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To my beloved family – Tommy; our children, Dermot, Francis, Peter (in loving memory), Fiona, Karen, Maria, Breda Ann and Marguerite; my sons-in-law; extended family members and relatives; and all my wonderful grandchildren. Each of you holds a special place in my heart that words alone cannot fully express.


This book is also dedicated to those who endure the persistent struggles of trauma, pain, mental anguish and distress in any form. Our shared journey of endurance, resilience and courage binds us together. You are forever in my heart.














‘We have two lives … the life we learn with and the life we live after that.’


Bernard Malamud, The Natural

















FOREWORD



I first met Breda when she approached me at the Clifden Arts Festival to tell me that she found a particular story I had shared with the audience very moving. It was about a profoundly vulnerable young man who had spent most of his life in psychiatric care. A couple of years before he tragically succumbed to cancer, he experienced a remarkable recovery from lifelong episodes of psychosis and lived a full, medication-free life.


Breda connected personally with this story. The cruelty of her early life had left her emotionally scarred. The traumas she bore painfully in her body for years began to catch up with her as a young adult, prompting her to seek help from psychiatry.


The culture of care in psychiatry that Breda turned to was a culture of fear. I was part of our mental health system during the time she engaged with it. We felt afraid of the profound emotional suffering we faced daily in our ‘patients’, as we feared encountering those same depths within ourselves. We prioritised objectivity and detachment over genuinely engaging with individuals in their pain. We remained spectators of those trapped in the shadows of a tormented inner world.


Some staff, mainly nurses, were unafraid. They had a natural ease born of years of working closely with mental torment. They saw through the noise of ‘psychiatric symptoms’ to the person behind them. They understood intuitively how much people in pain need to be seen and heard. Only when they felt listened to and accepted could they retrieve their lost sense of dignity. However, wise and compassionate carers were the exception rather than the norm.


Breda was admitted to psychiatric hospitals for over 23 years (1972–95) and received multiple medications that caused debilitating side effects. She was an accomplished musician who had studied under Seán Ó Riada. However, after undergoing 29 electroconvulsive treatments, she lost the memory of all the music she had learned and has since suffered from recurring headaches.


The most painful part of her experiences of psychiatric care was that – with one exception – she remained ‘unseen’ as a person and her story ‘unheard’. No one ever seemed to take the time to understand why an intelligent, loving mother was finding her life impossible.


Breda’s experiences of psychiatric care were not merely ineffective; they kept her trapped in repetitive cycles of misery rather than offering any hope of recovery.


By any standard, this was unacceptable. Perhaps one explanation for why her care was so unsuccessful lies in how psychiatry viewed mental ill health at that time. A person’s distress was considered the result of a chemical imbalance or brain disease. Family, childhood and social traumas that led to emotional and relational problems were ignored or downplayed. We looked for what was ‘wrong’ with people instead of asking what had happened to them. A person’s sadness, anxiety, rage or profound loneliness was seen as something medically ‘wrong’ with them that required ‘treatment’ through medication. Services appeared unable or unwilling to explore alternative explanations.


In the mid-90s, Breda stepped away from psychiatric care, weaned herself off all of her prescribed medications, and, with the help of a therapist, faced key traumas in her life that had never been addressed previously. Her recovery involved many twists and turns, but she ultimately discovered herself to be someone she could believe in and love.


Our recent mental health policies recognise the vital role that childhood trauma, family dysfunction and social disadvantage play in our mental health vulnerabilities. They also emphasise the necessity for each individual to participate in developing a meaningful recovery plan. Medication may assist in stabilising a person to confront painful issues in their lives, but it is never the solution to emotional pain.


Despite these impressive advances, I am concerned that the current emphasis on chasing symptoms and tinkering with medication regimens still blinds us to the human elements involved in emotional distress. Neglecting the significance of human connections for people who already feel isolated and alone leaves them even more demoralised.


Breda’s experience shows how harmful it can be to ignore the undertow of unresolved traumas that repeatedly trip people up. By contrast, it also shows how healing it can be to find a skilled therapist and have the support of family and friends to rely on.


Her story is unique because she took pains to track down and collate her medical records from each hospital where she was admitted. Daily nursing notes, medical reports and discharge summaries document how she was viewed and treated.


Breda writes not from a place of anger or as a ‘victim’, but as someone who has reclaimed her life, transforming her suffering into compassion for those who struggle. Her story will resonate with many, particularly those who have been disabled, rather than enabled, by our mental health services.


This book is a gift from her heart to each of us. Breda’s journey out of her darkness, overcoming seemingly insurmountable obstacles, is empowering. Her hard-won wisdom will encourage us to face our personal challenges with renewed hope and confidence.


Dr Tony Bates
Clinical Psychologist, author of Breaking the Heart Open




















OCTOBER 1973,
ST BRIGID’S HOSPITAL, BALLINASLOE


For 11 days, I had lain there in a straitjacket, strapped into a hospital bed surrounded by steel rails. I was heavily drugged and having to battle hard to preserve some fragile sense of myself. It was dark; I hadn’t a clue what time of the day it was, but the lights were on, which told me it was late evening, maybe night-time.


I felt alone, forgotten by the world outside the walls of that hospital. I was drifting in and out of sleep. A nurse appeared at my bedside, leaned over the rails and whispered kindly, ‘Breda, how are you? Are you okay?’ She bent down, coming closer so she could hear me. All I could say was, ‘Please, phone this number. Tell my parents what is happening to me. Tell them what they’re doing to me.’


