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            Dedication

         

         To all of those who are suffering in silence, in the hope that these words might help the light to shine in.
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            Chapter 1

            My Younger Years

         

         I grew up in Portmarnock, a beautiful seaside town in north County Dublin. Apart from its beach, Portmarnock is probably best known for its world-class golf course. Portmarnock Golf Club has hosted many tournaments, including the 1960 Canada Cup, the 1991 Walker Cup and the Irish Open on many occasions.

         My parents, Angela and Gerry, cast me, along with my three sisters Stephanie, Mairead and Michelle, into every sport possible. We were known as the ‘sporting mad’ family. I guess that all stemmed from my dad, who was hugely involved in sport. From a very young age, he was in love with Gaelic, soccer and hurling. In fact, he even missed his own brother’s wedding so that he could play a soccer match for his boyhood club, Glasnevin FC.

         My mam was always very much into staying active too, playing badminton in the local Portmarnock Sport & Leisure club. My mam is a typical mother – family-orientated and kind-hearted, exuding warmth and caring. My dad has a slightly rougher exterior; he is hard-working, driven and disciplined by nature, and this rubbed off on my sisters and myself from early on. Whenever we started into something, he would say, ‘Anything you do, do it to the best of your ability.’ 10

         My parents tell me I had so much energy as a kid that they were running out of sports to get me involved in. While I loved any sport I took up, two in particular gave me huge joy and satisfaction – Gaelic and soccer. Naomh Mearnóg GAA club and Portmarnock FC were the local sports clubs that nurtured the raw talent I had, starting at a very young age.

         The GAA mini leagues were where my potential in Gaelic football was first spotted. This involved over 150 kids from the ages of four to seven, being coached in the fundamentals of Gaelic football. Even at the tender age of seven, Gerry Davey, who was my first underage manager, remarked to my parents that he saw ‘something special’ in me. My love for the game grew from there.

         I attended my local primary school, St Marnock’s, and my sporting ambition became apparent on Sports Day every year. From third to sixth class, in particular, there was a bit more riding on it – the prize was to be crowned sports boy/girl of the year. In third class, I had a burning desire to become sports boy of the year. So much so, that in the lead-up to Sports Day, I would visualise myself running across the line in first place in each race I entered.

         On the day, my mam brought along a packet of Jaffa Cakes, Winegums and a bottle of Lucozade, to make sure my energy levels were brimming come the start of every race. Mam would later do this for school matches too – I recall her often bringing up a large bowl of pasta for me to eat on the way to a match.

         With my dad’s words of wisdom, ‘Anything you do, do it to the best of your ability,’ ringing in my ears, I was doing whatever it took to win. And it paid off – I was declared junior sports boy of the year, defeating my classmates and the year above me too. The following year, I repeated this feat, 11and in fifth class, I was crowned senior sports boy of the year. One final push in my final year of primary school would win me the four-in-a-row, something that had never been done before.

         As I went into my final Sports Day, there was a certain air of inevitably about things. As the first race was about to begin, my mam recalls hearing another classmate’s mother saying, ‘Mark said to me this morning, what’s the point in racing? Shane Carthy is going to win anyway.’

         This comment illustrates how my classmates saw me at the time – I seemed like an untouchable figure, who had everything going for him. This image was further enhanced when I went ahead and won again – school sports boy of the year, an unprecedented fourth year in a row.

         I think I should point out at this stage that although I was achieving all of this success, I was never one to gloat about it. I was, and would like to think I still am, a very humble person. Although I like to keep myself to myself and stay away from the limelight, this was quickly becoming more difficult. My talent was being recognised by more and more people, particularly in the Gaelic football world.

         My dream from a very young age was to represent Dublin in Gaelic football, and at Easter of sixth class, I was given that opportunity. I was one of hundreds of footballers, from almost every club in Dublin, invited along to a trial in Raheny GAA club. We played a number of matches, and coaches chose who would go forward to the next trial. I was chosen for the second trial, among others in the group. Following this, coaches deliberated again on who they wanted.

         Exactly a week following the second trial, I heard news back – I was one of the lucky few who had been chosen to represent Dublin in the upcoming Easter tournament. I was the only person picked from my 12school or my area, so this was a pretty big deal. I was selected as captain for the tournament and, as if things couldn’t get any better, we won. This is where I began my Dublin career – in a small capacity, yes, but it was a start nonetheless.

         I vividly remember sitting in the back left corner of Mr Greene’s classroom on the Monday morning, as my friends asked what I had got up to at the weekend. I didn’t want to gloat, but in fairness I was proud of what I had done, so I told them – I had captained the Dublin team in the Easter Gaelic tournament, and we won. The pedestal my peers regarded me as being on grew larger still.
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            Chapter 2

            Secondary School

         

         In September 2007, I began attending my local secondary school, Portmarnock Community School. The transition from primary to secondary school can be an intimidating prospect for some, but for me it was seamless. I was lucky to know a few friends from primary school to start off with, and it didn’t take me long to find more.

         I got involved in almost every sport the school had to offer – Gaelic, soccer, hurling, athletics, you name it! This allowed me to quickly make new friends. I wasn’t the most self-assured of people, but sport seemed to bring out a certain confidence in me. To be honest, approaching someone in class or on the corridors intimidated me, but during or after a bout of exercise I wouldn’t have had a moment’s hesitation, so this was where my friendships began. I soon found that people weren’t shy in approaching me, perhaps wanting to be in with the guy who was ‘good at anything he tried his hand at’.

         One sport that I tried my hand at in first year was golf. My interest in the sport started when I found myself out in my back field one day with my friend Conor, who’d brought along a golf club and ball. He handed over the club and I swung at the ball. After a few aimless swipes into thin air, the 14club head made contact and the ball went soaring off into the distance. At that moment, my passion for the game of golf was born.

         My parents weren’t convinced that I’d stick at it, saying ‘it’s too slow a game for you’. I started off small, joining the local pitch and putt club. By January of first year, I had my own set of golf clubs and was a member of Malahide Golf Club.

         This by no means meant that my love for other sports fell by the wayside, especially Gaelic football and soccer. In fact, in the same month that I joined Malahide Golf Club, I joined Malahide FC too. This team played in the Dublin District Schoolboys’ League, regarded by many as the best league in the country. Many young boys dream of becoming a professional footballer, and I was no different. I just happened to be juggling a lot of dreams, including also playing with the Dublin senior footballers.

         As if my stock couldn’t grow any more in my first year at secondary school, I ended it off by picking up player of the year in the first year Gaelic football team at the school sports awards. First year was another building block in the ever-growing pedestal that people saw me as standing on.

