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Gail O’Rorke was born and raised in Crumlin, Dublin. She left school at an early age and was the mother of two children by the age of twenty. She married her lifelong partner at the age of twenty one and has lived in Tallaght since 1990. She comes from a turbulent background and overcame many obstacles in her early years. She worked in a variety of cleaning jobs one of which led her to meet a lady named Bernadette Forde who was a sufferer of multiple sclerosis. The loyalty and love of friendship that ensued resulted in her being the first person in the history of Ireland to be charged with the crime of assisting a suicide. After many years of fear and worry, she was acquitted on 28 April 2015 at the Central Criminal Court of Justice after a gruelling three-week trial. She continues to be an advocate for the right to die with dignity campaign. She now enjoys life surrounded by her partner Barry, their two grown children and three grandchildren.
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For Barry
and
in memory of Bernadette Forde




Preface


In April 2015 I was tried and acquitted for the assisted suicide of my close friend – a woman for whom I also worked as a carer – Bernadette Forde. It was the first such case to ever be tested in Ireland, under the Criminal Law (Suicide) Act 1993.


Bernadette was in the late stages of multiple sclerosis, a gruelling disease from which she had suffered for over ten years. She had decided that she wished to end her life, on her own terms, with dignity. I, among others of a close-knit circle of loved ones, supported her choice. Witnessing the decline of the health of someone you love, and the loss of dignity that can come as things they once took for granted fall away, is a humbling experience. The human impulse is to support them however needed, by whatever means necessary. It is an impulse that comes from love.


At the end of the day, a person can only tell their own story. Although Bernadette’s circle of support contained a wider cast than me – loving people whom she trusted and appreciated – it is not my place to tell anyone else’s story in this book.


Instead, I simply want to share a defining experience, and one that many will no doubt identify with aspects of: supporting someone you dearly love as they make a choice that causes those around them heartache, but that you know is right for them nonetheless.


In these pages I also tell the story of something that I would never wish on my worst enemy: being tried for a crime that I did not commit (yet at one point would have, not knowing the risks I was taking) – from the world-shattering moment when you are told that you are being charged, to the enduring fear of conviction, of spending up to fourteen years incarcerated, separated from those you love, and the toil of a trial in front of the eyes of the world – and its gruelling effects on your mental and emotional wellbeing. The might of the state fighting you, with your very freedom on the line. And then there is the acquittal – a victory, which is perhaps experienced less as a triumph than as the ultimate survival, and the most joyous of reliefs.


Finally, I tell of my younger years, surviving growing up in poverty in Dublin, in an abusive household, an experience that defined me in the choices I would make in my own later life, determined upon a course of love and caring, surrounded by good people.


The title of this book – Crime or Compassion? – illustrates the kernel of the complex issues surrounding assisted suicide. The will to assist comes only from a good place, yet ultimately, as things stand in Ireland, it is a crime, and a serious one. I hope that in some small way the outcome of my case will change things for the better for people in the future who make the choice, facing grave illness, to end their life with dignity – and their loved ones supporting that choice.


Yet if I was to go through it all again, I would not change anything. I was there for my friend when she needed me. I did my best for her, and knowing that she got her wish means more to me than I can ever say. Bernadette may have been a shadow of her former physical self by the time she died, wheelchair-bound and unable to carry out even the most simple of tasks that she felt gave her life quality. But when I think of her now, I see her as I imagine she is: dancing in heaven. This book is dedicated to the memory of Bernadette Forde.
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I arrived into this world on 14 May 1971, the fifth and youngest child of Maud and Arthur Sinclair. I was born in the Coombe maternity hospital in Dublin. I almost didn’t make it because it hadn’t been noticed until nearly too late that my umbilical cord was wrapped around my neck. Thankfully a well-timed change in nursing staff brought a less tired and fresher nurse to care for my mother, and she quickly became aware of the dire situation. An emergency caesarean section was then performed which saved my life.