Kindness was rare in that world; she stood out. Everyone else had curtailed me. Forcibly injected me against my will.


They had put straps across my tummy, then iron rails on the sides of the bed, as if I was going to go anywhere in a straitjacket.


Being in a straitjacket is beyond imprisonment. At least in an ordinary prison, you have the freedom to walk around. The freedom to eat your meals. I was totally restricted. I couldn’t even move my hands. Even going to the bathroom was at their discretion – they decided the time, brought the commode, lifted me out of bed, put me back in again.


The nurse replied with a troubled look, saying, ‘I can’t do that. I’ll lose my job if I do that.’ I pleaded with her using my eyes.


I was desperate. I could hardly talk; I was heavily drugged. I knew I couldn’t say another word, but I stared at her, silently begging. After that, all I could do was hope.




















Part One:




THE TWO ARROWS























INTRODUCTION


In the 23 years I spent in and out of psychiatric care and five psychiatric institutions in Ireland, from 1972 to 1995, nobody in that profession ever asked me, ‘What happened to you?’ I’ve always sensed that this was the critical question that would have made sense of my struggles and helped me form a more coherent sense of identity.


Instead, when I turned to our mental health system for help, I was prescribed psychotropic drugs, given electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) and restrained in a straitjacket, which did more harm than good. To this day, I still experience painful side effects from the 29 ECTs, including tightness in my scalp and uncomfortable sensations throughout my body. Pulsating nerve sensations are constant companions.


I appreciate that medication, including tranquillisers and antidepressants, may work for some people. But for me, they didn’t help. Once, a psychiatrist told me, ‘There are four families of antidepressants. I’ve tried you on each one, but none has worked.’ Who knows what prolonged doses of multiple drugs have done to me.


Until now, I’ve never been able to speak my mind. As a child, I was terrified to express the sadness, anger and confusion I felt over how I was treated, especially by my father. When, as an adolescent, I sought refuge in a convent, I lived in fear of the harsh authoritarian regimen I found myself within, which discouraged, to the point of outright forbidding, communication. As an adult, I was silent in the face of a psychiatric system where speaking out risked my being viewed as ‘difficult’ and treated even more forcefully than I already was.


Medical treatments failed to cure my depression because deeper psychological issues remained unresolved. I was diagnosed, and drugged, but nothing below the surface was ever explored. Perhaps the most significant trauma I suffered growing up was believing I was unloved. Whatever attention I received was conditional on conforming to strict rules and expectations.


What does it take to recover from multiple experiences of shock and hurt and make the most of our lives – even when our struggles seem to be more than we can bear, and we feel painfully alone? Until now, I’ve never been able to make sense of what happened that left me tormented with anxiety, low self-esteem and repeated bouts of suicidal despair for decades. More importantly, I’ve never been able to say what helped me recover. This book shows why I felt the way I did and what it took to find the confidence and self-belief to face my difficulties and manage the hurt inside me.




















Chapter 1




WHERE IT ALL BEGAN


Trauma changes people. When he finished school, my father, who grew up on a farm in County Tyrone in Northern Ireland, with three brothers and five sisters, joined the British Army. He fought on the front line in the Second World War. When given the order to shoot, people died at his hands. Like many others, his experiences of battle trauma left him feeling disconnected and distressed. When we were children, he never spoke about the war. At that time, counselling was not an option. It was only when I went into therapy years later and started watching Second World War films that I began to really understand what he had been through in the trenches living with such violence. How in the name of God could anybody be the same again after experiencing something like that? You couldn’t. I realised there was nothing to forgive. He was a victim of circumstances.


My father was a heavy, stocky man, with a round face. He was a domineering male influence over our house. From as young an age as I can remember, my father was violent towards me. As a child as young as five or six, I would have been locked in the bedroom for extended periods. They wouldn’t give me any dinner. As part of my punishment, I was denied food until breakfast the following morning.


After one of those beatings as a small child, I remember lying in the bed and trying to find one part of me that didn’t hurt. At the time, I didn’t see anything abnormal about that.


Most of the time, we were just brushing past one another, rather than having much of a relationship. I lived in absolute dread of him coming into the room, because I didn’t know what was going to happen next, what was awaiting me. I was terrorised.


I remember one day sitting down as a child to read a book, which would have been a very rare thing for me to do. Out of nowhere, this figure appeared and swiped the book from me, saying, ‘What are you doing? Stop wasting time. Get up there and do the housework.’


I can remember incidents where my father would leather me, and I would be able to see my mother standing over in the corner, not lifting a finger to help me. I was distraught, crying. Why wouldn’t she do anything for me? Why wasn’t she trying? I had to try and cope with it on my own. I think now it was male domination. Maybe she was afraid of him too? Either way it never felt like she was someone I could appeal to. The odd time, she herself would also become physically violent towards me.


Times were also hard for my mother. She was born in a small village near County Tipperary’s border, leaving home at a young age to work. She had six siblings, three boys and three girls, and also grew up on a farm. Money was scarce. People depended on slivers of land for a livelihood, and the children helped with the work from a young age.


My mother had never received affection from her own mother. We sometimes visited the family home in Limerick when I was a teenager. It was old Ireland – the fire, the turf, baking the bread. My grandmother was always cloaked in all black, a silent figure. I never saw one word pass between her and my mother.