         As I headed into second year, I decided to narrow my sporting focus somewhat. I would concentrate on Gaelic and soccer, though I also kept up a bit of golf and pitch and putt. I continued to excel on the sporting field, captaining my club and school Gaelic teams that year. Captains are notorious for being extremely vocal, but I didn’t quite fit this mould. There were no rousing speeches from me before games, and even out on the field you’d hardly hear a peep out of me. Neither my school nor club manager demanded this from me – they simply wanted ‘my feet to do the talking’.

         My club manager at the time, James Gahan, took me aside early on in the season. He always had a knack for saying the right things when they 15were needed, especially with me. I didn’t mind captaining the team, but a part of me thought I was taking the opportunity away from someone else who could play the role better. James could sense this, and he told me, ‘I don’t think you realise the respect the lads have for you. All I want you to do this season is play football, and the rest will follow.’ I guess this was an example of how my teammates and friends saw me – as a person to look up to and aspire to be like. I didn’t want any of that, but because of a natural talent for sport, this was where I was.

         The summer of second year arrived. While most people my age were down at the beach socialising, gathered around in a field or attending house parties, I wasn’t doing any of those things. I was either at the Gaelic, golf or pitch and putt club, honing the skills I was learning. The work I was doing was paying off too. I once again represented Dublin at various events throughout the summer. My focus was very much on Gaelic and soccer, with golf being something I enjoyed on the side.

         It simply wasn’t in my nature to be happy with just being okay at something I was doing. I realised that I might not reach the top level in everything I did, but it wouldn’t be through lack of trying. So, with school finished up for the summer, I spent hours on end up on the range in Malahide Golf Club, determined to continue improving my game. By the summer’s end, the work I’d put in had paid dividends, as I was awarded Juvenile Golfer of the Year. You can imagine how my stock rose once again. As I sat back down on my seat having received the award, my friend Philip remarked, ‘Is there anything you can’t do?’

         I entered my Junior Certificate year. The only things on my mind though were sport-related. I continued to play Gaelic, soccer, golf and pitch and putt throughout my exam year. While all around me were stressed at the 16thought of sitting their first State exams, I got daily respite from all of it through physical exercise. I wasn’t in tune with my mental health; in fact, I didn’t know what the term ‘mental health’ really meant at this time. But I had made the association that physical exercise had a positive effect on my being as a whole, mind included.

         My classmates were glad when the exams were all over, as was I. The day we finished, my classmates went one way and I went another. While most went in search of any amount of alcohol they could get their hands on ahead of house parties that night, I made my way to the GAA club to practise my frees. Nobody questioned why I wasn’t joining them – by then, they knew none of that appealed to me.

         In that summer of third year, the inter-county scene was getting slightly more serious. We were training twice a week in preparation for the Gerry Reilly Tournament – an under-sixteens tournament for teams from all around Leinster. A few of my teammates and I had aspirations to play Dublin minor football the following January, and the tournament was a good showcase to get you recognised.

         Football wasn’t the only thing I was representing Dublin in that summer. I was selected as part of a team of seven who represented Dublin in the Leinster and All-Ireland pitch and putt championships. We were successful in the initial stages and were crowned Leinster champions, but fell at the final hurdle, coming runners up in the All-Ireland to a very good Cork outfit. The football finished with us failing to reach the final of the Gerry Reilly Tournament, but I was hoping bigger things were just around the corner.

         I entered fourth year knowing that it was time to make a decision: Would I choose Gaelic or soccer? I made my decision in December – I would go 17with Gaelic. I was selected to represent the Dublin minor footballers in January – my first year playing minor football for Dublin. Here I met a man who has been so pivotal in where I am today – Dessie Farrell, who was my Dublin minor manager for two years and my manager for three years at U21 level.

         So, in January, we embarked on a journey that we hoped would bring us to the All-Ireland final in September. The perception people had of me, as the guy living an idyllic life, was further enhanced, particularly in school. When people asked me what I was up to, and I replied that I was training or playing a match for Dublin, it seemed to create an air of invincibility around me. Once the term ‘Dublin footballer’ was mentioned, people looked at and treated me differently. I never thought of myself as different; I just felt that I had an opportunity to do what I loved at the highest level.

         The team’s preparations began with the League, which ran until the start of April. We reached the League final, where we faced Longford, eventually coming out as eight-point winners. It was nice to pick up some silverware this early on in the campaign, but Dessie, as all great managers do, made us quickly put that to the back of our minds. We switched our focus to the next job at hand – the Leinster Championship.

         We had navigated our way to the Leinster final by mid-July, overcoming Westmeath, Longford and Kildare in the process. In order to secure the Leinster Championship, we had to beat Meath in the final. A lacklustre display in the first half didn’t leave much between us coming into the break. However, we were able to really turn on the style in the second half, and we ran out ten-point winners in the end; job done.

         The momentum we had built throughout the Leinster Championship had us in prime condition going into the All-Ireland series. The goal that 18we had set ourselves way back in January – to reach the All-Ireland final – came to fruition, as we defeated Cork and Galway in the quarter- and semi-finals respectively. Unfortunately, we lost the All-Ireland final against Tipperary to a last-minute goal.

         It was a bitter pill to swallow. For some, it was the end of the road at minor grade, but luckily for me and a number of others, we would have another chance the following year to win the Championship. However, little did I know about the challenges I was about to face.

      

   


   
      
         
19
            Chapter 3

            The Dark Days

         

         If I knew then what I know now, would things have been different? Would I have the same perspective on life? Would my life be better overall? These are questions I ask myself when I look back to January 2012, to the middle of fifth year, which marked the beginning of my depression. I was unaware then of the term ‘depression’, or ‘mental health’ for that matter. I thought the ebbing and flowing of my mood was due to hormonal changes in my body.

         I had one purpose that year: to play a pivotal role in winning the minor All Ireland in September. The hurt from the previous year was still very raw. As a unit, we had lost the All Ireland. But personally, I hadn’t quite reached the heights that were expected of me, and that I expected from myself. This really didn’t sit well with me. Apart from a few brief appearances, I had essentially been a passenger for the entire year. This year, I had a point to prove. Nothing else mattered aside from football.

         I remember my Mam saying, ‘You’ve got to broaden your horizons. Open up your mind and see what life has to offer outside of football.’ I would take no notice of such comments; I really couldn’t see what she was getting at. I had tunnel vision. I was thinking about football from when 20my alarm went off for school in the morning right up until I lay my head to rest at night. That to me was normal.

         What didn’t seem normal were the periods of low mood I began to feel. They were very sporadic to start with, but there was one particular day in January that, when I think back, was perhaps the start of ‘the dark days’ for me.

