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PROLOGUE


I spat the blood and gravel out of my mouth. It tasted like cement on my tongue. Dazed, I looked down at a tooth lying on the floor. ‘At least you got away,’ I thought to myself.


My head throbbed, but I had come to know that feeling very well. ‘You’ve got plenty left in ya, Paddy,’ I told myself as I gathered up every ounce of energy in my thin body. I lifted myself up off the ground again and, blood oozing from the cuts on my face, I spat out the same words one more time.


‘Is that all you’ve fucking got?’


I walked towards the source of my pain, and it happened again. Whack. And I dropped to the floor.


‘Somebody take this ginger lad away, he’s crazy.’


As I lay on the ground, I rubbed my tongue through my mouth, counting and nervously searching for another hole, but the rest of my teeth were still there. ‘I barely felt that fucking one,’ I laughed, staggering to my feet like an alcoholic who’s reached rock bottom. But this wasn’t my rock bottom.


This was the day Paddy fucking Holohan announced his arrival to the people of Jobstown.


Ten years old, I wouldn’t allow myself to be bullied anymore.


It was time for the Hooligan to take over.




Round 1




CHAPTER 1 ............................


The battlefield of my youth was Dromcarra in Jobstown, in the south-west of Dublin, one of the most disadvantaged areas in Ireland. A government housing project gone wrong, a Darwinian jungle of a council estate where there was one rule: adapt or die. Natural selection was alive and well in Jobstown, and I was starting off at the bottom of the ladder.


Jobstown was cast aside on the outskirts of the M50 motorway, which had a twofold effect on the people who lived there. It taught us that we were different and, because we had been pushed out of the city, we all grew up with a chip on our shoulder. But it also helped to bring the community together. Yes, we fought each other day-to-day, but if an outsider threatened another Jobstownian, they’d have the whole estate after them. It’s a very Irish attitude. We’re incredibly self-deprecating, but if an outsider challenges or offends us, that’s when we come together. Tallaght was like its own little country in Dublin, and Jobstown, for me, was its capital.


As much as I loved Jobstown, living there was tough and caused me constant anxiety growing up. This government project had failed and created a dystopian environment where success levels were low. People from Jobstown had a 10% chance of going to university. Just six miles down the road in Terenure, that number was six times bigger. Jobstown was an anomaly in Dublin for all the wrong reasons. I guess you could say I grew up in hell, six miles from heaven.


No one would have believed that I’d become a fighter. I had a fiery attitude, but I couldn’t really fight. In Jobstown, if kids were getting bullied at home, they’d come outside and take it out on someone else on the road. That’s just the way it was. I often ended up as the target but it only made me stronger. When I was about ten years of age, I fought a guy on my road and he just kept dropping me, but I continued to get up and move forward. He’d drop me again, and I’d get up again. And again and again and again. It got ridiculous to the point where he just wouldn’t hit me any more. I kept going at him, and he eventually had to ask people to bring me home. I wouldn’t stop, I was going to kill him. That was me, a gladiator stuck in a jockey’s body.


I learned pretty quickly that being a Holohan meant having a tough life. Life was full of inconsistencies, but trouble was the one constant. The same could be said for the life my mother lived; she was always battling uphill.


On 3 May 1988, a baby was born in the Coombe Hospital in inner-city Dublin to Vera Holohan, a single mother from a working-class background. Births like this were a regular occurrence in 1980s Ireland despite the oppressive efforts of the Catholic Church, but the arrival of Patrick Pearse Holohan was not. I was different right from the start. Had I been aware of the struggles that were to follow in years to come, I might have retreated back into my mother’s womb at that very moment, but I was born a fighter, and fighting is what would come to define me.


My mother was one of six kids. Her father, my grandfather, was in the army and away a lot of the time when she was growing up, and my mother left school early to help her own mother at home. She fell pregnant when she was young and spent time in the Magdalene Laundries, and sadly, her baby did not survive. She also lost another baby a few years later when my brother Neville died. Neville is buried in Glasnevin baby’s garden, but I didn’t know anything about him for years and it really upset me when I found out. My mother is a strong woman, and the trauma didn’t deter her from trying to have another child. Thankfully she gave birth to my sister Marguerite in 1980 and I was born eight years later. She would never get over the loss of her children, and those tragedies marked the beginning of her battles with mental health. That constant struggle has been a part of my mother’s life for as long as I can remember, and it saddens me when I think of the tough times she’s been through. She’s never had an easy life, something that had an effect on my own upbringing and a childhood that was less than ordinary.


I don’t know how she did it at times. My mother was raising two kids on her own and was on social welfare. She didn’t really have an education and worked as a cleaner in a bike shop every so often – that’s the only job I remember her having. I know she loved me and only wanted the best for me and for Marguerite, but I now realise that the environment we grew up in would be considered a neglected one. I didn’t know any different at the time and I sometimes wonder how I got through it all. We grew up on welfare and that was it, St Vincent de Paul blankets and hampers at Christmas. It was nothing to be ashamed of. Jobstown was all about survival.