In turn, my mother never hugged me, or showed her love physically in any way, but she didn’t see any harm in that. I never remember seeing love between my parents either, our home was a constant battleground for rows between them.


I was born on 20 April 1949, in Holles Street Hospital, Dublin, the eldest of my family of seven siblings.


Growing up in a house of such chaos, there was no relationship between us children. It was a case of everyone trying to get through each day. There was very little lightness or play in our childhoods. When I was a youngster, the word ‘survival’ would not have been in my vocabulary, but now I can see that that’s what I was just desperately trying to do. Survive each day. We did the best we could.


I was three months old when my parents emigrated to England. I travelled to London in a wooden orange box. My early years were spent at 36 Bavaria Road in North London. A severe attack of pneumonia meant that I wasn’t expected to see my first birthday.


One of my earliest memories is of being left in my cot when I was very little. My parents were obviously making love. I could hear all these sounds. They frightened the living daylights out of me; I thought he was killing her. How could I have known what was happening. I had just been plonked in a kind of cage.


The Second World War had blighted everyone’s ideas of a decent life. Poverty was rampant. Butter, tea, sugar, jam, cheese, eggs, milk and meat were scarce, and every family had a ration book. Our home was a three-storey dilapidated building. The place felt damp and cold. I found out much later that my father had bought the house to renovate the building and lease it to tenants. I can still see my father stepping down into the basement of our house after a long day at work. His face black and sooty, his clothes ragged and torn, the look on his face frightened me.


Gradually we filled the house with 16 lodgers. Mammy had to cook for all of us. One evening, I sneaked into the kitchen at the end of the corridor and stood against the back wall. She was bent over a low, deep, white sink with her sleeves rolled up. This was the first time I had seen so many dirty pots and pans. The surroundings were dark and gloomy. I wondered how she managed to cook there. A few weeks later, I remember her becoming very ill. She was coughing up blood and was diagnosed with a lung disease.


Looking back now, I can see that, like many women at the time, my mother was struggling with the burden of domestic life, and the dominant male presence in our house. My father was a heavy drinker, and probably spending a lot of their money on alcohol. I remember walking to the shop with her one evening, her grabbing me roughly and showing me a loaf of bread, saying that was all we had to live on for the week.


I think the circumstances of her life were very hard. In her way, she was trapped. Seven children. The expectations from my father on her, and on us children, as to the work he expected us to do, were colossal. He was working around the clock, and he expected all of us to do the same. Life was very hard for many women then. Now, I understand more about what her life was like, but as a child you cannot comprehend this. And she expected me to carry out a Trojan amount of housework, as if I, as the eldest daughter, was an extension of her.


Today, I see the happy, smiling faces of parents with their children on their first day at school. Everyone wants to make this day as memorable an occasion for the children as possible and a fun-filled day despite the tears.


In the 1950s, post-war, life was very different. On my first day at school, I grasped my mother’s hand as we entered the building. The place was packed. All I could see were towering adults above me. I held onto my mother for dear life, but when I needed her most, she let go of my hand and vanished. I looked back to see if I could see any sign of her, but she was gone. I was alone in a world full of strangers.


I remained motionless in the corridor, terrified. Everything was a blur. After some time, I felt a grown-up’s hands on my shoulders from behind. I was guided into the classroom and brought to a desk in the front row. That afternoon, we were told to fold our arms on the desk, put our heads down and sleep. That made no sense to me. How could anyone sleep on a hard wooden desk?


Later, I glanced around the classroom. The other children had their heads down and were busy with their schoolwork. I continued to stare into space, not knowing what to do. I felt desperately out of place. The teacher came up, smiled, bent down, and, after a few kind words, showed me pictures from a nature book. I couldn’t believe my luck when she said, ‘Would you like to take the book home with you?’


There were moments when my father showed an entirely different side of himself to me.


I remember him bringing us one Sunday afternoon in London for a trek through the forests around Hyde Park. I was in my element as we meandered around the trees and windy paths. On another sunny afternoon, my mother brought a chair to the courtyard and gathered us around her to read a story. As I gazed at her, I thought she was the most beautiful person in the world. The fable she read fired my imagination and transported me to a different world.


My father was a member of Knights of St Columba, a lay organisation of Catholic men dedicated to charity, unity and fraternity. He was immensely proud of this. Once a year, there was a big ball, and my parents dressed up for the occasion. My father wore a dress suit and a dicky bow for the event, while my mother wore a glamorous dress. I was in awe at her long white gloves stretching beyond her elbows.


My father was a great dancer, and I love dancing and music. One evening when I was about 11 or 12, a waltz came on the radio. He took me in his arms, and we glided gracefully across the floor. I wished that precious moment would never end; I was in heaven. He loved tap dancing, and I dreamed I’d be able to dance like that one day. Fred Astaire, Frank Sinatra, Ginger Rogers and Gene Kelly were among his favourite artists. He also loved Bridie Gallagher, an Irish singer from Creeslough, Donegal.


One Christmas Eve, he lifted me high, put me on the top bunk of the bed alongside my brother, and taught us to sing the Christmas carol ‘Silent Night’. I felt loved in a way that I never had before. I waited in vain for a repeat the following year.