My father always said I was like a little monkey when I was born: long, yellow, and covered in fuzzy hair. For some reason there are no photos of me as a baby, in fact, I could count on one hand the number of photos taken of me during my childhood. I have one sister, Linda, who is six years older than me, and three brothers, Paul, Steve and Dave, who are ten, eleven and twelve years older respectively. We lived at 207 Windmill Road in Crumlin, a working-class area. It was the sort of place where everyone knew everyone, whether you wanted to or not, and our neighbourhood had an array of colourful characters, to say the least.


We were quite poor growing up because my father was unemployed for almost all of my childhood. In the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s my father worked as a taxi driver but he lost his licence after he had a stroke. He took to his bed for almost a year and when he tried to get back to work, the carriage office in Dublin wouldn’t renew his licence. Unfortunately, he had no other skills to fall back on, so he had to go on the dole.


We had enough to eat but with five children, food never lasted too long. On a good week it would last just four or five days. New shoes and the like were a luxury and my memories are of shoes with great gaping holes in the soles that constantly let the water and stones through. Because I was embarrassed about my poverty I modified a particular type of walk so that people walking behind me couldn’t see under my feet. Cutting shoe-shaped cardboard cuttings from cereal boxes to serve as a temporary lining was a regular occurrence. We had no heating, had to put up with draughty old rotten windows and always wore hand-me-downs. Strangely, though, I wouldn’t change any of these experiences for the world. Where I came from and the struggles I went through made me the strong person I am today.


I attended St Agnes’ primary school on Armagh Road in Crumlin and then Rosary College secondary school, which was on the same road. Like a lot of children, I wasn’t a huge fan of school. It was the good old 1970s, when education was inflicted upon you, rather than being something that was encouraging and motivating. We were educated by the Sisters of Mercy but liked to call them the Sisters of No Mercy. The only two subjects I liked were English and PE. A love for gymnastics runs through our family and it was something I continued in after-school classes. I was grateful to have local friends to play with because it meant I could avoid being at home. In my young child’s brain, I didn’t fully understand this avoidance, but as I grew older the dots joined up and it all made a lot more sense.


Life at 207 Windmill Road was never what one could call normal. My earliest memories are of feeling great upset and anxiety. It was a house that could best be described as dark. Happiness was a rare emotion. I have lots of memories of sporadic happy times, little bursts of normality, but sadly these times were short-lived. My father was to blame for the majority of the negativity that soaked our home. When I was a child it was my mother I blamed, but as an adult I now realise that my mother became the woman she was as a result of the life she had to endure, being married to a man like my father. To use the term ‘monster’ for my father would not be an exaggeration. He was an extremely violent man with an uncontrollable and vicious temper. He lacked remorse or conscience. He actually never drank alcohol so therefore lacked the often-used excuse of being drunk while behaving like an animal. He was fully in his right mind when he was violent, which to me made him even more of a monster. He willingly, knowingly behaved in this vicious way towards the very people he was supposed to protect – his wife and children.


Being the baby of the family has meant that some things I know about are not from my own memory; they are from listening to my siblings talking about how things were. The extreme and severe beatings my mother endured for so many years reduced in number a few years after I was born and I was shielded from the ones that did occur by my sister as much as she could. I remember sitting on the stairs with Linda many times while she sang songs to me to drown out the noises coming from down below. ‘Billy, Don’t be a Hero’ by Paper Lace, ‘Ben’ by Michael Jackson and ‘Honey’ by Bobby Goldsboro are the ones I particularly remember.


Because of the bigger age-gap between myself and my brothers, they were mostly at work, or socialising in their mid- to late teens, so I was truly blessed to have my big sis to mind me. For the most part the beatings my father gave my mother had stopped by the time I reached the age of about five or six. However, the emotional and psychological abuse continued. As younger boys, all three of my brothers experienced unbelievable abuse from our father. They received severe beatings from a very young age. My father even picked one of them up as a young baby and threw him the length of the living room. He once put a handgun in one of their mouths. It didn’t take much to push him over the edge – it could be something as simple as coming back from the shop slightly short-changed. I felt he derived great pleasure from torturing and bullying everyone around him, and it greatly upset me when I heard these stories from my siblings. As a parent myself, it’s impossible to comprehend such treatment towards anyone, let alone your own children. Individually, all five of us experienced different kinds of abuse from our father.


