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Introduction


Let’s talk ... about sex and relationships. Let’s talk about dating, sexting, drinking and break-ups and all the things you might be learning from porn. Let’s talk about pleasure and fun, condoms and safety, and all the ways to understand consent. Let’s talk about the stuff you want to talk about. The stuff you really want to learn. The stuff you want to understand. Let’s talk about being single, being a boyfriend, being gay and being straight. Let’s talk about it all.


Let’s not do what previous generations of Irish people did. Let’s actually talk about this stuff so that when the time comes for you to make certain decisions or have certain experiences, you’ll be better informed and prepared for things to go well. You won’t get everything right – nor will your partners, for that matter – but you’ll have a far better chance of positive experiences if you’ve had the chance to talk, read and learn about these things in advance.



How this book came about


I wish I was handed a book like this when I was in my mid-teens. Back then, people didn’t spend much time talking to young people about sex and relationships. Like every generation before us, we were left to learn for ourselves, mainly from our own mistakes. Teachers didn’t go into much detail about anything, and parents were unsure of how much to say. On top of that, most of us were probably too shy or awkward to ask certain questions. I’m not sure why exactly, but it was considered wrong or perverted if you showed too much of an interest in anything to do with sex, especially as a teenage boy, so we rarely brought up the topic with adults. As a result, we all headed into adulthood without any meaningful or helpful sex education. As you can imagine, this was an approach that didn’t work out well for everyone. Looking back, I can definitely say it didn’t work out well for me.


The truth is, a book like this could never have been published in Ireland when I was your age. It wasn’t acceptable back then to give young people the kind of information that’s in these chapters. However, the more insight I get into the lives of teenagers in Ireland today, the more I think it would be unacceptable if something like this wasn’t available for you to read. If you’ve been given this book by an adult in your life, they must think you’re emotionally intelligent and mature enough to understand this content. Or, to put it another way, they think you’re ready.


So how did this book come about? First of all, if you’ve watched any Republic of Ireland or Champions League matches on RTÉ over the past decade, you probably know I work as a football pundit. My role is to analyse the games and the performance of everyone involved, and give my opinions on what’s going well and what needs to improve. Whether you already knew this or you’re just finding it out now, I want you to know that job has nothing to do with me writing this book.


Away from the television cameras, I do work of a very different kind. I’m an adolescent psychotherapist, and the majority of my clients are teenage lads. This job gives me the chance to help young people, but it also gives me the opportunity to understand their lives. I hear them speak about their worries and concerns, their hopes and ambitions. They explain the challenges they have and the opportunities they want. They talk about the realities of their lives as teenagers today and all the things that are important to them. In other words, they talk honestly about what it’s like to be them in the world today, and they come to therapy looking for guidance and support.


The more openly young people spoke to me, particularly about sex and sexuality, the more it was clear they needed direction and support. In 2016, I co-created a module in sexual health for Transition Year students in an all-boys school. The more time I spent in the classroom, the more I understood the students’ hunger for information and the right advice. I was invited to talk in different schools and sports clubs about this topic. Every time I spoke about this stuff, it became more obvious how much it was appreciated by the young people listening. I spoke on podcasts, television programmes and radio shows about the need to support young people’s development in this area, and every time I did, parents would contact me saying they needed help too.


It’s clear how much things have changed in this area compared to when I was a teenager. It seems people in this country are ready and willing to embrace new ways of supporting you and your friends to learn about the richness and variety of relationships and sexuality. It’s totally normal for you to want to learn about sex, after all; we adults just needed time to realise we needed a new approach to helping you out.


A book about these topics could be useful to any young person, but I’ve decided to focus on the experiences of young men in this area. Writing a book that focuses on teenage lads isn’t a statement of neglect or disinterest in everyone else. It’s a response to a particular need that I’ve observed from countless hours working to support teenage lads in my therapy practice and in schools.



How to use this book


If you were given the job of devising the sex education curriculum for your school, what would you include? Where would you start if you had to decide what every teenager your age should be taught? It’s a tricky question, isn’t it?