In those moments, he was a totally changed man, but I do wonder in retrospect about the influence of alcohol on him at times. Was he merry and bright because he had been drinking, rather than it coming from a natural, loving space? He was a constant drinker. As alcoholism advances, maybe the violence advances too? He was in pain himself.


Sometime later, my father became a delivery man for builders/providers. During the school holidays, he used to stop by the house to pick me up in the van. I loved that time alone with him and would look forward to it. He was a different man. One day, as we drove along, he told me what life was like in his school. The headmaster entered the room every morning with a cane underneath his arm. With head held high, he strode to the teacher’s desk. He dipped his hand in a box and took out a straight pin. If he couldn’t hear the pin drop on the floor, each child received four or five strokes of the cane on each hand.


When I was nine, my mother enrolled me for piano lessons. Music would later become my lifesaver. Neither of my parents played any kind of instrument. I don’t know where this idea came from. There was an old piano in the house when we moved in; somebody might have said it to her.


My teacher, Miss Gertrude M. Hales, lived nearby in North London. She was a kind, middle-aged lady. I was shy, sat quietly at the piano, and did what I was told. Now and then, she played along with me on the higher piano registers. That’s when I played my best and enjoyed the lessons most.


One day, as I was about to leave, she reached up to the shelf, took down a jar and handed me two sweets. I will never forget the thrill of that moment. Thanks to my mother’s safekeeping, I still have her end-of-term reports. They consistently describe me as a ‘diligent little girl whose progress has been most pleasing and satisfactory’.























Chapter 2




GROWING UP IN THE SHADOW OF TRAUMA


Every family has its ups and downs, and we were no different. The Second World War had left my father with deep emotional scars. As a child I lived in fear of his dark moods and bizarre violent outbursts. To escape unhelpful emotions and painful memories, he often drank to excess.


One lunchtime, I was sitting at our wooden table with lodgers on either side. I could feel my legs dangling below me. All of a sudden, my father entered the room. I had just finished eating my first boiled egg in a cup, or so I thought.


I noticed he couldn’t walk straight. He shouted, ‘Finish that egg!’ I didn’t know what he was talking about. He came nearer and yelled, ‘I said finish that egg!’ What was I to do? Surely he didn’t expect me to eat the eggshell! Like a giant hovering over me, he gave me a clout across the ear, grabbed the spoon, picked up the eggcup, and began scooping out something white. I hadn’t realised that there’s far more to an egg than the yolk, that there is a white as well.


He was livid and struck me so hard that I jumped off the chair and ran out of the room. He chased after me up the stairs into one of the bedrooms and leathered me. I backed into the wall as I kept begging him to stop, but he was on a rampage. I crouched in the corner, trying to protect myself, but to no avail. I ended up on the floor in convulsions, crying. He stormed out of the room. I was left numb and in shock.


Late that evening, I crept back into the dining room with nowhere else to go. An elderly gentleman was sitting in an armchair before a small fire. I tiptoed around the table, and with a kind smile, he opened his arms and invited me to sit on his lap. Normally a child would be apprehensive of a stranger, but I could tell he felt sorry for me. It was a bit like the nurse all those years later when I was in a straitjacket, I could just sense he cared. Here was someone reaching out to me.


I scrambled up and snuggled into the warmth of his clothes. I don’t know how long I sat there but I felt safe and loved. He just happened to be there. I was fortunate. It was the first time I felt cared for.


In school, I struggled socially. As a seven-year-old, no one wanted to play with me in the yard. I couldn’t understand why. Now I think, if the circumstances at home were so dire, which they were, there were probably no facilities to even have a bath. Did I smell? Also, I would have had no social skills. My siblings and I had never had the chance to develop in that way. I see my grandchildren now, playing and chatting with one another. I had none of that experience, so I wouldn’t have known how to relate to other kids. I was a timid little mouse. And yet craving to belong.


One day, like a thunderbolt, a flood of strange, frightening body sensations overpowered me as I stood in the yard. My head felt tight like a balloon about to burst. It was a panic attack, not that I recognised it at the time – all I knew was that something scary I had never experienced before was happening to my body. I didn’t know what to do. I stood there motionless, terrified. All I could think was, I can’t keep standing here alone. I have to do something. That’s when I came up with my ingenious plan.


That evening, I took money from my mother’s purse to buy sweets for the schoolchildren. If I hand them around in the playground, they’ll like me, I thought. I kept that up for two or three days. Even though my heart pounded every time I dipped my hand into the purse, I had to do it. There was no other solution. The next day, in the yard, the children circled, pushing one another to get at the sweets. I was the centre of attention.


I was careful to try to ensure that I wasn’t caught, but one evening, my mother caught me red-handed. All hell broke loose. She chased me around the table until she grabbed a hold of me. Her hands came flying towards me in all directions. I covered my face to protect myself. I pleaded with her to stop hitting me and kept telling her I was sorry. I tried to explain why I had taken the money, but she wouldn’t let me get a word in edge-ways.


Terrified of what my father would do if he found out, I begged her not to tell him. She did.


That evening, he charged into the bedroom. Roaring and shouting, he banged the door shut. I was too young to know any different, and when he called me names too painful to recall, I took every word to heart. He was my father. I looked up to him. When he started hitting me, I shrivelled up into a ball. I had no means of escape and wished I could disappear. Yet, he kept beating me even with tears streaming down my face.


By the time he left the room, my skin was bleeding and stinging like hell. There wasn’t an inch of my body that didn’t hurt. My mother was nowhere to be seen. I had nowhere to turn.