         It was mid-week, and I had a school football match to look forward to. The alarm woke me at 8am. Time to get up, but I had a strange feeling, like there was a weight on my shoulders. At first, I put it down to lack of sleep. However, after having a shower and breakfast, the feeling didn’t subside. On my ten-minute walk to school, my emotions seemed to be going round and round on a conveyor belt. I was happy, sad, fearful – all of these emotions were rolling around in my head, and I didn’t know how to make sense of them.

         I arrived at the front gate of the school and was greeted by some friends. I felt engulfed by a heightened sense of awareness. I pushed down the emotions that were running through my mind, and adopted the mask that would become all too familiar over the next two years of my life.

         The school day began. Being distracted by the classes that were in session and the short walks between those classes, there was little time for me to be in my own head. The team and I were due to meet after fourth period at the school car park, where the bus was to depart from for the match. I made my way into the toilet before heading up to the car park, and all of a sudden, I felt very low again.

         A sense of panic gripped me – I couldn’t be like this in front of the team, I thought. Of all the days to feel like this! Here I was, getting off school early to do what I loved best – to play football. I couldn’t make sense of what was going on. 21

         I made my way out of the toilet, still in a state of panic over how I was feeling, and walked to the car park. The team were packing their bags onto the bus and, much like that morning, the mask was placed on again – everything was ‘fine’ in my world. I took my customary seat, at the back left of the bus. I had very few superstitions leading up to a game, but this was where I had sat since the beginning of second year.

         The bus took off, and we were on our way to the game. The noise level immediately rose, with different conversations going on throughout the length of the bus. I wouldn’t be the loudest out of any group, though I would certainly usually have my say during the course of a conversation. But now a conversation had begun in my head, trying to make sense of what was going on for me, why I was feeling down.

         I came in and out of the conversation in my head and the conversations going on in the bus. It was as if I had a set of noise-cancelling headphones, which I was putting on and taking off every few minutes. When I came back into the conversation on the bus, I feared was that one of my teammates would ask why I was acting so weird. Thankfully though, this didn’t happen.

         I got out onto the pitch, and all my worries were whisked away. When the final whistle blew, and we went back onto the bus, the journey home was full of chat and laughter about the game. I was on a high, engrossed in the conversation going on around me – a stark contrast to the person who had sat on the bus a couple of hours earlier.

         At home, settled in for an evening of television, I reflected on what had happened to me that day. I decided that there was nothing to worry about, and came to two very simple conclusions – number one, that it was just hormonal changes going on in my body; and number two, that I 22immediately felt better after playing the match. The latter would become a real crutch, something I would rely upon as my medication for the next few years.

         Inter-county football was beginning to ramp up again. The Minor League was about to begin. I had learnt from the previous year that it was important to put my hand up early on in the League if I had any aspiration to get a starting place come Championship time in late April. I managed to get through the pre-season unscathed, and was in good shape coming into the start of the league.

         It started off well, both for me and for the team as a collective. I was given the number nine shirt for the first couple of games, and we came out victorious in each. Every last ounce of my being that I had given in the pre-season seemed to be paying off. The League went according to plan, and we reached the final, which would be at the start of April, versus age-old rivals Meath.

         For the majority of the League campaign, my mental health was relatively unaffected. However, two days before the League final, we had our last training session before the game. The team was due to be announced on that evening too. I arrived to training in Parnell Park confident that I would be given the number nine jersey again, but there was still a hint of doubt bubbling in my mind – ‘What if?’ I kept thinking to myself.

         Training finished and, after showering and eating our post-session meal, the team meeting took place. There was great excitement, given that the League had gone so well, though there was some apprehension among the group too, as we were aware that many positions weren’t nailed down by any means.

         Dessie began to announce the team. I went to a place in my head far from the room that I was sitting in, only to rejoin the room as he approached his 23selection for the midfielders – ‘Lining out in midfield will be Scooby and Shane Carthy …’ A huge sigh of relief escaped from me as I sank down into my chair. I could relax now, I was in.

         The meeting went on for another hour or so. Dessie’s meetings were notoriously long. Every little detail was driven home; no stone was left unturned. You left those meetings knowing that you would have no excuse come match day to say, ‘I wasn’t prepared for them to do this.’ As the meeting drew to a close, I peered around the room. There were a lot of happy and relieved faces on those who had been given a starting place. Heading down the stairs, the group were in a jovial mood, looking forward to the task we were facing in two days’ time.

         I went out to the car park, where my Dad was waiting, leaning against the bonnet of his car. We made eye contact from about twenty metres away, and he gave me that questioning look, as if to say ‘Are you in?’ I briefly smiled to confirm that I was. I put my bag into the boot and sat into the car. My dad patted me on the head. ‘Congratulations, son,’ he said, and I could see the pride gleaming in his eyes.

         On our short journey home, my Dad asked me the usual questions – who got in to the starting line-up, and who didn’t? What sort of Meath team would be chosen? All the while, I was searching for the happiness that my dad was so clearly feeling for me. I couldn’t search for too long, as the next question was being fired at me as soon as one was answered. My dad was unaware that I was completely zoned out for most of the journey home, trying to figure out why I wasn’t overjoyed that I had been selected.

         We arrived home, and I dropped my bag in the hall and made my way up to my room. It was getting late and I had school the following day. As I lay down in bed, I tried to convince myself that I was happy about the news 24I had just received, but I just wasn’t. I tossed and turned, asking myself, ‘Why? Why am I feeling this way?’ I eventually nodded off, no closer to an answer.

         The next morning, I woke at 8am. I rose from the bed and cautiously walked into the bathroom. Everything seemed to be in slow motion. I was scanning through my mind and body to see if any of the emotions from the previous night had carried over to this morning. It was a strange feeling, as if I was tiptoeing through motion sensors, trying not to set them off. Once I got the all-clear that I felt ‘normal’ again in my head, I let out a sigh of relief.

         We overcame Meath the following day in their own back yard. The team were brimming with confidence now, facing into the Championship. The first round was at the end of April, and we would face Carlow. The atmosphere was electric in the weeks leading up to the opening round. I had managed to perform well enough in the League final to warrant a starting place against Carlow.

         Around school, particularly on Fridays, my classmates and friends would often slag me about my weekend plans. My weekends probably weren’t like the majority of seventeen-year-olds. While the others discussed what fake ID they were going to use to get into a nightclub on Saturday night, I was thinking about training on Saturday morning, or what coach I needed to ask to get a bag of footballs to practise my free kicks on Sunday.