Don’t be too bothered if you feel a little bamboozled by a task like this, because it’s far from straightforward. Adults have never agreed on this. If I asked a hundred people the same question, I’d probably get a hundred different answers. It would be impossible to get everyone to sign off on the one approach, that’s for sure. Everyone has their own attitude to sex and their own view of what young people should be taught. Some people think less is more when it comes to sex education, meaning young people should be left to pick up most of their education from real-life experiences. Others think it should depend entirely on the religious beliefs of the parents, or the ethical approach of the school they happen to attend. One thing’s for sure: this isn’t a topic people will ever agree on.


Now, if I asked you what should be included in a book like this, what would you say? In other words, what information do lads your age really want about sex? What guidance do you think you need when it comes to relationships? Maybe you already think you know enough from everything you’ve seen in porn, but can you think of any lessons you need to learn that porn doesn’t teach?


Books about sex and relationships can be written in many different ways, but the approach here is to be open, frank, informative, personal and honest. You might find certain chapters more interesting than others. You will certainly be drawn to some topics more than others. It’s possible some of the issues and questions seem irrelevant in your life now, but remember they may well be important for you some time in the future.


Every chapter will include a brief explanation about how we avoided speaking about these topics in the past. ‘Let’s not talk’ will be a quick look back at how this approach prevented teenagers getting the kind of information and guidance that could have been really useful. I’ve included this because I think you’ll understand the potential benefits of talking more openly about this stuff the more you learn how damaging it was in the past to stay quiet about it.


And just so you know, being able to talk about sex and relationships doesn’t mean you have to have all the answers. Actually, sometimes it’s just about knowing which questions to ask and when to listen. It really doesn’t mean you have to know everything. It certainly doesn’t mean you get to tell other people what they should and shouldn’t do in their personal lives. It just means you’ve reached the stage where you know the benefits of seeking advice or asking for guidance. It means you realise how helpful it is to talk openly to someone you trust and that you have the confidence and the vocabulary to say what you mean. On top of that, it means you know the downsides of trying to solve every issue you face on your own. It means you understand that we all have different experiences and opinions in this area. The more we share them with one another the more we’ll all learn.


Each chapter will have a very brief account of some of my memories or experiences with each topic from my teenage years. I figured it would be a bit hypocritical if I kept saying how healthy it is to talk openly about these topics if I wasn’t going to say anything personal myself to kick things off.


I’ll share details of many of the discussions and debates that took place in the sexual health workshops I delivered to teenagers in schools and sports clubs. I’ll describe some of the situations that clients of mine have faced in their own lives. ‘Lessons from the Therapy Room’ will give you an insight into the real-life scenarios that people have faced and some of the things that could be learned from how they behaved. Obviously, I’ve changed all of their names and some other details to make sure it’s impossible for anyone to identify them.


We’ll be covering the topic of sexual orientation and some of the issues that can come up for people in this area. (Spoiler: it’s completely fine if you are still unsure about this or if you’re still questioning your own orientation.) We’ll explore the world of relationships and some of the challenges and dilemmas that can arise between partners. It wouldn’t be possible to mention all the reasons that relationships come to an end, but we’ll cover the importance and benefits of breaking up in a healthy way.


We’ll also venture deep into the world of pornography, looking at the role it can play in young people’s sex education. I’ll describe the many ways you and your partners can protect yourselves from unplanned or unwanted consequences of sexual activity. There’s also a chapter on consent, which will add to your understanding of why it is so important. We’ll finish by looking at how alcohol can impact people’s thoughts and behaviours in all of these areas.



Adolescent sexuality


You’re too old at this stage for me to bang on about the bodily changes that occur during puberty. I’m sure you’d just feel patronised if I started to explain it to you now. I assume someone covered that with you when you were approaching the end of primary school, but you’ve moved on now to a higher level of understanding of yourself and your body. You’re ready now to start learning more about your emerging sexuality, and about the ways it can impact you and your behaviour.


By now, I’m pretty sure you know what it’s like to feel aroused. It’s usually not something people talk about comfortably and openly with one another, but it’s an entirely healthy occurrence for lads your age. In other words, it’s perfectly normal to regularly get an erection if you’re an adolescent male, even if it sometimes happens at the least convenient times! Whether in class, on the bus, watching TV or walking your dog, there is always a possibility something will set you off. (I have no doubt you are already aware of this!)