I could never make out why I deserved the punishments. For stealing the money, yes, but surely one punishment was enough. I had no voice. I felt that I didn’t count. Nobody cared. When I returned to the schoolyard, I looked on in dismay as the other children sprinted all over the place, having great fun. Why did nobody want to play with me?


Growing up, the Catholic Church was an authoritarian, overbearing institution in our lives. My initial real experience of so-called God was my First Confession when I was seven. The teacher looking after it scared the living daylights out of me as she explained the rigid rules. She said that telling a lie in Confession was the very worst sin you could ever commit in your life. The way I survived was by sticking to the rules, in school as well as at home, so I took this very seriously.


First Confession and First Communion were the same weekend. It was a big dark gloomy church, all the children in a line. A nervous wreck, I was wracking my brains; how many times had I been disobedient to my parents. I had decided this would be my confession, and came up with this magical number: 99.


It came to my turn, and I went into a dark box. I told the priest, this is my First Confession, these are my sins. Then I blurted out that I was disobedient to my parents. When I came out of that confession box, I was in a kind of trance, struggling to deal with the stress of lying to the priest. All the rest of that day, I was eaten up with remorse and guilt, but there was no one I could talk to.


My mother helped me put on the white dress the next day. I felt unworthy of it, that was probably one of my first experiences of playing a part, like an actress in a film. I had no other way of coping. But I was acting.


It came to the First Holy Communion Mass. I just knew it was so wrong of me, evil of me, to be doing this, but what choice had I? I went through the motions. Sitting in my seat afterwards, I thought, I am the only child in this church that Jesus didn’t come to, because my soul is black. I smiled in the photos taken later that day, but the smile was false. The guilt was eating into me.


A few months later, I still felt guilty about the money I had stolen from my mother’s purse, so on my way home from school one day I went to Confession. Terrified of the dark confessional, I knelt and struggled to say the prayer we had been taught. ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned …’ I froze. An awkward silence followed.


Somehow, I got the words out: ‘I stole money from my mother’s purse.’ Silence. Then, in a cold, stern voice, the priest replied, ‘You cannot be forgiven until you pay the money back.’ I left the confession box in tears. I had no way of replacing the coins. We didn’t get pocket money. I was too young to get a job. There was nothing I could do. A dark, oppressive cloud hung over me, and the fear of the priest’s pronouncement stayed with me for a long time.


My father and mother were rigidly attached to the rules of the Church. We would all be marched down once a month on a Saturday evening to Confession, an act I always found very stressful. It was a mortal sin in that time not to go to Mass on a Sunday. We’d all have to dress up in our best clothes, the ideal family to all outside appearances. At that time the priest would say the mass with his back to you, and it was all in Latin. For small children, it was extremely boring, but you just had to stay quiet and still in your seat.


My father would sing along with the hymns, and something about him would change. He enjoyed it. I loved that part of it.


Sometimes my parents and siblings would attend Mass on Sunday mornings but leave me behind to clean up the house. One morning when I was 12, I was dashing around to make the beds and tidy the rooms upstairs before returning to clean the kitchen. Halfway up the stairs, the front door opened. I froze. They were back.


Downstairs was still a mess. My father’s temper exploded. He chased me into the front room and beat me with his leather belt. I collapsed on the floor with my hands and arms curled around me and pleaded with him to stop. He didn’t. In the middle of his tantrum, he shouted, ‘Spare the rod and spoil the child,’ and struck me even harder. My mother stood like a statue nearby and did not attempt to intervene. I could never understand how she could watch and do nothing. At the time, it was very upsetting, but I have wondered since if she too was scared of my father.


Days later, Mammy told me we were moving back to Ireland. The day we left London, I stood outside the front of the house wondering how we’d all fit in the same car. Just at that moment, another car pulled up. We tumbled in. When we arrived at Holyhead, we headed straight for the pier and boarded the Stena Line ferry.


I was excited and couldn’t wait to explore the ship, but my mother had other plans. She dropped the baby in my arms and told me to mind him. I kept my head down and remained in a bad mood for hours, which I couldn’t shift. The following morning, I cheered up. When I got myself up on deck, dawn was breaking. I was intrigued by vivid colours and ever-changing patterns.


Daddy went to drive the car off the ferry while we disembarked by foot. Soon, we were on our way to Limerick. My parents had bought a small grocery shop with a family home attached, but there were some legal issues, and we couldn’t move in yet. With nowhere else to live, we stayed with my aunt and uncle and their eight children.


They ran a busy farm. A large herd of cows had to be milked, and pigs, hens and chickens had to be fed. I couldn’t have been happier when my aunt asked me to help her collect the eggs. My daddy’s sister-in-law, Mary, always had time for me, and I loved being around her. In the kitchen, I watched her at the long wooden table, fascinated by the agility of her fingers as she made soda bread and kneaded the dough. She always had a lovely smiling face. The atmosphere in their house was so different to mine, and my cousins were always good to me, warm and friendly.


The first couple of weeks in my uncle’s home were lovely, but gradually I began to feel very stressed. One morning, halfway down the stairs for breakfast, I was stopped by overwhelmingly awful sensations in my body. A tension that hadn’t been there before had crept in. I found living under the same roof with so many people – four adults and all those children – difficult. I longed to tell someone the effect it was having on me. But I kept my concerns to myself. Talking about how I felt to one of the adults around me never felt like an option.


