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Barbara Scully launches her debut book with a frank look at the last half-century of women's

place in society, told via her lived experience of womanhood in contemporary Ireland. The 60-

year-old broadcaster pulls no punches as she blends uncomfortable truths with indispensable

advice in this essential feminist publication. Wise Up to the power ... Wise Up to the wisdom ...

Wise Up to life after menopause!Barbara Scully offers her take on life after the big 'M'.Told with

searing honesty, this memoir-come-self-help guide is laced with social history and the

occasional rant to deliver a read that is humorous and essential. It offers younger women a

guide to navigating the hurdles of adulting, and older women the opportunity to consider the

two great benefits of ageing - wisdom and power.It's time to dream big, just like you did when

you were a teenager. "Whatever the reason, I realised when I turned 40 and with every decade

since I have less f*cks to give. It's liberating, I tell you." Barbara Scully. 

About the AuthorBarbara Scully is a writer, columnist, and broadcaster. She is frequently

published in Ireland's national press and magazines.Barbara is a familiar voice on radio and

TV, contributing to talk shows and with a regular weekly 'agony aunt' slot on the Moncrieff

Show on Newstalk radio.Barbara is married to the photographer Paul Sherwood. They have

three daughters, two grandchildren, a dog, four cats, and a resident fox in their garden near

Dun Laoghaire, in County Dublin.Find Barbara on Twitter: @BarbaraScully --This text refers to

the paperback edition.
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WOMAN’S VOICECONCLUSIONABOUT THE AUTHORACKNOWLEDGEMENTSI always

thought writing a book would be a nice, relaxing thing to do. I was wrong. Writing a book is very

hard, and I made every mistake possible in the process. But I was helped in no small way by

some great friends who were generous with their time, experience, and expertise. And in doing

these acknowledgements, I am sure I have left a few people out – please forgive me if I have.

Thank you, Caroline Grace Cassidy, for reading the first draft and putting me wise to the fact

that it was only a first draft and to Fiona Looney, who is never less than honest and

encouraged me in this endeavour (in a pub in Ahakista – because she definitely won’t

remember). Thanks to Cathy Murphy for your forensic attention to detail in that first draft. And

to my brother Jim, who also waded through what was a very rough piece of work. Writers

Felicity Hayes McCoy and Vanessa O’Loughlin (Sam Blake) thank you for giving me the benefit

of your experience and expertise not only on the work but also on how to publish it. And to my

published friends Denise Deegan and Eleanor Fitzsimons, who had supported me in this

endeavour before it was even conceived. To my oldest friends, Rita (who features in the book)

and Maureen, who have been a part of my life for so long and whose friendship adds such

sweetness and depth to my life.To my friends in media, who have taken me seriously when I

am still so unsure of what I am at, trying to write and talk for a living.To James Wharton – thank

you for taking a chance on me and giving me the honour of being the first published author of

Zsa Zsa Publishing.Thank you, Paul (otherwise known as ‘Sherwood’), for always believing in

me and tolerating most of my plans, except for the very maddest ones. And to my girls… Carla,

Roisin and Mia, your constant encouragement and support of my work is just the best, as your

collective ability to prevent me from getting ideas above my station.Finally, to my precious

grandchildren, Emie and Max, I hope that someday you might read this in a more equal and

peaceful world where the silver-haired crones are visible, valued, and vital.Barbara

ScullyMarch 2022INTRODUCTION“Ageing is an extraordinary process where you become the

person you should always have been.”David BowieMenopause can be a shit show; of that there

is no doubt. But after we get through the worst of it, we realise that we have in fact,

experienced a huge change of life. And that is what this book is all about. The change of

life after menopause.If like me, you are a mother, I bet you will have spent many hours telling

your teenage or young adult children that they can be anything they choose to be if they work

hard enough and put their minds to it. You probably tell them to follow their passions and do

things that make their hearts sing. You tell them to be brave and fearless and to go forth and

conquer the world. But most of all, I bet you tell them to be happy. Equally, I bet that this is what

you wish most for them: that they are happy and fulfilled wherever their lives may take them. I



have often wondered when women, and not only mothers, stop believing in our own advice

when it comes to our own lives. When do we begin to accept less than we should? When is it

that we stop seeing our own lives in the same hopeful way as we see those of our kids? When

do we stop dreaming of all that there is still to do and all we could still become?This book is

about change, but not just the physical changes that menopause brings. It’s also about

stripping away the decades of stuff women accumulate as we go through our lives. Once the

heavy lifting of parenting is done, once our biology releases its grip on our lives, we are free to