Many lads feel uncomfortable getting an unexpected erection. They feel as if there’s something wrong with them, or that maybe they’re more excitable than they should be. It’s certainly not something they’re happy to chat about over dinner with siblings and parents. So given it’s something that’s probably rarely spoken about, it’s worth giving a brief explanation of the impact it can have.


First of all, an erection can happen at any time of the day or night. It can even happen while you’re asleep. It can be triggered by any number of things to begin with. You might see something or hear something. Maybe you remembered something or imagined something. Once this happens, the body takes over. Your brain releases nitric oxide, which dilates blood vessels, and blood then rushes to your penis as quickly as possible, causing you to experience an erection. You might not welcome it if this happens while you’re surrounded by other people, but it’s a natural bodily response to feeling aroused in the first place.


That’s the physical part explained, but there’s an equally important psychological impact too. This may also be something you’re already familiar with, but an erection isn’t just a bodily sensation. It comes with an urge to act! The power of arousal can be pretty overwhelming at times, particularly during adolescence, which often leads to behaviour which is impulsive and ‘in the moment’.


I’ll put it this way: if an erection could communicate, it would have no interest whatsoever in discussing the long-term consequences of sexual behaviour. It would laugh you out of the room if you suggested taking things slowly. It would be screaming at you to act now! In fact, it would probably be disappointed in you if you tried to talk it down in favour of sensibly considering the alternatives to sexual activity. So, given the influence it can have over you and your behaviour, it’s important to learn ways of handling a situation when you have one.


Before I go on, I don’t want you thinking I’m giving erections a hard time here (pardon the pun!). As I said already, it’s perfectly normal for sexually healthy lads to experience this. However, extra focus is needed in those few moments when you consider your options before you act. In other words, the ‘thinking time’ between feeling the initial impulse and the moment you act. Obviously, many people have wonderful experiences by acting entirely on impulse, but it’s an approach that can have pretty negative outcomes too. This certainly applies to scenarios involving sexual arousal.


It’s not OK to lose all control of your behaviour because you’re aroused. It’s a cop-out to say you had no choices. One of the aims of this book is to help you figure out the ‘thinking time’ for yourself. To help you to be able to make sound decisions. To help you make the most out of any situation you face. To help you maximise the amount of fun you have while limiting the difficulty you cause for yourself or others. Basically, this book is here to help you think about how you’d like to be as a sexual person and to learn how to enjoy this area of your life as much as possible.



It’s time to talk


It might not feel like it sometimes, but you have more freedom now than you’ve ever had. You’ve come a long way from the days when you had to hold someone else’s hand to cross a road. You can now own your own phone, you can go on the internet alone and you’re approaching the stage when you can start to earn your own money. There was a time when you would never have been left unsupervised, when you couldn’t go anywhere on your own and at least one of your parents knew who you were with at all times. You were considered too young to be trusted to make decisions for yourself, so the adults in your life constantly made them for you. No matter how you felt about it, you were under the watchful eye of others all the time. That’s the way life is for most people during childhood.
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In just a few years’ time, your situation is going to be very different. You’ll have reached adulthood and there will be very few limits on the kind of choices you can make. If you can afford the flight, you can travel to the other side of the world if you want. You can live where you want, hang out with whoever you like, and spend your free time doing anything you choose.


Your parents may still want to stay informed and know a lot about your life, but there will be huge chunks of information you deliberately hold back from them. That’s the way things are meant to be by the time you’re an adult. Moving from your childhood levels of privacy (i.e. none!) to adulthood levels of privacy (i.e. loads!) can be a bumpy journey for many young people and their parents, but it’s very normal to want more freedom, space and privacy the older you get.


One of the many tricky aspects of this journey is knowing which parts to keep private and which issues to discuss. On the one hand, you may want to have experiences that are personal to you, or private between you and your partners. But you mightn’t always have the knowledge or experience that could really help. You mightn’t be comfortable seeking information, guidance or advice, but you also realise there’s a lot you don’t yet know. This is certainly the case for most teenagers when it comes to their sexuality.