I see now that I was experiencing panic attacks. On several occasions, I woke in my cousin’s bed, paralysed by intense feelings and sensations. For a couple of minutes I thought I was losing my mind, my grasp on reality, but I was terrified to let anyone know. I needed help, but I was afraid to say anything. The last thing I needed was for my cousins to think I was weird. I struggled out of bed and carried on with the rest of the day. Once the anxiety had been tripped in me, I couldn’t enjoy my aunt and uncle’s family home anymore, so I was delighted when we heard that the papers had been signed, and we could move into our new home, with the shop, my parents’ new business.


I was excited, but that was short-lived. The minute we moved there, it was nightmare upon nightmare upon nightmare. Desperately trying to get the business to work, my parents were barely managing to make ends meet. Ferocious arguments between them were common. They fought about money and my father’s heavy drinking; he was drinking to excess all the time. Thirteen by now, the eldest of seven children, I would watch them from the top of the stairs through the bannisters, scared.


Life at home was misery. In addition to attending school, I was expected to do housework, mind my siblings and work in the shop. The Judy and Bunty magazines I sneaked up to my bedroom were my go-to and any Enid Blyton books I could access. The Famous Five novels featured the adventures of a group of young children. I loved getting lost in the stories. On an odd Saturday, I escaped into the city shops to look around. It was great to get away.


I hated having to get up at half five or six to open the shop at 6.30, but I had no choice. When my mother or father told me to do something, I jumped. We all knew better than to disobey. The business’s survival depended on the early morning trade and being there to catch shift workers on their way to Shannon Airport. I was the only one behind the counter, and when a queue formed, I always became nervous. I blamed myself if customers had to wait.


Every morning, I would enjoy a sense of freedom upon leaving the house, but once I got to school, I would feel this panicked sense of urgency about wanting, but not knowing, how to make friends. Not relating to anybody was a constant strain. I was a lone soul just doing what I was expected to do and what was expected of me, but so unhappy. I remember walking around the streets of Limerick and just longing to be part of a group.


After school, I would dread having to face back into home. My mother invariably called me into the shop to serve customers. I brought my schoolbag with me and tried to finish my homework. Some nights, I couldn’t leave the shop until I had all the money in the till counted and the float was set up again for the morning.


At school, my strong English accent meant I was different from everyone else. I could also see that the girls in my class already had their circle of friends. Once again, I found it hard to fit in, feeling almost shunned. I did make one friend, and she invited me to her house a couple of times, but I didn’t know how to relate to people. I used to find it an awful strain. I would be on edge not knowing how to talk to her. I was lonely, but had never learned how to socialise, nor know how to relate to people my age, and would end up a nervous wreck.


Irish was a compulsory subject for the state exams. I had never learned the language before, and the school arranged grinds. I liked the teacher and looked forward to the lessons. That was a break in the clouds.


When the school term ended, we went north to visit my daddy’s family. After a long drive we were welcomed with open arms. I loved being there. My daddy was always happy on these occasions, although it was always drink, drink, drink. I used to dread the drive up, because of the number of pubs we would visit on the way.


One night, I woke up with a start. The music was loud and clear. I jumped up, ran to the top of the stairs, and peered below. People were gathered around the hearth playing accordions, fiddles and tin whistles. Various people sang their party piece while everyone else joined in at the chorus. There was an outburst of clapping and cheering. I sat there, taking it all in.


When our holidays were over, we returned to Limerick. One afternoon, I happened to be with my father in the sitting room when, for the first time, he began to talk about battles he had fought in. He picked up his army jacket, which I had never seen before, and showed me the medals he had received for service in the British Army. He moved over to the dresser, picked up a framed photo of himself and a comrade in army uniform, and looked steadily at it. I could tell that the photo meant a lot to him. I had never had this kind of conversation with my father before.


Now that I was a teenager, my father no longer beat me. There were times when he was still violent towards my youngest brothers – if they stepped out of line, he would give out angrily, often hollering, roaring and shouting at them like a madman. At times he would smack them with his open hand like someone out of control – but no longer me.


When summer ended, I resumed school and my duties in the shop. Saturday mornings, I tackled the storeroom, even though I resented not being free to live my own life. Saturday afternoons, I had to bring the ‘travelling shop’ around the City Home, a hospital for older people down the road. Some of the wards had a stench that turned my stomach. I saw rows of older adults sitting on chairs in dark wards with nothing to do.


We were living a ten-minute walk from the city centre. Occasionally, when life became unbearable, I played truant from school. I felt ostracised at school, the tension at home was difficult, the hard work helping to run the shop exhausting. I remember seeing The Ten Commandments in the Savoy Cinema and another time, Ben Hur. I loved getting lost in the stories but having to face back into the harsh reality of life got to me each time.


Perhaps the most frightening thing to happen to me was being sexually assaulted as a young teenager by my father’s best friend. I don’t think my father had many friends, just drinking buddies, but he took a shine to this man. He had this amazing smiling face. When you saw him, you’d kind of light up yourself because, on the outside, he was so happy. He put forward a fun-loving image. To begin with, I enjoyed seeing him coming into the house because he was breaking through the atmosphere and the tension.


In our house, there was a hallway between the kitchen and the living room, then a door out into the shop. One day when I was 14, around two or three in the afternoon, he came in as usual. Everyone else was out of the house or in the shop working. I left the kitchen to go through the hall and he followed me.