look at who we really are. So, in many ways, the change we go through, usually in our fifties, is

a kind of reverse metamorphosis. It sometimes feels a bit like the way it felt to get beyond

adolescence. Although, unlike our younger selves, we no longer have our whole lives ahead to

do with as we wish. But we do have that same dawning awareness that we first experienced

when we stood on the threshold of adulthood, the awareness that we are entering a new

phase, a time like no other we have experienced before. During our fifties and early sixties, we

will gently lay down many of the labels we have been attached to – mother, daughter, or

professional. This presents us with an opportunity to perhaps become someone who, when we

examine her carefully, may, in fact, be very closely related to the girl we once were. But now we

are embarking on this new phase of life with all our stories, our experiences, our opinions. And

it is from these stories and these experiences we gain our wisdom. Whether you were CEO of

a company or a stay-at-home housewife, your experiences, stories, and opinions are important

and needed. They are more valuable than a university education. This is a time of life when we

need to find our voices to share our experiences and our stories in the public space, whether

that’s in a mixed social gathering, on social media, or with a wider audience by taking part in

the national conversation where women’s voices and in particular older women’s voices are still

largely missing.It is now that we become aware that time, while not exactly running out, is

definitely running down. It is a time to think about what we are going to do in the next decade.

Will we have the energy and hopefully the good health to allow us to do these things? And

what exactly are these things that we have yet to do? It is now time to bring all that wealth of

experience, melt it into the pot of our dreams and create the next phase: potentially the most

important phase of your life.Women’s lives meander in a way that men’s generally don’t. Those

of us who become mothers, take far more time out from our jobs and careers to care for our

babies than fathers do. Studies show that women still carry the general burden of caring when

it comes to elderly parents and others in our families who may need care. So, by the time we

reach our fifties, we have probably already managed quite a bit of change in our lives. But

much of that change has come about due to our responsibilities to others. Now many of those

responsibilities have eased up considerably, particularly in relation to children. The changes

you make now, if you’re lucky, will be just for you and not driven by someone else’s needs.The

freedom that accompanies a completed menopause signals a significant shift in many

women’s lives. From talking to post-menopausal women, I know that many experience an

underlying need to explore parts of themselves that have been parked for decades while they

perhaps climbed the career ladder or stayed home and looked after their kids. By the time they

reach their late fifties, they may be ready to retire from their career or, if they were housewives,

maybe embark on a paid career. They might, for instance, set up a small business, learn a new

skill, write a book, make soap, or begin to paint. Around this age, there is also an increasing

realisation that, in order to make the most of the years ahead, good health is going to be vital.

For many post-menopausal women, that may involve losing weight and gaining fitness. Of

course, we will probably already have discovered that this is not at all as easy as it sounds. Old

habits are hard to break. However, as my doctor said to me when I was diagnosed with Type 2



Diabetes at 57, “You get away with it, until you stop getting away with it.” And if we want to

make the most of the decades ahead, good health is vital.Lifestyle change, losing weight and

becoming fitter is hard. It took me a diagnosis of diabetes to shift my lardy arse off the sofa and

onto the road to retrieving my health. I didn’t see that I had a problem until I had a problem. I

spent decades making a virtue of hating exercise and being totally comfortable in my own skin.

I knew I was fat, but I was body confident. What I didn’t see, and avoided confronting, was that

I was very unfit. And fitness is key. Now please don’t think for any minute that I have become a

marathon runner or someone who dons Lycra and cycles up and down the country. I have not. I

am not thin either. But I move every day. I am conscious of what I eat, although that doesn’t

mean I can’t have an occasional treat and often more than occasionally too. But I try now to

keep my eye on what I am doing and try not to over-treat myself. I also have to watch my

portion sizes continually. However, the benefits of weight loss and fitness have been

tremendous and can be summed up in one sentence. I feel younger than I have in about a

decade. I’ll explore how I changed my eating habits and overcame my exercise phobia in the