The beatings my mother endured were so extreme that there were times when she couldn’t leave the house for weeks because of the severity of her injuries. As a result, she developed agoraphobia. She became so consumed with fear that she needed to take one or two Valium before leaving the house, even when going to the local shops. The other and more devastating effect the abuse had on her was that she became a tyrant in her own home. The intense pent-up aggression she felt towards my father turned into a weapon she used against all five of her children. She grew to be violent, manipulative and devious, and under no circumstances would she ever admit that she was wrong about anything. She was extremely difficult and devoid of any type of affection towards us. In all the years I lived under her roof, I received a total of two hugs: once when I got my first period at the age of eleven and the second when I returned from a camping trip aged sixteen.


After I was born, my mother developed breast cancer. I believe it could have been brought on by the extreme violence or just the sheer stress of living with my father. She had a mastectomy and chemotherapy and succeeded in overcoming the illness but in the end the cancer conquered her because she lived in fear of its return for the rest of her life. She became a hypochondriac and had a pill for every illness. For her it was the magic box of medicines that fixed most of life’s little problems. I also feel that my mother’s illness so soon after I was born more than likely affected the natural bonding between mother and baby.


The physical abuse was only one of the many dark attributes my father possessed. He was also a master of mind manipulation. When I was a child, I adored him. I followed after him like a little lapdog, and loved hanging around while he was doing odd jobs or working on old cars he mended for friends. You see, my father never hit me. He was fun to be around and would often take my side in arguments against my mother. Behind her back he would call her all sorts of names and tell me that she was nothing but an effing bitch. Of course I didn’t know any better, so I agreed with him. Unbeknownst to my young, naive mind, my father’s words and actions were all part of a more sinister intention.


As an adult, I fully understand and see the whole picture clearly but as a child I was blind to his grooming. Sadly, we lived in terribly ignorant times back then. These days children are much better informed, educated and aware of the darker side of society, and of what is and isn’t acceptable. Unfortunately, in the 1970s and ’80s abuse remained something with no name. My father consistently drove a silent, almost subliminal, wedge between me and my mother. He and I often sat excitedly making plans to bump her off, to get rid of her for good. He was one of the founding members of a gun club and said that it could be easily done; my mother could have a little ‘accident’ at the gun range. Alternatively, he could run her over in the driveway and make it look like an unfortunate accident. I wasn’t fazed by these plans. A huge part of me actually looked forward to a life without my mother. As I grew up, my hatred for her reached the point where I felt sick just looking at her. I know how cruel and horrible that sounds, but it was simply how I was schooled to feel. And as my father solidified this hatred towards my mother, I grew to love him more. Added to this, he was very lenient with me: for example, one of the things he allowed me to do was stay out late; being only about eleven or twelve, he knew I was impressionable and that silly things like this were important to a young girl wanting to seem more grown-up.


There was and still is the other side to my father, though thankfully these days he is too old and ill to be a threat to anyone. There was a reason he was my ‘friend’, a reason why he wanted me to trust him. It was always there but of course at the time I was blind to it. All I knew was that every day, for some reason, I felt sick, with a pain in my stomach and a tightness in my throat. I now know that what I am describing is anxiety, but at the time it had no name – it was just a feeling. As I got a little older, my father’s behaviour towards me intensified. All my life he had been a grabber and a toucher but when I reached puberty my days became a constant bombardment of questions about my developing body. Absolutely nothing was sacred. He wanted to know everything in fine detail. I detested his questions and dreaded that ‘trapped’ feeling. I felt I couldn’t just tell him to stop and walk away: he was my father and he was in charge and I had no choice but to stand there and listen and obey. I couldn’t even talk to anyone else in the family about it. Segregation, separation and secrets were the foundations our house was built on. I now know that my sister Linda and brother Steve were experiencing all the same things, but back then I wasn’t aware of this. My brother Paul has no childhood memories so can’t say if he did or didn’t, and Dave, the eldest, says that it never happened to him.