         Although we always had a laugh and a joke about my weird lifestyle, I could feel that there was an underlying respect for the sacrifice and hard work I put in, week in, week out. I was, from a young age, placed up on a kind of pedestal, cast into the limelight, the untouchable figure around my school and area. I was never quite comfortable being this person, but because of my success in the sporting world, I found myself there nonetheless. 25

         I coped with it all fine up until this juncture in my life, but the ‘hormonal changes’ now going on in my body wouldn’t seem to leave me in peace. I didn’t want to talk about it to anyone – to friends, family, coaches, anyone. I believed that I had a certain persona to live up to. The only thing I did know was that exercise worked for me. It got me feeling good about myself again when I did have those bad days. It was my crutch, my medication, and I relied upon it.

         It was Friday, two days out from the first round of the Championship. I went to school as normal. I was sitting in English class, the last class before lunch break. Through the window I could see the training pitch, where we were due to train on our lunch break. I started feeling the dark cloud come over me again, the internal conversations beginning. I asked to go to the toilet so that I could try to figure this out alone. I locked myself in one of the cubicles, placed my hands on my head and began to ask myself the all-too-familiar question at this stage: ‘Why?’ I stood for a few minutes, convincing myself that I had nothing in my life that should make me feel this way – I had friends, family, a sporting career that was going well. ‘I shouldn’t be feeling this way’ I kept saying. I started to feel tears building up, and this put me on high alert. ‘If I start crying now, it’ll be obvious when I go back into class,’ I thought.

         I reasoned that if I was back in class, with distractions and people around me, I’d have less time to think and I would most certainly hold back the tears in front of everyone. So I got out of the cubicle and made my way back to class. I sat myself down and tried to engage in as much class discussion as possible in order to drown out my internal conversations.

         The bell rang at the end of class. My teammates and I went out onto the training pitch and into the school’s pink dressing rooms to get changed. 26I wasn’t actually taking part in the session – I had Dublin training that evening and the match was also two days out. However, training or not, we were expected to be there. For the next forty minutes, the ‘injured’ lads and I watched on from the sidelines as the team trained.

         As training came to a close, our manager, Mr O’Ceara, brought us in for a team huddle. He ended with, ‘Best of luck to Shane Carthy this weekend, representing Dublin. The commitment and sacrifice you’ve shown to make it to here have to be acknowledged and admired. We’re all very proud of you, as a school and also as a team.’ There was a ripple of applause, along with a bit of good-natured jeering from some of the lads.

         On my way back to class, the internal dialogue started yet again. That small gesture of good will from Mr O’Ceara, one that would make anyone feel good about themselves, did the opposite for me. In fact, it did two things: It made me ask, why can’t I find the happiness that so many other people are clearly feeling for me? And it reinforced need to keep hiding away the fact that I was deeply unhappy, for fear of people either laughing at me or thinking I was lying.

         I pushed down my feelings as I walked into the first class after lunch. I was almost in a state of paranoia, fearing that someone would spot something odd going on with me. I felt terror if anyone looked at me for a prolonged period of time. And along with this was a sad, down feeling, because I was feeling this way. My conveyor belt of emotions was in overdrive, and I had no way to stop it.

         There were brief moments of respite when I was engrossed in school work, so I tried to focus on that for the remainder of the school day. As classes were coming to an end, I had one thing in my mind – home! Leaving school, I was wished good luck by lots of my fellow pupils. I couldn’t 27appreciate or enjoy their good will, as all I wanted to do was escape.

         I walked briskly home and placed my schoolbag in the hall. I called out, ‘Anyone home?’ Silence. I went up to my room, closed the door and sat down on my bed, head in hands. My mam generally arrived home around the same time as me, so I knew I didn’t have long before I had to straighten up and put on that mask. For the time I was alone though, that conveyor belt was on overdrive. I felt tears building up, as they had earlier on that day. A few tears trickled down my cheek before I stood up abruptly and convinced myself to snap out of it. ‘I can’t cry, I can’t,’ I kept telling myself.

         I changed out of my uniform and got my training gear ready for the session in a couple of hours. While I was doing this, my Mam arrived home. I went down to the kitchen where she was, and she asked me how my day was. Just like that, the mask went on. I quickly answered, ‘Fine,’ and escaped into the sitting room. Little did she know that my day was far from ‘fine’. My whole being was far from ‘fine’.

         The wait for training made me anxious. I sat on the couch with the television on, in a daze. As I got in the car for training, the cloud in my head began to clear. The closer we got to the training ground, the clearer it was. I went out onto the training pitch, and the ‘medication’ I needed was right there, in the shape of a size five O’Neill’s and an open field. Going home that evening, I found myself in a much better headspace.

         We defeated Carlow a few days later, which meant we could look forward to a quarter-final meeting with Longford in a few weeks’ time. It was a nice feeling, going into school on Monday morning and getting recognised by students and teachers alike for the past weekend’s success. In fact, I felt good about myself for the entire week. My head was held a bitter higher, shoulders pushed back and a confidence in my stride. 28

         The following week, while preparing for the Longford game, which was only five days away now, my boots ripped in training. I had to part ways with a pair of boots that had served me well, but the excitement of shopping for a new pair of boots trumped the disappointment. I had a half day the next day, as we did every Wednesday, so I said I’d make the short journey to Pavillions shopping centre to pick up a new pair. I was driving on a provisional license, and every so often my parents would give me the freedom to make short trips on my own in the car.

         I was excited to be driving myself to Pavillions to pick up a new pair of boots, on a lovely, sunny day. As I approached the underground car park, my excitement dwindled somewhat. As I went from the sun to the darkness of the underground car park, it was as though my mind followed suit. A dark cloud surrounded my thoughts, and I was quickly feeling low yet again. I parked the car up, turned off the engine and sat, trying to compose myself.

         A million thoughts rushed through my head and, not for the first time, I didn’t know what to do. The silence in the car didn’t help. I turned on the radio to try to distract my mind. That didn’t work. I was in a trance. Every so often I would come out of this state and hear the sound of the radio, but only for short moments. A lot of the time, my mind was just blank. I sat, slumped, just stuck in this low mood. It was paralysing.

         When I eventually picked my head up and peered at the clock, thirty minutes had passed. On my way out the door, my dad had said, ‘Don’t go anywhere except the shopping centre. You’re lucky enough we’re letting you out to drive on your own, and we’ll know if you’ve been elsewhere.’ This began to ring in my head. Normally, it wouldn’t have been a big deal. However, what was going on in my head wasn’t normal. The last thing I 29was going to do was to tell my Dad the truth as to why I was late home. I just couldn’t face up to it. I was scared and embarrassed, and I felt trapped.

         I got out of the car, put up the invisible mask and went into the shop. I still wasn’t feeling quite right. It felt like it took an age for the shop assistant to fetch my tried and trusted Copa Mundial boots from the storeroom, but eventually I got them.