“Change of Life” section. It is not a blueprint for change, but it worked for me, and perhaps it will

help you find what works for you, should you wish to regain control of your health.In the

chapter “A Woman’s Voice”, I discuss, among other things, changing your mindset about

getting older and working out how to deal with the constant messaging mature women get

about fighting ageing. It is the most pointless fight you will ever engage in, although it will

relieve you of many hundreds (or perhaps thousands) of euros and take a good sideswipe at

your confidence while you’re at it. For many women, confidence is something that seems to

decrease over the years, especially if many of those years were spent at home looking after

your children. I spent a decade doing just that, and in that time I, like many women, lost a bit of

myself. Lost a lot of myself. Well, maybe “lost” is not the right word. Because loss implies

permanence, and I think I always knew, if only subliminally, that what I was doing was not

forever. For some women, the opportunity to retire from the world of paid work signals an

opportunity to pick up pieces of themselves that they had sacrificed to facilitate work. Either

way, it’s now time to retrieve those bits of ourselves again. And one of the parts of ourselves

that we often lose is confidence, particularly the confidence needed to become something

different. I bet I am not the only woman who hears the voice in her head that constantly tells

her she’s crazy to think she could do that, be that, have that, or go there. Getting that voice to

shut up is not easy, but you can learn to literally tell it to do so. To shut up.Staying at home,

caring for children and running the domestic life of a family gets no recognition in society, so it’s

hardly surprising that the years spent being a housewife rob women of confidence. Moreover, if

you have been in a corporate workplace, you may have lost touch with who you really are, as

you have spent decades being whatever it is you do for a living. In fact, if there was one free

gift I could have packaged with this book, it would be the gift of self-confidence.Remember

when you were young and dreamed of your life and how it would pan out? Maybe your vision

was of travelling the world, experiencing many different cultures. Maybe it was to climb that

corporate ladder, or perhaps it was to have a partner and children, or a combination of all of

those and more. But regardless of what your dream was, I am sure you had a vision of how

you wanted your life to pan out. However, as we go through life, most of us discover that it

doesn’t always pan out exactly how we envisioned it. Even if you eventually got to the position

you had been dreaming of, it’s more likely than not that you took a route that was somewhat

different to the one you imagined you would take. But you survived. You amended your vision,

trimmed your sails, and you got on with it. And now a lot of it is done or almost done. Your kids

may have left home, your mortgage will eventually be paid off, and you will retire from your



career. (Although if, like us, you took out a mortgage when you were forty, you wouldn’t want to

wait until that’s paid off, as you are likely to be a bit less energetic by then. Buy when you are

young, people, buy when you are young.) And if the fates are with you, you will still have

energy and good health to explore other options. Menopause means change, and change

means opportunity.Now is the time to review the decades you have lived, to laugh at the

absurdities, to recognise the tough times and to congratulate yourself for making it this far.

Because, regardless of what our society might say (or more often not say), your experiences

are important and not just to you. Women have long recognised the power of sharing our

stories, albeit in safe female spaces. We learn from each other. We draw strength from each

other.As we cruise towards our sixties and even our seventies, we need to clarify how we want

this phase of life, this freedom to be. These really are golden years, but the clock is ticking, and

we need to make sure we don’t waste them. So, start dreaming. Now. Dream of where you

want to go (yeah, I know it’s a cliché, but I do mean the bucket list stuff), dream of where you

want to live and, more importantly, HOW you want to live. And dream of the things you want to

do and to achieve. As you learn to let your mind stretch to accommodate dreams, no matter

how far-fetched and impossible, you might find that these midlife dreams are actually not so

different from the dreams you had as a kid. And that right there is the beauty of this. As I said,

when you begin to explore other options, you may have the feeling that you are connecting

right back to the girl you were once were. This can be such a joyous reunion, but be warned it

will be tainted; tainted with regrets for things you think you did wrong, for opportunities not

taken, for losses you have experienced. Nevertheless, all of those things will now make you

wiser than you have ever been before. They should drive you forward without fear of failure or

judgement. That’s not to say you won’t fail or be judged, but you will probably already have

experienced these and a myriad of other negative experiences, and you have survived. So,

unlike when you were a child or a teenager, failure and ridicule hold no fear for you. And that is

another precious freedom right there.Menopause is a transit lounge, not a destination. It means

that you are on your way to somewhere different but stuck on a bit of a layover. Menopause is a

portal. Sometimes a long, tortuous one but a gateway to what could be the most satisfying time

of your life. It’s up to you to choose where the journey will take you. However, make no mistake;

you are travelling, girl. You are moving on. Make the most of it. Sing your song loud and clear.

Take opportunities. Take risks. Remember all the stuff you told your kids as they embarked on

adulthood and start following your own advice. I am not only suggesting big changes; small

ones are just as important, as long they are what you want to do.I hope that this book will shine

a light for you on your own life so that you can see just how powerful you can be. While I don’t

have a 12-step method you can follow, I hope that if I share some of my experiences, you will

begin to believe that any change is possible. But much as I want this book to inspire and

motivate you, what I want most is for you to enjoy it. I hope you will laugh at least a few times

while reading. Because when all is said and done, life is something not to be taken too

seriously. Even when it is serious.SO, WHO ARE YOU?Before we prepare for what may just be

the most important phase of our lives, it’s important to have a look back over the decades that

have gone before. A kind of stocktake of where we have been and what we have done.

