, and John was 
smitten with her beauty. The annual dress dance was 
coming up in the officers mess in the Renmore barracks 
and he was contemplating asking her to be his date. He 
would be the envy of all the cadets if he walked in with 
Maria on his arm. She was a showstopper! The dress 
dance was a huge event. The cadets would be dressed in 
their formal dress attire, red epaulettes on their jackets, 
gold cufflinks, deep red stripe down the black pants. Oh 
boy did they look well all the same. Dashing! 

On Saturday night, as he walked Maria home from the 
pictures, John plucked up the courage to ask her to 
the cadet ball. As he asked, Maria was shocked at the 
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unexpected invitation. Her heart sank knowing she had 
nothing to wear, and she felt she wouldn’t fit in. The 
ladies would all be wearing full length ball gowns and 
fur stoles. It was a posh event. She couldn’t contemplate 
seeing herself at such an event, and there was no way 
she would be able to afford to go anyway. She would love 
to go, more than anything else in the world. She really 
fancied him. But with a broken heart, she had to refuse 
because she knew she couldn’t afford to buy another 
outfit, though she didn’t want him to know. 

Unable to explain why she simply said, “No.” 

John was devastated. He thought they were getting on so 
well and he thought he was in with a chance. He couldn’t 
understand why she refused him. They both parted 
confused and disappointed. 

Never being refused before and feeling rejected, John’s 
mind raced ahead thinking “Who will I bring to the ball 
now?” He thought of Maria’s friend Becky, hoping that 
if she said yes it would make Maria see what she was 
missing out on. 

When Becky told Maria she was going to the dance, Maria 
wept bitterly into her pillow…
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The Day I Plucked up 
The Courage to Speak 

to John Minihan 
Maggie Owens

Irish Deaf Society, Deaf Village Ireland, 
Ratoath Road, Cabra, Dublin 7

     

One time I was reading the Kildare Nationalist newspaper 
and an advertisement for Culture Night caught my eye. 
The ad included the famous photo of Princess   Diana with 
a silhouette of her legs. What a coincidence, I thought! 
Just that very day, I had tried on a dress in Dunnes Stores 
and I could see the shape of my legs through the dress, 
and it had reminded me of this exact Princess Diana 
photo.

It was déjà vu! I didn’t buy the dress because I didn’t like 
the shape of my thighs. 

The ad also mentioned an open invitation to Athy library 
for a conversation with John Minihan, one of Ireland’s 
best known photographers. He hails from Athy town 
originally and has captured photos of Nobel Laureates 
Samuel Beckett and Seamus Heaney. The N in Nobel 
Laureate jumped out at me! We were just coming to 
the cusp of the ‘Signs of Life’ exhibition and the team 
had spent hundreds of hours travelling all over Ireland 
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getting photos of different celebrities and VIPs. When we 
came to the letter N, we had several choices, but in first 
place was a local Athy man.

‘Signs of Life’ is a photographic exhibition of different 
celebrities and VIPs signing a letter from the alphabet. We 
already had A for Artist: John Behan, B for Boxer: Kenny 
Egan, C for Chef: Rachel Allen, and many more including 
Andrea Corr from the Corrs, Roddy Doyle, Westlife, Aslan 
and even Jedward! I sent a message to our manager, 
Tracey, and our photographer, Johnny Corcoran, asking 
them about John Minihan. I said that he was going to be 
in Athy that very night and if I should ask him to take 
part. Tracey replied immediately, “Yes, do - if we can get 
him, it would be brilliant!”

I went to the Town Hall and climbed up the steps into the 
old Athy library. I sat down and listened to the Kildare 
Arts Officer introduce John Minihan. John talked about 
his life growing up in Athy, moving to London in the 
swinging sixties and working as a photojournalist for 
the Daily Mail. He has taken photos of iconic people such 
as Samuel Beckett, Seamus Heaney, Andy Warhol, and 
Princess Diana. He talked about his relationship with 
Diana and how she respected him as a photographer and 
vice versa. He didn’t approve of the paparazzi. Of all the 
photos he has taken, John is most proud of his series ‘The 
Wake of Katie Tyrrell’ which he took in our home town 
of Athy, Co. Kildare. He told us that Samuel Beckett was 
really interested in these photos and they had helped 
in forming a relationship with him. I was absolutely 
fascinated listening to John talking about his amazing 
photography career. His photos are also captured on an 
old vintage camera and he personally develops the film 
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himself. He acknowledged how much the photography 
world is changing to a digital age and how easy it is to 
delete an image, whereas in film what you see is what 
you get. At the end of this – what could I call it? It 
wasn’t a presentation, or a seminar, it was a wholesome 
manifestation of integrity and expression – I plucked up 
the courage and stood up.

“Hi John. Thank you for this really interesting talk. 
Believe it or not, I was shopping this morning and I was 
trying on a dress in a changing room and you could see 
the silhouette of my legs through the dress. It reminded 
me of the famous portrait of Princess Diana. I did not 
know that it was you that took this photo. I only saw the 
ad for this talk two hours ago! And I think it is fate I saw 
this because I am also involved in a ‘Signs of Life’ project 
with the Irish Deaf Society where we are photographing 
different VIPs signing different letters of the alphabet in 
Irish Sign Language. We would love for you to sign the 
letter N to represent you capturing the Nobel laureate of 
literature.”

John replied something witty about my silhouetted legs 
moment. I don’t know what exactly he said but judging 
from the laughs from the audience plus the arts officer I 
think he enjoyed my description. He then went on to say 
that he would be absolutely honoured and privileged to 
be photographed for the ‘Signs of Life’ exhibition.

“Brilliant, just brilliant,” I said. “Are you free tomorrow 
morning?”

The ‘Signs of Life’ exhibition was launched in Temple Bar 
and then it went on a road trip around Ireland, starting in 
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Athy, where it was viewed by in excess of 1,500 people. We 
were delighted that my new friend John Minihan agreed 
to launch this event. Athy’s response to this was just 
fantastic! With standing room only in the Carlton Abbey 
Hotel, John said he was very proud to launch this event in 
front of so many familiar faces and to be associated with 
Athy Sing and Sign and the ‘Signs of Life’ project.  
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I Am a  
Very Old Oak Tree

Pegasus
Lourdes Youth & Community Services (LYCS), 

Metropolitan Building,
James Joyce Street, Dublin 1

     

I am a very old oak tree. My life started as an acorn. Over 
the starting years I developed roots and these roots 
became my base as I slowly grew. Next stage was my 
trunk, my legs. In the meantime, all different creatures 
from the forest lived on me, ants around the roots, mice, 
some creatures climbed up my trunk to the branches that 
were emerging from the growth of my arms. Squirrels 
rested in my hands and now leaves were forming and 
birds were coming to me to build their nests to live in my 
branches, carrying all small twigs from the forest floor to 
start their home. 

I give them shelter and safety to rear their families. 
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