I know it can often be awkward to speak about really personal things. And it can be difficult to know how to start certain conversations. By staying quiet about what you’re going through, however, you may end up cutting yourself off from getting information and advice that would really help. The thing is, while you have a right to privacy in this area of your life, and you might prefer to keep several elements of your personal life to yourself, it’s not necessarily a healthy thing to keep quiet about everything you’re going through.


Sometimes an online search will help you to find the information you need, but there are loads of scenarios where Google won’t be able to help. In many cases, a conversation with someone you trust will be required. There are times when it’s sensible to ask a mate for their opinion on something, but other times the best person to talk to is your partner. In some scenarios, it’s wise to ask a guidance counsellor for advice, or to speak in confidence about an issue with a GP. And even though you might not feel like it, there are times when a parent is the right person to approach.


Like everyone else, you will find a way that works for you over time on a trial-and-error basis. In the meantime, as your curiosity and interest in sex are developing, I hope this book can provide you with guidance that you find useful. I hope it helps you grow your understanding of many of the issues that come up for people in this area of their lives. I hope it enhances your awareness of matters that will be important for you soon and helps you tease out for yourself what kind of relationships would work for you. I want it to help you realise the benefits of talking openly about sex and sexuality while also grasping the importance of guarding your own privacy. Basically, I want you to think smartly and be clued in when it comes to sex.
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Think back to the last time you felt sexually aroused. Can you remember what sparked it off? For example, was it something you saw or something you heard? Was it caused by something that was said to you, maybe? Or was it a thought that came into your head? Maybe it was the result of something you read or something you remembered? It could have been a mix of these things, obviously, or it could have been something entirely different too.


Your mind is probably racing through loads of different memories you have in this area (which is possibly affecting your ability to focus on reading this!) but let me ask you another question which is particularly relevant to what we’ll be covering now: How would you describe the person who was the focus of your arousal?


Your sexual orientation is about who you are attracted to and who you want to have relationships with. The traditional way to approach this topic is to neatly file every man on the planet into one of four categories. You’re gay if you like men and you’re straight if you like women. You’re bisexual if you’re attracted to both and you’re asexual if you find you’re attracted to neither. However, while these labels perfectly describe many people’s orientation, they don’t fit for everyone. The list of ways to describe your orientation has increased a lot in recent years. People now have the freedom to go beyond traditional categories and descriptions to find a term they connect with. While there are far too many for me to name them all here, remember there is no right or wrong way to describe your orientation. All that counts is that the term you choose works for you.


For many people, this area is pretty straightforward. They know who they like and they don’t have a problem with it. Maybe that’s you? Others have no idea who they like and they don’t have a problem with that either. That could be you too. There are plenty of lads, however, who are concerned about this aspect of themselves and are unsure where to go for support or reassurance. This chapter is about some of the questions and issues that arise for some of you reading this book who are either questioning your sexuality, or who know you’re not straight. If that’s you, then hopefully this section will be of some help.


Before you read on, this might be a good point for me to introduce the topic of gender. Firstly, because gender identity has become an increasingly important area for many young people, and secondly, because many people seem to confuse sexual orientation with gender identity. Just to explain the difference: your sexual orientation is about the people you are attracted to, while gender identity is all about who you are. Terms like cisgender, transgender and nonbinary are some of the labels that fit for people when they discuss their gender identity, but they’re not forms of sexual orientation. Some people describe their sexual orientation in terms of the gender identity of their partners – so these two topics do overlap – but it’s important to realise they’re not the same. That’s a whole other book, but for now ... back to the topic of this one! And while I want to acknowledge how important your gender identity may be to you, this section is about sexual orientation.



Me and sexual orientation


I knew I was attracted to girls from a young age. I didn’t have a spell during my teenage years when I wondered about my sexual orientation, like many people do. Terms like pansexual, bicurious and heteroflexible just weren’t in my world, so I didn’t spend any time considering which label to go with. It sounds like I’m describing a much simpler time, but back then I thought people could identify only as gay, straight or bisexual. I don’t recall any memories of questioning whether I wanted to be in relationships with lads, but I have several memories where it was pretty clear I liked girls. Not all memories from our early adolescence are ones we are happy for other people to know, something I’m sure you can relate to, but here’s one I remember from when I was 11.