Because real wisdom will only come from understanding our stories and experiences, owning

them – the good and the bad – and knowing that all that we have experienced up to now has

played a huge part in who we are.Our stories are like the squares on a patchwork quilt that we

gather around ourselves as we go forward, keeping us warm, reminding us that we have loved

and are loved, and, most importantly, that we have lived. Everything we have experienced

prepares us for what is to come, regardless of how our lives have played out and although



perhaps we may not always have thrived, we have survived. We are still here.In the following

chapters, I will share some of the stories and defining elements of each of the decades I have

lived thus far. Because they have all played a part in bringing me to this place, they are all part

of my story.Your stories are different. But this kind of approach might be very useful for you

when you undertake a similar stocktake of your life thus far. THE GOLDEN TWENTIES“We all

go a little mad, sometimes.” Norman Bates, PsychoTurning Twenty… Sort Of.I don’t remember

turning twenty. Nothing. Not one memory at all. So, I am guessing it wasn’t a momentous

occasion. January 1982. Ireland was a dull place in the teeth of a recession and that January, it

was also in the grip of a blizzard, which arrived a few days before my birthday. The country was

frozen to a near standstill, with power cuts adding to the isolation of villages and towns already

cut off from the rest of the world, wrapped in a thick blanket of white silence. It was bleak – on

all fronts.However, I had a job working for JWT, Ireland’s largest tour operator at the time.

During this blizzard, I remember struggling to get into work. There were no trains, my normal

mode of transport into the city, and no buses either. Undeterred, I stood on the main road and

hitched a lift. Yep, I happily jumped into a car with a stranger who was going to try to negotiate

slippery roads that were too dangerous for public transport, all just in case someone needed to

book a holiday. I remember being surprised to find there was only me and one other eejit who

made it to the office that day. In hindsight, it was just as well I had no party planned; no one

could have made it through the snow that was crippling the country. However, unlike all your

other “roundy” birthdays, your twentieth isn’t a significant milestone as it is completely

overshadowed by one’s twenty-first… or even one’s eighteenth.You won’t be surprised to hear

that I had turned 18, two years previously, in January 1980. I had just started my new job, but

my heart and my social life were immersed in my local area, of Dun Laoghaire, a seaside town

on the south side of Dublin city that was said at the time to have the highest proportion of

young people of any town in Ireland. It was a great place to “come of age”. I desperately

wanted an eighteenth birthday party but, having just started working and earning the princely

sum of £43 per week, there was no way I could afford even the most modest of bashes. And

back in those days, parents of adult children didn’t generally stump up for frivolous incidentals

like parties. However, one night in the local pub, our large group of friends realised that six of

us were all going to turn 18 that momentous January. So, we wondered if by clubbing together

we could throw a party. We checked out the cost of hiring a room, a bar extension and a DJ

and soon realised that even sharing the cost wasn’t an option. The dream of a proper party

was still beyond our reach. Until that is, someone came up with the brain wave of selling tickets

to attend. Yep, we could charge our friends and family to come to our party. And that is just

what we did. We had tickets printed, which we sold for £2 each, enabling us to hire a DJ, book

a venue and bar extension and, as far as I remember, there was a small amount left in the kitty

with which we bought ourselves a birthday round of drinks. It was a massive success, and it set

the tone for the years ahead. Life was largely a party to be enjoyed and, if you wanted

something badly enough, you could make it happen. Great ExpectationsAll through my

teenage years, I dreamed of being an adult: the freedom, the independence, and the sex. All

through the years of struggling with acne, and coming to terms with my changing body and its

mysterious functions, as I grappled with studying stuff in which I had little interest and finally,

with exams, I dreamed. I dreamed of the time when it would all be over, and I would finally be

mistress of my own destiny. My teens were not that remarkable for someone of my age growing

up in Ireland, in that they didn’t feature the opposite sex at all. I went to an all-girls secondary

school, and, even in junior school, we were kept completely segregated from the boys. So,

growing up, I knew no boys other than my brothers. I left school in June 1979, and I had a busy



agenda to pursue. And the first item on that agenda was finding a boyfriend.Turning 18 marked

my transition into adulthood far more than my twentieth did. Over the space of one summer, I

morphed from schoolgirl to working woman. The world also felt like it was changing, as it

usually does with each new decade. The 1980s would be the decade of my twenties, and I

couldn’t wait. It was the era of New Romantics, of Duran Duran and Spandau Ballet and the

best girl group ever, Bananarama. The so-called second wave of feminism had arrived in