         Rushing back to the car, my head was in a whirl. As I steered out of the car park, I thought of a hundred and one excuses I could give to my dad, should he ask why I was slightly late coming home. My mind was going back and forth between thinking of excuses and asking myself, ‘Will this ever get better?’ I never considered at this stage, even for a brief moment, telling someone how I was feeling. Repressing it all and making excuses for how I was feeling sat better with me.

         My heart was racing as I approached the house. I was just hoping that I wouldn’t have to make up an excuse, that nobody would notice that there was something not quite right with me. My dad’s car wasn’t in the drive. There was still the possibility that my mam was there though. I pulled into the drive and tentatively got out of the car. I was shaking as I put the key in the door.

         I opened the door and let out a rather nervous ‘hello’. No reply. I felt a huge weight slide off my shoulders. I went into the kitchen and made a cup of coffee. I didn’t sit there for long though – I knew I would start ruminating again. I needed to get out of the house and do something. I decided to break in my new boots and practise free kicks up in the local GAA club.

         On my way from my house to the club, a dull, dreary feeling was still hanging over me. However, once I began running around and kicking the ball, it was as though all my worries just drifted away. The person returning 30to the house after an hour up in the club was a stark contrast to the one who had walked in from the shopping centre only a few hours previously.

         That evening, I sat in my room, worrying about where my mind was taking me. It was happening more and more now. I wasn’t in control of my emotions, and I didn’t know how much worse it was going to get. How long could I keep up the facade that everything in my life was going fine, when in reality it wasn’t? One thing I did know though – exercise was my escape. I would put all my trust in this, in the hope that things would get better.

         The school week came to an end, and now there was only one thing that mattered – the Leinster quarter-final versus Longford. I kept my place from the previous match, and I was raring to go. Training was good medication to get me through this difficult patch, but matches were the golden panacea for me. On match day, it was impossible to be concerned about anything else in life.

         Internally, I would visualise everything to do with the lead up to the match and the match itself, even before anything had happened. This day was no different. I woke up and had my usual match-day breakfast – a bowl of porridge with honey and natural yoghurt mixed in, a cup of orange juice and a coffee. For the next couple of hours, I sat watching television. Then it was time to pack my gear bag. Many players pack everything the night before, but I do it differently. I haven’t got many superstitions leading up to a game, but I suppose packing my bag on the day of a match is one of them.

         Now my pre-match meal of chicken and pasta, a staple for many sports people, was awaiting me. When that was inhaled in record time, it was time to go and do what I loved best, to play football. Nothing was out of the ordinary as we arrived at Parnell Park. Players were doing their thing 31in preparation for the match – some sitting listening to music, others getting taped up by the physio, some having a chat. The time came to go out and compete for a place in the Leinster semi-final. There were no second chances; everything was on the line.

         After a tense affair, we managed to come out as victors. I was delighted personally too, having played an important role throughout and having chipped in with a few points. I was in good spirits coming home, and that feeling continued throughout the evening, sitting at home with my family. However, when I woke the following morning, the dreaded dark cloud had engulfed my mind once more. I reached over to turn off the alarm and sat up in bed, and took a few moments to check in with myself. I felt terrible, and the situation was compounded by the fact that I felt bad for feeling bad.

         I could hear murmurs from my parents and sister down in the kitchen. I decided I would have a shower and try to compose myself before going downstairs. My mind was racing again. Standing in the shower with my head down and shoulders hunched, I felt exhausted already, worrying about having to put on a show in front of everyone for the day. For the next few hours at least, I would have to put on that mask, as I had to go to the GAA club and support my team, who were playing a League match that morning. I knew I’d have kids and adults alike coming up to me to congratulate me on the previous day’s victory over Longford.

         In the kitchen, I told my parents I was going to the GAA club straight away, to help out with preparing the jerseys, cones and balls for the match. This wasn’t actually the case. It was an hour until throw-in, and no one was expecting me there beforehand. Instead, I went to the car park at the local beach. I knew it wouldn’t be too busy, as the weather was pretty overcast. 32

         I was going against what I knew worked for me when I needed to distract my mind, which was keeping active. I thought, by some divine miracle, if I took some time to myself I could figure out what was going on inside me. This was a losing battle, because when I asked myself, ‘Okay, what is making me feel this way?’ I simply had no response. Instead, negative feelings raced through my body, and I was like a rabbit in headlights.

         If I hadn’t thought it before, I knew now that whatever was going on for me, it was taking control of my life. The word ‘depression’ never came into my mind, simply because I had never heard that word.

         I was surprised to see people coming into the car park and onto the beach, on such a grey day. I began to feel uneasy – the cloud over my mind hadn’t subsided, and I was fearful that someone would come by who knew me and start asking questions as to why I was there.

         I drove out of the car park, and up to the GAA club. My body was trembling as I pulled up. It was a busy morning at the club, with matches and training going on across all five pitches. I glanced at myself in the mirror to make sure there wasn’t anything externally wrong with me, in fear that it would raise a red flag for someone. I looked okay. I wasn’t quite like that internally though – inside I was screaming for help.

         Walking over to the dressing room where management and players were, I remember saying to myself, ‘Don’t let yourself down.’ It was as though there were two people inside me. One was small in stature, frail and in desperate need of help, while the other was all-conquering and decisive. This stronger character was the one winning over my mind.

         Upon reaching the dressing room, I drew a deep breath, put on my invisible mask and began being the person that I thought everyone expected to 33see. As soon as I engaged in conversation with one of my teammates, this act I was putting on started to slot into place. We talked about the match the day before, about school finishing up and a summer of football to look forward to, with even a chance to play in Croke Park again. Sure, what could go wrong in my life? I was the laughing, energetic, ‘not a care in the world’ type of guy they wanted me to be.

         Standing at the side of the pitch, talking to parents and players during the game, nothing seemed out of place. To put the icing on the cake, when the match ended and I was walking back to the car, a few club juvenile players approached me and asked for a picture. I, of course, duly obliged. I smiled and joked with them momentarily, then headed off to my car. On the way home, I actually didn’t feel so bad anymore. It seemed like I had nearly convinced myself that I was the person everyone had seen up at the club. I spent the rest of my afternoon with friends.

         At home that evening, I noticed how tired I was. I wasn’t physically tired, but I was mentally exhausted. I knew straight away it was from the acting performance I had put on earlier in the day. What worried me was that this was just one day. How much more of this would I have to do before things get better? Little did I know what was to come.