I was staying in London with relatives, and each day myself and my cousin headed off to the newsagent to buy football stickers (they were a big thing back then!). The daily trip was the high point of my time in London because it gave me the chance to open page 3 of The Sun newspaper to feast my little 11-year-old eyes on that day’s picture of a topless woman (this was also a big thing to me back then!). Boobs weren’t something I was able to see anywhere else – the internet didn’t exist at the time – so I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity each morning to take a look. The reason I remember this so clearly is that on the third trip to the shop, the man behind the counter asked me to stop looking at something I wasn’t going to buy and the three other people in the shop just stared at me and laughed. Obviously, I went bright red and got really embarrassed and I never went back to that shop again.


I could share countless other examples, but I’ll save you the hassle of reading them all. I used to be embarrassed by sharing stories like this, but now I realise that it’s perfectly healthy and normal to be curious and excited by nudity around that age. We all have our own journey when it comes to how our sexuality emerges, but it was always clear to me that I was heterosexual.



Let’s not talk about sexual orientation


Sexual orientation wasn’t openly discussed when I went to school. The only relationships that were considered healthy and normal were ones between men and women, so they were the only kind of relationship that we covered back then. There may have been some passing mentions of homosexuality in certain classes, but that was it. Just to illustrate how different things were back then, it was actually illegal for two men to have sex in Ireland when I first joined secondary school. (The law was changed and it was decriminalised the following year, in 1993.) It’s pretty mad to think that a country would pass a law that bans a type of sexuality, but that’s how it was back then (by the way, it’s still that way today in over 60 countries!). So, if you were a teenager at the time who was questioning your sexuality, or you knew you weren’t heterosexual, knowing where to go for information, support or guidance would have been tricky.


I didn’t have any openly gay friends growing up, and I didn’t know of any openly gay couples in my area. I know now that one of my best mates – my sister Anna – was gay all along. Some of the lads I played football with were gay, classmates were gay, and some of my parents’ friends were gay. For their own personal reasons, they all made choices not to speak openly about it, and from what I remember about how things were back then, I wouldn’t blame them.


Things have changed a lot since those days, but it can still be uncomfortable for young people to begin conversations about their own sexual orientation for fear of the reaction they’ll get from other people. Shyness can get in the way too, but also, many lads just prefer to keep this area of their lives private from those around them until they are more comfortable opening up. I’ve never known anyone who felt anxious about telling others they were heterosexual, but it can be very different for people who think they’re not. Many teenagers are still unsure where to go for information on this area, which is why I think it’s important to cover it here.



Questioning


When it comes to understanding our sexual orientation and realising what kinds of relationships and partners we want, not all of us find the answers at the same age. And just to complicate things a little further, not all of us stick to the first answer we come up with either.
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For many people, there is no uncertainty or doubt. They have a clear idea where they stand on this issue. For others – maybe for you or some of your friends – this is a question that has still to be answered. Given that adolescence is all about working out who you are over time, it’s entirely normal for this question to be an issue at your age. You’re at a stage of life where it’s healthy to be working out who you are, but remember you’re not expected to have all the answers straight away. This is particularly the case for many people when it comes to their sexual orientation.


In fact, it’s really important not to label yourself prematurely. For example, Paddy, a 16-year-old client of mine, was questioning his orientation (and his gender identity). He just described himself as being with whatever partner he was with at the time. ‘Myself and Jay are together,’ for example. This worked better for him than trying to categorise himself, his partners, his relationships, his gender or his orientation. When we discussed these issues in sessions, he said things like ‘I’m with Jay at the moment, and I don’t need to define things beyond that.’ This was really effective because it gave him more time to explore these questions himself without expectations or pressure to come up with an answer.


You may already have a strong opinion about which description fits you best, or like many people your age, you may be unsure. In other words, you’re either questioning your sexual orientation or you’re not. And if you are questioning, I want you to know that it’s perfectly normal and appropriate for you to be doing this at your age. Even though it’s normal to still be trying to work out who you are, it can often be a distressing and confusing issue for many young people.
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