Ireland in the 1970s and given women and girls, even those of us who were closeted with the

nuns in a convent school, the idea that we could have it all. This brave new world of women’s

liberation meant that we could look forward to a great career, owning a car and an apartment

and, in due course, also getting married and having children. But the marriage and children bit

was pretty far down the road as far as I was concerned. This was the era of “power dressing”,

shoulder pads and big hair. Women looked powerful, although they were still largely confined to

support roles in the workforce and, even where they competed equally with men, they were still

(legally) paid less. When I left school, the career options for girls were mainly secretarial. In

fact, it’s a bit of a paradox that the only women I was aware of running businesses were the

nuns who ran schools and hospitals. They did their own version of power dressing, swooshing

up and down the school corridors in their voluminous black habits and veils. Way more

intimidating than shoulder pads and big hair but devoid of any glamour, which was an essential

element of power dressing. The summer I left school, I remember thinking I might like to travel

for a year before settling down to earn my living, but my dear mother put paid to that idea,

thinking it might unsettle me and I might never return to “normal” life. She may have had a point

and, although I enrolled in the requisite secretarial course, I never dreamed of being

someone’s secretary. I dreamed of working in the travel business. So, just before my eighteenth

birthday, I began my first real job, selling holidays for tour operator JWT.My eighteenth birthday

not only marked the beginning of my nineteenth year on the planet, but it was the threshold

over which I passed into the decade of my twenties, albeit two years early. I couldn’t wait to get

started on my life. And that is key to understanding your twenties. As you embark on this

formative decade, you are unwavering in your belief that you will be the author of your own

story. The world was my oyster to do with as I wanted. As I headed towards twenty, I was finally

in control. I had the job I had craved, I had my own money – not a lot of it, but it was mine, all

mine to do with as I pleased – and yes, of course, I paid up at home, but otherwise it was all

mine. Most of all, I finally had a boyfriend with whom I was in love. Now, OK, I know I was a bit

late to the boyfriend party… I blame that on the nuns. But we all remember our first love, and if

you are lucky (like I was), it is a positive, special experience. You will always remember the first

time you had that fizzy feeling of excitement at just the sight of someone you thought was the

most gorgeous creature you had ever laid eyes on. The passion and the excitement of it all was

just delicious. So, your twenties is the decade that often begins with the greatest of

expectations. You are invincible and, unless you have had to deal with some trauma in your

young life, you are full of positivity and are sure that life will pan out exactly as you want it to.

It’s a heady time. All the firsts are there – first job, first love, first holiday (without your parents),

and first car. Your dreams are all vivid and bright. In addition, in the 1980s, we had the fabulous

soundtrack to match. Before I recount some of the defining episodes of my twenties, I have to

begin with one of the most defining things about my life then and now, my height. The

StoriesYou’re TallI met someone once who knew me from the telly (which I do a small bit of),

and she greeted me with, “you’re just like you are on the telly, only much taller.” I am six feet

tall, which is not that remarkable today but believe me, forty years ago, when I reached my

zenith, it was quite something. I think it was when I was in primary school that I first realised



that I was taller than the average girl or boy. And it was when I began my life long search for

clothes long enough, something that has only recently been resolved with the introduction of

“tall ranges” in women’s clothes.When I was a young girl, like all girls in the ‘60s and ‘70s, I had

to wear woolly tights to school in the winter. I never ever owned a pair that fitted me. I pulled

them on and up, and things seemed fine until I began to walk. The more steps I took, the

further south my tights migrated. So I developed a winter walking style all my own – which

involved two normal strides and one giant one as I attempted to subtly manoeuvre the crotch

back to where it belonged. It was a losing battle. By the time I arrived at school, my tights had

travelled south towards my knees, where thankfully they got stuck, saving me any obvious

embarrassment other than the wrinkled gathering of spare tight at each ankle!This childhood

trauma meant that I have never worn tights as an adult woman. The weather could be minus

two degrees outside, and I will be in trousers or leggings. Otherwise, if the occasion absolutely

demands a dress, I may even be bare-legged.Of course, by the time I moved into secondary

school, my height meant that I was the hanger of pictures, the closer of windows and even the

pusher of the huge equipment that was needed back then to play audio and videotapes. The