He pinned me against the wall. I didn’t know what was going on. I was so naïve. He proceeded to grope my body and my breasts. When he tried to kiss me, I managed to turn my head away. I had no means of escape; his body was too strong against mine. I felt so vulnerable, this hefty bulky man, and I couldn’t move left or right, just yank my head trying to dodge him. It was awful.


That happened three or four times. Another time I remember running and running around the rectangular table trying to get away from him, and he caught me. I had no voice. I was paralysed. There was no one I could tell. I was frightened out of my life that if I mentioned it to my mother, she would rubbish it. If it got to my father’s ears, there would be another explosion, outrage. How dare I say that. I would not have been believed. And I would have been punished for saying it. All I could do was try to ensure I was never alone with him in the house.


I grabbed every opportunity to cycle to my uncle’s farm to escape my home environment. There was always a warm welcome waiting for me. I was in my element when my aunt brought me to feed day-old chicks, hens and pigs.


When my uncle needed help to save the hay, our entire family joined him in the meadow. Daddy was happy out in the open air, throwing forks of hay up on the haycocks. As youngsters, we had great fun trampling them down. We all gathered around for something to eat when the work was done. My aunt had brought a large basket filled with sandwiches and flasks of tea. Those were lovely days.


Daddy was more often than not angry and agitated about something. But he was a different man in the open countryside. His face relaxed. Nature brought him home to himself. He loved growing shrubs, flowers and trees and showed me how to propagate them. He liked having me around when he gardened. Guiding me around the flowerbeds, he pointed out the different flowers. Once, he picked a Lily of the Valley and passed it to me. His expression spoke volumes. He was in awe of the flower’s delicate beauty. To this day, I owe my love for gardening to him.


I longed for my mother’s love but could only relate to her superficially. She had her own worries. She always appeared to be unhappy, stressed and anxious. As a young teenager, I had no idea how to help make her happy. Both of us probably felt lonely, but neither knew.


My mother’s health was deteriorating. The only decent break she had from the shop was her weekly visit to the hairdresser. After some time running the shop, my parents were audited by the Revenue. Strangers descended on our home for three consecutive days and poured over ledger books, accounts and receipts. I had never seen my father so broken. Everything my parents had worked so hard to build was snatched from them. These were such dark days. They were left virtually bankrupt, and the business eventually had to be sold many years later.


We were shocked but not completely surprised to hear that Mammy had to have major surgery to remove her lung. A couple of days after the operation, I found my daddy sitting at the table in the kitchen with his head in his hands. When I asked, ‘Will Mammy be all right?’ he looked at me with tears and awkwardly assured me she would be okay. That day, for the first time I saw how much he loved her.


When she recovered, I confided in her that I had a vocation. I wanted to be a nun. I sensed that was the last thing she wanted to hear, but I knew she wouldn’t stop me. I was 15. As I had already attended the Salesian Order secondary school in Limerick, it was just a matter of formality to be accepted into the convent. The order had a noviciate in Brosna, Birr, County Offaly.


I had conveniently got a vocation. For me, the idea had formed as a means of escape, from the strain of my life in Limerick, the loneliness in school, the fraught atmosphere in my home, the abusive attentions of my father’s friend. It was during an ordinary school weekend retreat that I had come up with this bright idea. During those days away I had thought, This is my way out, this is my escape. I can get away from all that.


I didn’t realise for ages after I entered that there are stages to becoming a nun. Being an aspirant for two years is a bit like an apprenticeship. Then you are accepted into the order as a postulant for a year. Then you are a novice when you take your temporary vows of poverty, chastity and obedience. For the next six to nine years you are called, for example, Sister Agnes. Your new name is given to you by the order. Perpetual profession is for life. You become a permanent member of the institution – in the case of the Salesians, a lifetime member of The Daughters of Mary, Help of Christians.


At the time, my experience of the church was as an austere place. I went to Mass because I had to. We were marched down to Confession every single week. I hated it with a passion, found it terrifying. But it was a way out from the stresses of my home life.


My parents were not happy about my plan, but when the long list of items I needed to bring with me came through the post, my mother supported me in every way she could. I wanted to speak to my siblings about my plans, but they didn’t share my excitement. I was the big sister; I was abandoning them, but my suitcase was packed and I was ready to go. The responsibilities I had been shouldering would now be dumped upon some of my younger siblings. I didn’t realise this at the time. I had a hunch, but I wouldn’t let it near me.























Chapter 3




IN SEARCH OF AN IDENTITY


Convent life in Brosna, County Offaly, run by the Salesian Sisters, was far from what I expected. Now aged 15, I had hoped for a nice life. I did not get it. Talk about from the frying pan into the fire. A shrill bell rang out each day at 6.30 a.m. We jumped out of bed, dressed quickly and lined up like soldiers at attention. The school was housed in a huge, intimidating building, surrounded by fields.


We marched to the refectory, bound by the rule of silence, and ate breakfast. Daily chores were conducted in fear of the nuns. They were very stiff and stern, regimental, a distant authority. Everything was clockwork. You would never be asked how you felt about something or were you okay. You might as well have been in the army; it was so regimental. Like at home, there was a total lack of kindness, and an expectation of heavy domestic work. I remember being on my hands and knees, polishing the tiled floor of an enormous hallway, terrified of missing even one black scuff mark.