         The end of the school year was in sight. Inter-county football would take a back seat for a couple of weeks, to make way for the Leaving Certificate. Thankfully, all I had to worry about was my fifth year summer exams. I was never the most studious, but I always did relatively okay come exam time. My worry this time though wasn’t the exams themselves, but whether my mind would let me sit still and take in information. One thing had become very clear to me – sitting still, having time to ruminate, took my mind to very dark places. 34

         As I sat down to study, just two weeks before the exams, I was worried. The first subject to tackle was Maths, as this would be my first exam. I handled the Maths book as if it were an explosive. I opened the book in slow motion, intending to attempt a few sample questions that might come up in the exam. Putting pen to paper, every so often I would pause, to check that everything was okay. This was the crippling effect the depression I was going through was having on my everyday life. The past five months had been like nothing I had experienced before.

         As my studies went on, I noticed I got into more of a flow, and I started to worry less about negative thoughts that might enter my mind. When I closed the book and put my pen down, I leaned back in my chair and pondered for a moment. A smile spread across my face. The worry and doubt I had felt beforehand was gone, and a calmness ran through my mind and body. I decided that, like physical activity, studying seemed to have a positive effect on me. Physical activity was an escape and a coping mechanism for me, but I didn’t see studying in the same way. I simply saw that it could help me to keep up an appearance. I was bottling up all these emotions, and I didn’t want anyone to spot any cracks in my character; not being able to study would have meant not getting the results I had in previous years, which would have waved a red flag to my teachers and parents. Questions would arise if I had poor results, and I would have had to make up excuses to explain them.

         The following few weeks of study continued to have a therapeutic effect, right up until the first day of exams. There were a few days where I felt low in myself, but never for any length of time. The night before my first exam, I was doing a final bit of preparation and feeling quite good. My head was in a good place. 35

         Waking up on the morning of the first exam, I was actually quite excited. I think this was mostly because if the exams were about to start, then the end wasn’t too far away! I got everything I would need packed into my bag, and I headed out to school. The exams would take place in the PE hall, where two year groups would sit their exams, first years and fifth years. You could feel the energy in all the students as we waited for the doors to be opened. You could see the fear and worry in the first years’ faces as they prepared to sit their first summer exam. Among my year, fifth year, there was a slightly more relaxed atmosphere, but still the odd worried face.

         The doors eventually opened, and we all made our way in to find our seats with their assigned numbers. With the aid of the teachers, everyone found their seat and began to settle. This wasn’t the first time I’d been in the PE hall with this many people. Two years previously, I had sat here doing my Junior Certificate, alongside Leaving Certificate students. However, I found myself in a daze, looking over my left and right shoulders at the sheer masses of people in the hall.

         Attention was brought to the front of the hall, where the teachers notified us that the exam papers were about to be passed around. As the papers were passed out row by row, I began to narrow my focus on the job at hand. Just like the in previous couple of weeks, I could now solely focus on answering the questions that were in front of me.

         The ninety-minute exam seemed to fly by, and I finished with about five or ten minutes to spare. Now my mind began to wander. I looked around at the crowd of pupils in the hall. ‘What if the dark clouds come over my head again and I can’t leave the exam hall?’ I thought to myself. Then, ‘What if I do get up? I’ll have three hundred eyes burning into the back of my head’. I was thinking irrationally, but I couldn’t snap out of it. 36

         Just as the negative emotions began to snowball, time was up for the exam. The teachers began to collect the papers, and the usual chatter echoed around the hall. Thankfully, I was too distracted by conversation to be in my own head walking out. I found my friend Moe and we made our way back to my house for lunch. It was a godsend that he came home with me, because it meant I had less time to be brooding. At that time, I felt like the dark clouds could descend at any moment.

         We had a couple of hours before we had to head back to school for our second exam of the day. We spent the time making some lunch and then sitting down to chat about anything and everything. I felt the clouds begin to dissipate as the conversation went on. I was learning the powerful effect that conversation could have on my mental state.

         I relied upon this for the remainder of my exams. Some days I felt like I wanted to talk to someone in my family or a best friend. However, never once did I think about bringing up what was really going on for me. Instead, the conversation centred on sport, friends, family … all that normal stuff. It worked when my mind felt like it was taking over, but in reality, this was all masking over bigger problems that would come later down the line. Other days, when I didn’t feel like talking but still needed to clear my head, I would go out and exercise.

         Now, with the exams out of the way, I switched my attention to the next round of the Championship, a little over five weeks away. For the next couple of weeks, numbers were down at training, due to some people sitting the Leaving Certificate. Those of us who had no exams now had a chance to get ahead and get noticed. You could feel the energy and excitement in the group – hot summer days, grafting away at gruelling training sessions that we all knew would put us in good stead for five weeks’ time. I loved every minute of it. 37

         I had very little else going on in my life at that time, and I chose to have it that way. Everything revolved around football. My time away from training was spent thinking about training. If my friends planned something – say, a walk down the beach – and I thought it would have a negative effect on my performance on the pitch, I’d stay at home and rest up. My friends were used to me cancelling plans because of football. This also gave me the perfect excuse to cancel when I didn’t feel so good mentally.

         I recall one particular weekend when this was the case. We were three weeks out from the Championship semi-final. We had training on the Friday evening, the weekend off to enjoy with friends and family and training again on the Monday. I loved to get out and play golf when I could, and this was an ideal time to take advantage of the couple of days off. Earlier in the week I had contacted my friend Karl and organised a game of golf for the Saturday. I texted him after training on the Friday evening to reconfirm our plans.

         Things very quickly changed on the Saturday morning though. I woke up with the summer sun fighting its way through my curtains. Internally, however, there were no rays of sun. Instead, the dreaded dark clouds were quickly assembling.

         For anyone who hasn’t experienced depression, it can be hard to relate to the ‘dark clouds’ that come over you. If I was talking about a broken leg or a broken heart, things would be different; it would be much easier to feel empathy and compassion for the person going through it. But these dark clouds feel as though someone with a remote control is constantly changing channel, flicking from one negative emotion to the next. It is like carrying a bag on your back weighing a tonne, and no matter how much you want to take it off, you can’t. It’s exhausting. 38

         This was exactly how I felt upon waking this particular morning. The ‘mental health toolbox’ that might help me might as well have been located on a different planet. The last thing I felt able to do was to get up and get active, or even talk to someone. I knew I needed to stop the spiral, but the voice inside my head simply wouldn’t let me. Instead, I lay there ruminating, letting the tap of negative emotion fill my body. I tried to think of a happy moment or something funny that had happened recently, but I wasn’t able to attach a positive emotion to anything.