nuns equated height with strength for some reason. I also got to hold all the sex education

charts of male and female anatomy during our technicolour sex education classes – brought to

us by a nun. In our religion class. No wonder my generation can be a bit odd in the head when

it comes to sex.“The Big One”My PE teacher tried to press-gang me into all kinds of sports in

which my height might be an advantage, including long jump, javelin and shot put (oh yes, that

old height and strength thing again). I was useless at all of them. I finally found a place on the

basketball team but, as I couldn’t run to catch a bus, my job was never to go too far into

defence so that I could make it back to the basket when the game turned around. My job was

to merely score baskets. I was only a passable basket scorer most days, but occasionally I had

a really good game. One game when I was 15 years old stands out in my memory; I wasn’t

quite on fire, but I was definitely smouldering and causing problems for the opposition. We

were playing away at another girls’ school on the other side of the city, and they had a cool

young American guy as their coach. He stood on the sidelines and got more and more

frustrated as our score kept climbing, thanks mainly to yours truly. “Mark the big one, mark the

big one,” he kept shouting. Initially, I suppressed my irritation as I enjoyed the rare experience

of actually doing what I was meant to do on the court. But he said it one time too many, so I

called time out. I went over to him, standing as straight as I could and said, “I have a number

on my skirt (oh yes, no shorts for nice convent-educated girls playing sports back in the 70s),

and it is also on the back of my shirt. If you want to refer to me, please use my number. I am

not ‘the big one’.”I remember how stunned he was. But it worked. He changed his tune and

used my number for the rest of the match.I think that, although I didn’t realise it until much

later, that may have been the first time I ever experienced the power that comes with height. It

shouldn’t, but it does. Having said that, it didn’t mean that I wasn’t christened with various

names when I was younger. I remember walking home from school one day, and a group of

boys shouted, “Jaysus, you are like the Towering Inferno”; I wasn’t sure if it was a compliment

or not. On reflection, as it came from a movie about a skyscraper on fire, I thought probably

not. When I began working in the travel business, I was known as Big Bird or BB for short by

some of my colleagues. However, it wasn’t only the nuns who got confused about what

advantages height confers on a body; the general populace did too. I grew up hearing, “oh, you

are so tall; you could be a model”. Em[BS19], no, I couldn’t have been a model. I am not built

like a model and never have been, except for a short spell after a growth spurt when I was

about 14 when I did get very lanky and skinny for a bit. The other thing they say, as the truth



dawns that you are a bit roundy, is, “oh, with your height, you can carry a bit of extra weight.”

Em, no. You are just tall and a bit fat instead of short or average and a bit fat.Being so tall was

the defining factor not only when I went to buy clothes but also when it came to boys. Two

things that are extraordinarily important in your twenties. But one of the most important lessons

I learned as I raced into adulthood was to NEVER, EVER sit down for the “slow set”.The Slow

SetAh, the slow set: a glorious thing now unfortunately consigned to history. The disco lights

would slow to a flicker, and the opening bars of 10cc’s “I’m Not In Love” would reverberate

around the hall (yep, it was usually a sports hall or community centre) and, as the beat slowed

down, the girls would all take to the seating around the walls. The lads would make their way

nervously through a fug of cigarette smoke to their chosen one to ask her to dance. I could

never take a seat with the rest of the girls because, as soon as I did, one of the smallest fellas

in the place would make his way over to me. I could see him steaming towards me like a

miniature Titanic cruising towards the iceberg. “Do you want to dance?” he’d mutter as his

mates, gathered in a circle, watched on. What to do? If I said yes and stood up, his mistake

would be obvious, and he would be covered in confusion about what to do next. If I politely

refused, I risked him getting all shirty and smart for my having the audacity to spurn his

advances. So, I never sat down. Which kind of put me with the lads as opposed to the girls.

And only very rarely did I get asked to dance. First LoveNot getting asked to dance at the local

discos was beginning to be a problem, as one of the main aims I had for the summer I left

school was finding some boy who was tall enough to accompany me to my Debs. In Ireland,

one’s Debs is a very big deal, even back in 1979. Although it takes its name from that very

British tradition of a young woman’s “debut” into high society, which included being presented

to the Monarch, the Irish version is, like so many things in Ireland, a grand excuse for a good

party and getting dressed up. It does not involve being presented to anyone, but it does require

an escort. Debs balls take place in the autumn after you leave school. So, I had a summer to

find a fella, and he had to be over 6’ tall.I first laid eyes on possibly the only tall, handsome guy

in Dun Laoghaire early in the summer I left school when I passed him and his friend on the

opposite side of the road. He was very tall and had long leather-clad legs, which immediately

caught my attention. Once they had passed, I decided to risk a second glance. As I turned

around, so did he. Eyes met, and we both laughed. And I fell in love, in the way you do when

you are 17. For those last weeks of school, I spend too long daydreaming about Sexy Long