On Saturday mornings, we helped with household chores. There was also gardening to be done. The afternoon was spent pulling out large patches of weeds. The flowerbeds had to look pristine before visitors arrived.


I recall the afternoon we were sent to the fields in our long black dresses to dig out mangels for the cows with our bare hands. My fingers stung and felt like icicles. I was angry that we were treated like that, but what could I do? One didn’t dare protest.


Now and then, on a Saturday afternoon, a nun escorted us on a long walk, and even though special friendships were forbidden, we were allowed to have a few words with our companion. Apart from short recreational periods, we girls were forbidden to speak to one another. To break this rule was regarded as a sin. You were supposed just to be in communication with God – whoever God was; I never had a clue.


Life in the convent was all about power and domination.


Attending school during the week was a welcome relief. I liked being in fifth year. One morning, I was writing in my copy when, unexpectedly, I was called out of the classroom. The Intermediate Examination results from my previous school had arrived in the post. The nun scanned my results and acknowledged that I had passed every subject. But then she added, ‘You are weak at Irish. You will have to stay back and repeat the year. Follow me.’ Numbed, I walked down the corridor obediently without knowing what to expect. She led me to a different classroom, full of faces I didn’t recognise. Suddenly, I became an Intermediate Certificate student again. That tore me asunder inside. It was so cruel. I had worked really hard, I even got Irish despite having grown up in England. And then just to have this towering figure standing over you, and you feeling totally diminished, as they are telling you what they want you to do. I had been happy and content in my class. The feeling of having no power within your own life; it was a bizarre world we were living in.


The first Sunday of every month, 2 to 4 p.m., was visiting day. Mirrors were forbidden, but we found a way around that. We stood behind a glass door in our black dresses and checked our reflections to see if we looked okay, even with our embarrassing haircuts (a short, straight line across the back and a short fringe across the forehead). Had we been found out, we’d have been in big trouble. Why? Because we had been perceived to be guilty of pride. I vaguely recall nuns standing on a pulpit in the refectory, admitting to a sin they had supposedly committed that day. I had severe reservations about the practice.


The monthly visits provided two hours of bliss when we could wander the grounds without supervision. During the Leaving Certificate year, my mother told me that my father hadn’t spoken to her for two years after I entered the convent. He blamed her because I had decided to leave home and become a nun. This person that he could depend on to be there, doing all this work, and keeping everything ticking over was gone. Now the responsibility to make it work was fired back on them, because I had played a major role in keeping everything at least manageable. I was a domestic slave, cooking meals, cleaning, helping to run the shop, keeping the house going while my mother did her time in the shop.


When our visitors left, we had to hand over biscuits, cakes, sweets, and any gifts received. We never saw them again.


At times I pretended to be sick to escape the unbearable lifestyle and spend a few days in bed. I wasn’t really physically that unwell; looking back, these were times when the mental strain got too much. I had little to do during the day except read schoolbooks and drift off to sleep. My meals were brought to me at a specific time each day; apart from that, I saw no one. I found the isolation painful. Sometimes, I struggled to stay in touch with reality, especially when I woke after sleeping long hours during the day and at night, as I had nothing else to do. I was a young teenager, in bed all day, isolated in a dormitory, curtains around my bed, nothing to pass the time, no visitors. No one ever asked if I was okay, just meals delivered at the appropriate times, and that was it. An odd time a nun took my temperature, but ultimately I decided when I was well enough to get up. When I literally couldn’t stand it anymore, I just had to pretend I felt well again and push through as I always had. This was the beginning of a decades long cycle where I would become overcome with distress, seek retreat, but then feel forced to pretend I felt better in order to escape a situation where the right care was not being provided.


On those occasions, I sometimes felt I was losing my mind. I forced my eyes to focus on objects around me: the white curtain surrounding the bed, the rails holding them, the walls, and the dormitory itself as far as I could see. Slowly, I came back to myself.


Re-entering the daily routine was difficult. My legs would feel like jelly as I went down the stairs again, afraid I would not reach the next step. The sensations in my body were frightening. I couldn’t think straight, it was as if I had been drugged (I hadn’t). It was pure determination that I would get to the bottom of the stairs. I remember wishing I had somebody to talk to.


These episodes were a kind of breakdown. I wasn’t functioning the way I was supposed to. It was dangerous, staying in bed for five, six, seven days, for hours on end, not sleeping properly at night because I had been sleeping through the day.


The only time the others came to the dormitory was to go to bed. The girls in that part of the convent were aged 15 to 18. After 18 you went on to be a postulant. Everything was done in silence; we weren’t allowed to talk to one another, there was no talk during the day, ever, except when you were in the classroom, and you had to answer questions. But there was no such thing as saying, ‘Hello, how are you?’ to the person beside you. It was total silence. We would not even catch eyes with each other.


On one occasion I had to go to the dentist in nearby Birr town. That was a big thing, because it was an escape. I was brought in a car. I got a partial denture on top, because some of my teeth were missing. Just to get to live in a day that was different was thrilling. The devastation then at having to face back into it was heavily felt.


What I now recognise as panic attacks happened frequently. Without warning, tremors of fear would take over my body, and my head would feel as if it was about to explode. The thought popped into my mind: If anyone in the room sees this, they’ll think, ‘She’s crazy.’ I closed my eyes, kept my head down, and hoped no one noticed.
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