One night, when I was about thirteen, my father drove me into Dublin, down to the long wall at Guinness’ brewery. The long-distance truck drivers used to park there to rest for the night. He told me that Linda worked there as a prostitute and that one day in the not-too-distant future I too would work there. He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that I don’t think I even flinched. He also continually talked about how willing a participant my sister was in his dirty deeds. Of course it was all entirely fabricated, but it’s what he wanted me to believe.


Every few weeks I would come home from school and see him bursting into the living room, naked from the waist down, and telling me that he had just finished with Linda in the bedroom upstairs. She actually wasn’t in the house at all, but I didn’t know that at the time. He was trying to get inside my head. A consequence of this was that I grew to resent Linda. Why was she doing this? My young head was a mess.


Even in a room filled with people my father would brazenly ogle me and whisper dirty requests in my ear at any given opportunity. He loved talking dirty. He regularly sneaked into my room at night. I shared a room with my brothers, and whenever my father came in, I would move around loudly in my bed in an attempt to disturb one of the boys, so that my father would leave for fear of being discovered. He would sit silently beside my bed, remove the covers and attempt to touch me inappropriately, but my efforts at making noise were thankfully my best deterrent. I don’t know if being the youngest made me less afraid of him and as a result made him more cautious but, whatever the reasons, he was less sexually heavy-handed with me than with some of my other siblings. However, there were many nights when I would wake up as he was leaving the room. Of these nights I have no other memories. Now I think that perhaps absent memories are a blessing. One’s mind copes in ways we may never understand. My sister calls it ‘our lion in the basement’. He may remain quietly sleeping for many years, she says, but one day he will scratch and bang on the door looking for release. My answer to this is that I will face my lion when that time comes; for now I choose to leave him undisturbed.


One of the side-effects of growing up in this type of environment was that I began to truly believe that my body was the one thing to offer the world of men. I suppose it was all a form of brainwashing and regretfully we lived at a time when there seemed to be many men around who were not unlike my father. Sometimes it felt as though there was a sign on my back advertising my level of desensitisation to abuse. It resulted in both Linda and I finding ourselves in dangerous situations throughout our teenage years, and experiencing traumatic events that we kept a secret from the world. Both of us in those years were the victims of rape but told no one about it, not even confiding in each other. Another unspoken dirty secret, I suppose. My father had his own warped philosophy: he always said that there was no such thing as rape. He reckoned a girl could run faster with her skirt around her neck than a man could with his trousers around his ankles.


Somehow, throughout my childhood I managed to duck and dive enough to avoid being in a situation where my father could have sex with me. I don’t quite know how I did it, but I did. It was now 1987. I was sixteen and working full-time in a dry cleaners in Donnybrook. I was dating a young soldier from Saggart called Kevin and thought I was in love.


I couldn’t wait to be free of my house and well away from the torments of my father and the craziness of my mother. I decided, like many troubled young people, that I was going to run away. I stayed in a women’s refuge on the South Circular Road on the first night. I can’t actually remember how or why I ended up there but it was terrifying. Being woken at all hours with a nun standing over my bed sprinkling holy water on me was scary! On my second night on the run I stayed in a flat on Emmet Road in Inchicore which belonged to a friend of Kevin’s. I then stayed with a friend and her family in Ballyfermot for a couple of days. I remember my parents came knocking on her door looking for me, and I hid in an alcove behind the fridge listening to them showing fake concern for my whereabouts. I knew all they were worried about was that I would tell others our family’s dirty little secrets. Thankfully, my friend lied for me and they went away. They must have had their suspicions because a day or two later the gardaí arrived at the door looking for me. I knew I had no choice but to come out of hiding and so I gave myself up.


I was driven to Crumlin Garda Station for an interview and was placed in a room which had a desk in the centre, a couple of chairs and a long glass wall on one side. I felt very alone and afraid. The guards began asking me lots of questions about why I had run away. Throughout the interview my father watched us from outside the room; he couldn’t hear what was being said but he could see me clearly. He paced up and down, his hands behind his back, and glared at me with his emotionless eyes. I can’t even remember the questions I was asked because I was too focused on him watching my every move. I was really terrified. But I know that I recounted what my father had been doing to me – the years of torment, constantly fending off his inappropriate advances and disgusting groping behaviour, the ongoing depravity we as a family had to endure. I honestly thought that if they knew, something would be done about it. But it wasn’t to be, as I don’t believe my father was even questioned – certainly, nothing ever came of my interview with the gardaí.