Legs. I had found the guy to take me to the Debs. I just had to find out who he was and work

out how to meet him. Once exams were over, we raced out of school for the last time and

straight into our futures, which we were sure we would find in Dunelles pub. Located in the

basement of the local shopping centre, it was a windowless, dark cavern of a place. It seemed

mysterious and exciting. No one who frequented Dunelles was over 30 years of age. It was like

a private club for penniless youths. A local musician played almost every night, and his guitar

wove the music of Dylan, Young and Croce into my memories of the place. There was magic

and lots of cigarette smoke in the air. New York had Studio 54; Dun Laoghaire had

Dunelles. The best spot was a booth with a view of the stairs. From there, the girls and I would

play the “whose legs are those” game as they descended into the murky half-light. Sexy Long

Legs was a regular and highly popular by all accounts. He seemed to know everyone except

me. We smiled at each other and even moved on to a shy ‘Hi’, but there we got stuck. Summer

rolled on, and my main worry was my Debs and the fact that Sexy Long Legs seemed to know

every girl in Dun Laoghaire. The clock was ticking. I had to get to know him well enough to get

the big ask in before someone else did. Finally, in late July, I managed to get myself introduced

to him by a mutual friend, as my friend Rita and I were waiting for the last bus home. Trying to



act cool but feeling very hot under the collar, we boarded the bus; he sat on the seat in front of

us and offered me a cigarette. Through a cloud of noxious fumes, I abandoned small talk and

got right to the point, conscious that his journey was shorter than mine. (Yes, of course, I had

found out where he lived, which was some feat in the days before the internet.)“Would you

fancy coming to my Debs in November,” I gushed at him. “Yeah, why not,” he answered, “that

will be three Debs Balls for me this autumn.” It wasn’t quite the answer I was looking for. But it

was a yes, and I figured he would look great in a tuxedo. I skipped off the bus at my stop and

floated all the way home with a mixture of relief and excitement bubbling through my heart.The

next night in Dunelles, I couldn’t wait to meet my new friend, my Debs date. In he came and, as

he breezed past, the only change was that he now said “Hi Barbara” instead of just “Hi”. Slowly,

the realisation dawned that my asking him to my Debs had not conferred any new status on

our relationship. In fact, I was just last in a queue of three girls with whom he would be doing

the same. So, I was trapped in a weird kind of limbo. Summer faded into autumn, and I

continued to try to capture the heart of Sexy Long Legs. My perseverance paid off, and finally,

there was the momentous day when he took me on a walk down the pier, where we smoked a

joint. Afterwards, we lay on the grass in the park and watched the clouds slowly creep across

the blue sky while listening to the twang of bowls from the green nearby. I finally had his full

and undivided attention. And yes, he was indeed a wonderful date at my Debs. He looked very

handsome, made me feel less of a giant and brought magic mushrooms to add to the

mushroom soup, which added no end of craic to the proceedings. We dated for over a year,

during which we were two of the six conspirators who shared that fabulous eighteenth birthday

party. Our relationship burned bright and sizzled along with great excitement. And I am glad to

say that, when it ended, a year or so later, we remained friends. In fact, a couple of decades

later, we both ended up living in the same neighbourhood with our respective spouses and

children. He was a good guy who made me feel special, sexy and smart – all the things you

want to feel when you are almost twenty. After some years of ill health, he died while I was

away in Australia for the birth of my first grandchild. I am still sad that I never got to say

goodbye, to attend his funeral or, most of all, to remind him before he died that he was a good

guy. A really good guy.Risky BusinessYour late teens and early twenties are the risk-taking

years and the years in which you experiment with all kinds of previously forbidden delights.

Back in the early 80s, drink was expensive and not generally something your Ma put in her

shopping trolley every week, as I have been able to do for decades. My father was a Pioneer.