         I eventually emerged from my bed, and even that felt like a huge effort. I headed in to the shower, attempting to re-gather my thoughts and find a way out of this paralysis. I would have to find an excuse for why I couldn’t play golf that afternoon. My mind raced through every excuse possible. I wrote a text message saying that I had an inter-county friendly instead of training on Monday, and therefore I couldn’t go out in the baking sun for four to five hours, expending all my energy so close to a game. Ashamed at how I was feeling and the lies I was telling, I pressed ‘send’. I threw my phone on the bed and sat down with my head in my hands. Shame, anger, guilt and sadness all flooded over me.

         Outside my window, I could hear a couple of local kids screaming and laughing, playing football out in the back field. I would have done anything to feel like they did in that moment. For about six months now, I had held everything back and got through it somehow. But at that moment, I felt exhausted. The tears that I’d been holding back for a long, long time now began to flow, and I did nothing to stop them. I was telling myself to stop crying, but the tap kept flowing. After about five minutes and with a river of tears beneath me, I gathered myself together somewhat.

         When my tears had dried and I let out a huge exhale, I felt slightly better. 39I stayed in my room for another while before coming downstairs to my family, to wait for the redness in my eyes to subside. As I went into the kitchen, my dad asked what time I was leaving to play golf. I repeated the excuse that I had a match on Monday, so I needed to rest up. I was slightly nervous to see whether or not he would buy the lie I was telling him. He did.

         I went into the sitting room, exhausted. All this was becoming too much. A text came through from Karl, and my heart rate increased ever so slightly. ‘No problem …’ it read. I let out a huge sigh of relief and sank a little deeper into the couch.

         After a while of staring blankly at the television, I started to regret cancelling the day’s plans. Now I wanted to get out of the house and occupy my mind. I shouted in to my dad, and asked him if he wanted to go up to the GAA club with me to practise free kicks ahead of the ‘game’ on Monday. ‘Yes,’ he said. My mood instantly lifted. I was absolutely perplexed by how my mind was working, going from feeling desperately low one minute to happy and excited the next.

         Dad and I headed up to the GAA club and began my usual routine of kicking seventy-five to one hundred balls. I strived for excellence in absolutely everything I did on the football field. Once I set down the ball and began my rigid routine, I was engrossed. It was a welcome break from the inner turmoil I was experiencing.

         My kicking was going well and my mood continued to lift. Retrieving the twelve footballs we had each time gave my dad and I time to talk. We chatted away about the upcoming semi-final in three weeks’ time. I knew that small things like going to the GAA club to help me with my free kicks meant the world to him. It was etched on his face. In years gone by, he had helped out with coaching at the club. 40

         As I went on with my free kicks, I had momentary thoughts of telling my dad that I was going through a difficult period. But I quickly chased these notions away.

         I kicked my final ball, which split the posts, to end a very good day’s kicking. It was like taking my last bit of medicine to help me get through the day, and a smile broke out from ear to ear with sheer delight at how I was feeling physically. Mentally, with those post-exercise endorphins coursing through my body, I was feeling good too.

         ‘That’s the best I’ve seen you strike the ball in a very long time,’ said my dad. When you’re at such a low point in your life, comments like this mean the world. Heading home in the car, I felt ten feet tall.

         The summer holidays were in full swing, and I had a lot of time on my hands, especially during the day. I had learned that keeping busy meant I would spend less time thinking negative thoughts, so I decided to look for part-time work to fill the void. I sent out a number of CVs and began to look around. One evening, my friend Glenn told me that he was about to start work with his mam in the school that she was principal of. By a stroke of luck, she was looking for another worker to help out in a summer camp being held over the next three weeks. Glenn asked his mam if I could come and work for her at the summer camp and, without a moment’s hesitation, she answered, ‘Yes, of course.’

         Things were looking up. Two weeks out from a semi-final against Kildare, and I now had a part-time job to keep me busy during the day. I constantly reaffirmed that thought, telling myself that the past five months were now behind me and I could now look forward to all these good things in my life.

         Monday morning came, the first day of the summer camp. I woke up extra early, eager to get my day going and my mind occupied. Glenn and his 41mother, Grainne, picked me up down the road and we made our way to St Malachy’s boys’ national school. Setting up the school hall, I tried my best to get around to everyone and introduce myself. The children began arriving, and Glenn and I were assigned a group together. I was a little nervous at first, but I quickly got the hang of things and felt comfortable. The whole day went by without any issues – in fact, it was very enjoyable.

         I would never be one to announce myself as ‘Shane Carthy, Dublin footballer’; it was always simply ‘Shane Carthy’. But of course, somewhere during the day Glenn happened to mention that I played football for Dublin, and this immediately sparked interest, not only among the children, but among the adults working there too. I imagine my reaction would have been similar when I was a youngster. When the tag ‘Dublin footballer’ was attached to the end of your name, people instantly treated you differently. I always got the sense, even if they weren’t saying it out loud, that they were certainly saying to themselves internally, ‘You have a great life, playing for Dublin, in Croke Park with thousands of fans watching on – an idyllic life.’ I can only speak for myself, but I felt a certain responsibility to live up to that expectation, that perception others had of me. I had no reason to feel anything but happy in my life – what could possibly go wrong for a seventeen-year-old, playing for Dublin, with a loving family and friends?

         Little did anyone know the effect that Glenn’s harmless and innocuous comment would have on me. For the rest of that day, the children at the summer camp were coming up to me, asking what it was like to play for Dublin. I could see their ears perk up, hungrily consuming every last word I said to them. The workers also asked me all sorts of questions, saying things like, ‘It must be so great,’ and, ‘That’s not a bad life you have.’ 42

         When I got home later that day, I couldn’t get people’s reactions and comments out of my head. I sat up in my room and began ruminating once more. I blamed myself for feeling down the past five months, when anyone else would have loved to be in my shoes. ‘Why am I feeling this way? What have I to be sad about? These people are right, I do have a great life,’ I told myself. I was confused and upset, and scared to tell anyone I was feeling this way. All the fun and excitement of working in the summer camp came crumbling down.

         I didn’t spend long sitting in my room, because I knew my parents and sister would be home shortly, meaning it was time to put up that poker face. My daily dose of ‘medication’, in the shape of a gym session, wasn’t too far away, so I got prepared for that. I began enumerating short-term things that I had to look forward to. In ten days’ time, I had the Leinster semi-final. I had the gym and pitch sessions leading up to it, and then the match itself. If I found myself feeling down, the next gym or pitch session was never too far away and I could focus in on that.

         However, the next ten days were increasingly difficult working in the school. There were moments when I would pretend I needed to go to the toilet when in reality I had to regain my composure because I felt the mask breaking. At home, I was lying about how work was going.