I later learned that while I was in the garda station, my mother was at home forcing my two siblings who were in the house at the time to their knees, making them place their hands on the bible and swear that nothing was going on.


Ultimately, nothing happened as a result of the testimony I gave the guards. I was clearly disbelieved by all involved. I was marched unceremoniously back to number 207 where, unsurprisingly, my mother didn’t have a whole lot to say to me. But as long as I live, I will never forget the few words she uttered: ‘You should have worn more clothes in bed.’ What mother says something like that to their child? Maybe a mother who in her dark and tormented mind chose to offer up her children to the evils of my father and in the process be left alone herself.


Even then, I knew deep down that my mother was fully aware of what my father was up to with his children. She behaved in ways that were not normal. She was always telling Linda and me to ‘fix’ ourselves when he was around: ‘Pull your skirt down’, ‘Fix your top’, ‘Don’t sit that way in front of your father’, and on and on.


Many years on from the night in the garda station, out of the blue I received a letter from the Health Service Executive, in which they apologised to me for how things had been handled back in 1987, when I had told the guards about my father. They offered support and counselling should I need it. I was around thirty at the time. As nice as the acknowledgment was, it was all far too late.
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Over the next few months, I left my job in the dry cleaners and began working in Kentucky Fried Chicken in O’Connell Street. I was now seventeen. Even though my father had backed off significantly since my attempt to rat him out, he was still a threat. But he also knew the police were now aware of who he was and what he was up to, so he didn’t take as many risks. Not one word was mentioned among the rest of my family about what had happened in the garda station. Everyone just went back to the familiar rule and role of secrecy. It was all we really knew.


I had also recently broken up with my boyfriend Kevin. After he returned from a tour in the Lebanon, I found out he had been cheating on me – and that was the end of that as far as I was concerned. One day, 20 June 1988, while returning from running some errands for my mother I had my head turned by the dull roar of a motorbike engine. I have always had a thing for bikes and instinctively turned to see where the sound was coming from. Outside one of the local shops were two figures. One was standing beside the bike and one was sitting on it. They waved, so I waved back. The guy sitting on the bike began to drive towards me. As he pulled alongside, he smiled and introduced himself as Paul. He looked foreign, with big brown eyes and long brown hair. I noticed he had a big cast on his leg and thought to myself that he shouldn’t be driving a motorbike. However, being a little shy, I said nothing.


We chatted briefly and after a minute or two his companion made his way towards us. I can still see Barry as if it was yesterday: black leather biker jacket, a denim cut-off covered in colourful embroidery and lots of badges, tight, ripped pale denims and white runner boots. He was drop dead gorgeous and walked with a cheeky little swagger. I noticed his accent was rather posh, compared to what I was used to then. He told me his name, and that he was twenty years old and from Raheny on the northside of Dublin. With Paul motoring slowly on the bike beside us, Barry and I walked together towards my house, comfortably yapping away. When we reached my garden wall Barry asked if he could come back later that day to see me again. I was delighted. My stomach was doing somersaults of excitement, and of course I said yes.


The hours seemed to drag as I waited. Barry arrived back some hours later and we sat on the wall outside my house talking and laughing. We made sure we sat out of the watchful eye of my mother for I knew she wouldn’t have approved of him, solely based on how he looked. From that first meeting I felt something very different about Barry, compared with my previous boyfriends. I couldn’t as yet put my finger on it but deep down in my gut there was definitely something special going on between us. We talked and talked until regretfully it was time for me to go in for the night. Before he left, we made arrangements to meet up again the following day. We kissed a very long kiss goodnight and he headed off down Windmill Road back towards the caravan site he was staying in that night – at that time Barry was paling around with a group of bikers known as The Road Rockers who lived on the site. As I watched him walking away, he suddenly turned around and shouted at the top of his voice, ‘Gail Sinclair, I love you!’ The crazy thing was, he truly meant it and I believed him. I shouted back at him, ‘I love you too!’