No, that doesn’t mean that he explored uncharted territories but that he was a member of…

wait for it… The Pioneer Total Abstinence Association of the Sacred Heart. In other words, he

was a Catholic who didn’t drink and proudly wore a pin on his lapel to proclaim this fact. In

reality, my dad hated alcohol and what it did to people. My mother didn’t quite share his

abhorrence, but suffice to say that in our house, there was probably a bottle of whiskey for

when the priest called, sherry for Christmas pudding and brandy to settle a tummy upset. So,

as soon as I started to earn my own money, I began to be able to afford to have a drink on the

weekend. Or during the week. Or anytime I liked. I also travelled regularly, so, in my bedroom, I

had my own drinks cabinet, which usually contained a bottle of duty-free Bacardi and one of

Malibu. The problem with learning about drinking is finding out when enough is enough, and,

along the way, we all have mortifying occasions when we make a complete fool of

ourselves. Bacardi once made me puke on the street in San Antonio, Ibiza, which was very

uncool (this was before the ladette culture of the 90s); too much Ouzo delivered quite pleasant

but unnerving hallucinations in Corfu, and tequila shots made me do all kinds of foolish things

right here in Dublin. By your mid-twenties, you should have learned where that sweet point is



when you feel very happy and floaty, but before that descends into the chaos of not being able

to control your legs or your digestive system.For women, the sense of invincibility you feel at

this age is particularly dangerous. This is because, at the same time, you have possibly yet to

learn that the world can be a dangerous place for a woman, especially when you are alone and

maybe not quite as alert as usual. When I look back now at some of the things I did, my blood

runs cold. I think that perhaps my great height protected me a bit. Most men have a natural

physical power over most women because of their greater height and strength. But, at six feet

tall, I was probably not worth the risk. I remember my mother giving out to me for walking home

in the early hours, alone through what she considered to be a dodgy part of town. And I

remember my answer. “Ma, I am six feet tall with no boobs. If I change my walk I could look like

a man. I am fine.” My own youngest daughter, who is six foot two, said something similar to me

recently. When I wasn’t negotiating mean streets in the early hours but out in a pub or

nightclub, my height did cause me to worry somewhat. Because in low light, I thought I could

possibly be mistaken for a not particularly good drag queen. As far as I was concerned, six-foot-

tall women just didn’t exist. I knew no other woman who was even close to my height when I

was in my teens and twenties.The Sum Of Our PartsOverall, the advantages of being tall

outweighed the disadvantages. I liked the feeling of strength and power it gave me. However,

like most young women and indeed girls, I wasted far too much time in my twenties wishing

bits of my body were different. If only I had known how fabulous I was. If only we all knew how

fabulous we are when we are in our twenties. Instead, like many of you, I would imagine, I

wished I were slimmer. I wished that my ankles were thinner, my ears were smaller and less

sticky out, my thighs were less ample, and my hair was either curly or straight. Actually, that’s a

lie. I wished it was curly. I spent hours and hours having my hair permed in the 80s. I so wanted

proper curly hair. God gave me the long legs, but she got the width measurement surprisingly

wrong. Therefore, in my youth, I felt my legs were at least two sizes too big for the rest of me.

God also gifted me with two knees on each leg to compound her error. Of course, I still have

big, lumpy knees – only now they match the rest of me.Another thing I was often told when I

was young was, “oh, you are so lucky, being tall, you could wear anything.” I heard this so

much that I began to believe it. I made some really bad fashion choices in my early twenties. In

about 1982, the season’s must-have was a satin jumpsuit. Yep, and sure, I could wear

anything. Off I went and purchased a purple one in which I thought I was very sophisticated in

a Challenge Anneka kind of way (Anneka Rice – ask your mother). I decided that a formal Gala

Dinner (they were big in corporate Ireland in the ‘80s) would be the perfect occasion to christen

my new outfit: big, permed hair, silver blusher, glitter eye shadow and my purple satin jumpsuit.

Off I went, delighted with myself. However, not long into the evening, I began to realise I was

having problems standing up straight. If I did, the neck at the back of my suit was pulled

downwards with a resultant pulling northwards of the front resulting in a phenomenon that I

believe is known as dromedary tarsals. I didn’t do much dancing that night.So, despite the

challenges of my great height and big feet, my twenties were motoring along more or less as I

had hoped they would. I had fallen in love and out again. I had a job I loved; the pay was awful,

but the perks were great. Back in the days when air travel was truly expensive, I could avail

myself of free travel to the sunshine resorts of Europe. Now, I know that pales into

insignificance when compared to today’s young twenty-somethings jaunting all over the world,

but in the ‘80s, I was definitely a jet setter.Heading towards my mid-twenties, my friends were

beginning to get married, and I was merrily content with being single and able to mingle! There

were more romances here and there, and my social life was great. All was well in the world. All

was going as intended. Then life flung a huge curveball straight at me, hitting me right in the



chops.Unmarried Mother
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