         I was so relieved when the end of the week came. The constant effort of putting on this act was exhausting. Not for one second did I think about throwing in the towel though, or telling anyone how I was feeling. The end of my short-term target was in sight. Having busied myself over the weekend with training, socialising and anything else that could keep my mind occupied, I was ready for one final push toward the match that Wednesday. In a way, I was doing the right thing by putting plans in place to occupy 43my mind for brief spells, but I was ignoring the elephant in the room. Depression makes you susceptible to irrational thinking, and that’s what was happening, though I was fully aware that my mind wasn’t functioning the way it should be.

         Monday came, two days out from the Leinster semi-final. When I walked through the gates of the school, the acting mode button had been switched on and I was ready for yet another audition. Like the previous week, I wasn’t feeling one hundred percent in my head, but I put my best poker face on in front of the workers and children. The more the day went on, the more I kept blaming myself for feeling the way I did. Any other person would love to be in my shoes, I kept thinking. The ever-growing dark cloud that was engulfing my mind wouldn’t let me see the positives in the life I was living. We would have training that evening, and that is where I switched my attention to any time I found myself drifting into a spiral of negative thoughts.

         The work day eventually came to a close. I got home and began to pack my bag for training. The routine checklist – boots, gloves, shorts, socks and a training top – were all ticked off, and I was set to go. While everything else in my life seemed to be whittling away, these five items were keeping me afloat. Like any time I was in a difficult place, the only place in the world I wanted to be was on a football field. The inner demons were put on mute, for a couple of hours at least.

         There was a certain amount of apprehension going in to hear the team announcement, but I was fairly confident of a starting position. My confidence was soon reaffirmed, with Dessie naming me to start alongside Scooby yet again. I headed home that evening on cloud nine. I wanted to press a fast forward button on my life, to get me to Wednesday evening’s game. 44

         Work flew by the following day. The dark clouds never came to visit, and I was so thankful for that. I spent time that evening with my two best friends, Karl and Moe. It was comforting that I didn’t have to put on an act in front of them; we could just enjoy each other’s company. I headed home at a reasonable hour to rest up for the game the following day.

         I was grateful to have match day off work. I went through my usual routine of breakfast, chill-out time and packing my gear bag. I had lots of time on my hands – we weren’t due to meet until 4pm, as the match was at 7pm. This meant I had more time to be in my own head.

         Usually I would’ve got out of the house to distract myself with some form of physical activity. However, this wasn’t an option with the game pending. I didn’t even consider a walk, because I was paranoid about expending unnecessary energy prior to the game. I had a slight concern hovering over my head. It had been a while since my last bus journey with a team, and that one didn’t go too smoothly. Even though I was in good spirits, I knew this probably wouldn’t last the whole day. I started to think about things that could keep me distracted on the bus, things that wouldn’t draw too much attention to me at the same time. Many ideas popped into my head, but the most obvious and simple one was music. Apart from the inevitable chatter that goes on in a team bus, there are always those mute players that stick the headphones on and prepare for the match that way.

         I began to gather up songs on my phone that reminded me of a happy time or place with friends and family, and I put them into a playlist. The loud music ringing in my ears, summoning positive memories from the past, would be the perfect cure for any negative feelings that might come into my head. I had all genres in my playlist, anything and everything that 45would conjure up a happy moment in time for me – Stevie Wonder, Elton John, Jay-Z, Eminem, Coldplay, all sorts of stuff.

         Now it was time to get changed into my Dublin tracksuit and meet up with the team. I was in good spirits arriving at the hotel for the pre-match meal. The atmosphere was quite relaxed. Our meal selection generally consisted of rice, pasta, chicken, beef, vegetables, salad, fruit, juice, tea and coffee. I always cast an eye over what others consumed pre-match. For some it would be two or three plates of food, while others would have one small serving.

         When the meal was consumed, I grabbed a cup of coffee and found a quiet spot. I put my headphones on and had one last look over my notes on the individual I would be facing. Other players would be getting strapped by the physiotherapist, or sitting around chatting.

         Before the bus departed for Kildare, Dessie gathered us in for a short pre-match brief. He stood at the front of the room with the tactics board, delivering a few key messages on the opposition and then focusing in on us and our game plan. Then we all boarded the bus and headed off for Kildare.

         Some players were very particular in where they sat on the bus, so there was an unwritten rule that you didn’t sit in their seat. I was never too superstitious, but my seat was the second seat in on the very back right, and that’s where I sat for the rest of the campaign. Sitting to the left of me was our corner back, Ross McGowan, and directly in front of him was our full back and captain, David Byrne.

         After a short chat, everyone settled into the journey. I stuck in my headphones and went away to my own world in my head. As we got closer to the ground, I visualised how I would like to play in the game. This was something that many coaches encouraged us as players to do. You would often 46hear them say, ‘start thinking about the game now.’ I was a firm believer in it, and I found it had a positive impact on my game the majority of the time. Unknown to me at the time, I would rely heavily upon the power of visualisation and role play later down the line, in a different context.

         We reached the ground, and made our way into the dressing room. Now we had fifteen minutes of our own time. Like many players, I liked to go out and have a walk around the pitch before heading back inside to get ready for the game. I found comfort in that routine.

         As Dessie came in to have a last word, you could sense a few nerves among the group. At this stage of the Championship, it was do or die. You lose, your Championship is finished. For many, it was their first taste of football at this level, so the nerves were understandable. We were also going out to face a very good Kildare side, in their own backyard. Dessie reminded us of the sacrifices we had all made to be there, and then outlined the key points of how we would impose our game plan. Then we made our way out onto the pitch to shape our destiny for the summer.

         St Conleth’s Park is a small ground, which makes for a hostile atmosphere. As the warm ups came to a close and we lined up for the national anthem, a buzz ringing around the ground, we were all thinking ‘this is it’. The game began and, as expected, it was a tight and tense affair. For much of the first half, both teams traded score for score, leaving it level coming into the half time break.

         We entered the dressing room and split off into backs and forwards for a debrief. We all felt there was much more in us and that the game was there for the taking. Dessie came in and echoed the same feeling. He said all the right things, ending with, ‘Thirty minutes to decide where your season goes.’ 47

         Going out for the second half, the nerves that were hanging over us in the first half seemed to have dissipated. There was an air of confidence among the collective and it showed throughout the half. We ran out convincing winners in the end. Our reward would be a Leinster final versus Meath in Croke Park, in two and a half weeks’ time.

         It was an incredible feeling, walking off the pitch, being congratulated by so many adoring Dublin fans, both young and old. The adrenaline was pumping, and happy endorphins were running through my body.

         There were fantastic celebrations in the dressing room afterwards. So many hours of work had been put in, both by management and players, to make it to this point. You could see the relief etched across many faces around the dressing room.
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