I floated back in to my house on a loved-up cushion of air. We had only just met but I knew that this man was going to be in my life for a very long time to come. I felt so safe and comfortable in his presence, which were two things greatly lacking in my life so far. My mother was not at all a fan of my new boyfriend. The minute she saw him, she judged him on his appearance, saying that he was a scruffy biker. She was also cripplingly envious of his family and couldn’t bear to listen when I talked about them. Barry came from a family where the mother loved her children and the father worked very hard to provide for them, and they lived in a big five-bedroom house. Resentment oozed from my mother’s every pore. But no matter what she said or however she attempted to split us up, it never worked. I had found a man who loved me for just being me, a man who protected me and made me feel secure, and I wasn’t walking away from him for all the tea in China.


I remember after a few weeks of dating, I sneaked off to a motorbike rally with Barry. I lied to my mother, telling her I was going to see Michael Jackson live in concert in Cork. Unfortunately, my brother Paul was at the gig so when I returned she interrogated me about the songs and outfits Michael had worn. It didn’t take long for her to find out the truth. She went bonkers. She dragged my new leather biker jacket off my back and threw it into the fire in a rage. I ran to get out of the house, but my parents ran to the front and the back of the house to block my exits. As my father ran towards the back, I grabbed my jacket from the fire and pushed my way past him, running down the road as fast as my legs could carry me towards the site where I knew Barry was spending some time with his friends. We sat in a damp caravan until eventually I spotted my father coming through the gate, looking for me. I was so embarrassed in front of all Barry’s cool biker friends. All my father said was, ‘Your mother wants to see you!’


I was terrified at the thought of facing her wrath but, as I stood to leave, Barry stood alongside me, taking my hand in his. He looked at me and said, ‘Don’t worry. I’ll face your mother with you. I’ll protect you’. A sense of relief washed over me but was mixed with terror because I knew how my mother would react when she saw him. We walked hand in hand, about ten feet behind my father. When we went in to the living room, my mother’s face turned purple with rage when she saw that I wasn’t alone. She never did like to air our dirty laundry in front of anyone and particularly in front of the scruffy biker with the lovely family. She didn’t say much, but I’d say her mouth was filling with blood from biting her tongue so hard.


Her calmness terrified me because I knew that as soon as Barry left, I was going to be given a severe thrashing, verbally and physically. When it was clear that her rant was over, Barry said, ‘I mean no disrespect, Mrs Sinclair, but I want to let you know that I’m not going away, so you’ll simply have to get used to the idea of me being your daughter’s boyfriend.’ Holy shit! I thought. Did he just say that? Oh sweet Lamb of God, she’s going to bury him in the back garden alongside our dead pets (including my hamster Mandy whom my father had shot in the head with a .22 rifle while I was at school because he didn’t like the way she squeaked).


But no! She swallowed her bile with great difficulty in her attempt to be the ‘better person’. Knowing how my mother’s mind worked, there was no way she would give Barry any reason to talk badly of us to his perfect little family, so she put on her best fake face and tried hard to muffle the angry demon bubbling below the surface. As I’d expected, that night I received a few slaps and a barrage of verbal abuse, but only after all the windows had been tightly closed. God forbid the neighbours would hear the real mother she was.


Barry and I continued dating for the next few months and in late October I began missing my period. Since the age of eleven, my cycle was as regular as clockwork, so I knew something was amiss. We bought a pregnancy test and headed for a friend’s house in Terenure. Back then, pregnancy tests took an hour to show the result. I did the deed and placed the test on the window ledge. Looking back, I’m sure I should have been more worried than I was, even a little scared, but I wasn’t, not one tiny little bit.


A couple of minutes before the hour was up, Barry jumped up from his seat and sprinted up the stairs. Before I had time to catch up with him, he shouted from the bathroom at the top of his voice, ‘I’m going to be a daddy, I’m going to be a daddy!’ We were over the moon. Regardless of our joy, we now had to face telling my parents. I was only seventeen, Barry was twenty and we had only been dating for about four months. This had the potential to become very messy, but I didn’t care.
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