I grew up without a father, but I didn’t notice it as much as you would think. I was angry and upset, but not to the point where I thought about it every minute of every day. The shame of having a child out of wedlock was something that my mother could never shake. A generational thing, undoubtedly; I gave less of a fuck. I lived in an area where single-parent homes were commonplace. Lots of us didn’t know our fathers, so why would I have a right to feel different?


There must have been something in the air in Dublin during the late 1980s because there was an explosion of births in the Jobstown area, which meant there were lots of kids around my age growing up. We were flat broke but at least we had each other. A lot of my friends were my guardians—my gang, if you must—and we always had strength in numbers.


From the time we were five or six, we were raised on the road. We were put out on the street. We knew every nook, every pothole. The street was part of us, our proving ground, whether that was through football or fighting, and the muck field in Jobstown, known as ‘the Muckers’, was our Colosseum.


Once, when I was around thirteen, I got into a fight with a guy. I ended up catching him and dropping him before putting him in a sharpshooter, a move I had only ever seen watching WWF wrestling on TV. It was crazy looking back. I was trying to submit this guy and knew absolutely nothing about submissions. But, as was the case in most housing estates, the older brother was never too far away. He ran up and kicked me as hard as he could, right in the face. I don’t know whether I was knocked out, but I remember crawling to my friend’s garden. As I tried to escape, I could see Sean, my good friend and neighbour, sprinting towards the brother like Linford Christie. He had seen what happened and went straight for him. Boom, boom. Sean lit him up. That’s how it was in Jobstown, we stuck together.


That field held so many memories for us as kids. We drank. We dabbled in drugs. We learned what hash was, boys selling five spots, ten spots. The sharpshooter, though, that was talked about for days. Those days shaped me, in good and bad ways.


I wasn’t able to evade every beating. Our road didn’t get on with other roads, and the shop was the meeting point for them all. You couldn’t be on your own at the shop, or else you were definitely getting into a knock or a bit of a hiding. One time a guy got off the bus in his work gear, Snickers pants and all, and immediately began running at me.


‘You hit my little brother, ya prick.’


I protested my innocence but it was no good. He grabbed me by the ear and took a bite out of it, blood rolling down the side of my face, but my beating wasn’t over yet. He dragged me to the front door of a house on the road, looking for a young fella the same age as me so that he could give me a hiding. There I was, deep in enemy territory, blood dripping down my back, waiting for a fella to come out to fight me. Luckily, the boy wasn’t at home, so the other lunatic gave me a kick up the hole and sent me home.


The worst thing was that when I went home, it felt like no one noticed these things. I turned up covered in blood with a piece of my ear missing, but my mother barely batted an eyelid. She was too busy doing her own thing to process what had happened, away in her own world. Part of me didn’t care, because I was always trying to hide things from my mother.


At that age, I was so frustrated. I would sit in my room and I’d smash a pillow, smash a wall, and tell myself, ‘When I get older, this bullying is going to stop. I’m going to change the way people treat me.’ I couldn’t take my anger outside to the road, because I was so small. It would have just made the situation worse. I know how to fight now but it wasn’t always like that. I had friends who would look after me, some of whom I’m still close with today. Two of them, Wayne and Sean, ended up robbing a bank and being sentenced to eight years in jail. Wayne is a good guy but he was a bit of a bully. He’d grab you and hit you, but Sean would stick up for me and tell him to leave me alone. Sean was a big lad and could knock a grown man out. I used to look up to him, and even today we’re still close. But he had his own stuff going on as well, and you could get a hiding off him too. In Jobstown, you never knew.


I don’t know if my mother’s situation got worse as I got older, or I just became more aware of it, but she began to really struggle with raising two young kids. I was often left to fend for myself, with only Marguerite to look after me. Marguerite is a tough motherfucker, the strong one in the house. Growing up wasn’t easy for her either. She took on a lot of the responsibilities in our house from a young age, a lot of the work that my mam should’ve done, and I was always grateful for it. Even though we had different fathers, I always felt close to her. I’m a living example of the old saying that it takes a village to raise a kid. The people of Tallaght raised me, I took little pieces from everyone, and there were a lot of people without whom I would not have made it. Marguerite was one of those.


Marguerite’s love was tough love, and it was the only love I felt as a young child. She was the enforcer of the house; my first black eye was from her. She’d fight on the road, and broke her wrist one day fighting a fella. She had no problem knocking people out, even me. Running down the stairs, I called her a tramp, and she hopped an aerosol can off my head. I remember waking up at the end of the stairs, dazed and confused, but knowing never to call her that word again unless I was outside of throwing distance. That was life in my house. I was a little bollocks, and if I told my ma to ‘fuck off ’, Marguerite would slap me in the face. My ma never told her to stop.


It was often like I was on my own in the house. My mam and Marguerite had their family before I came along. Marguerite had said things like that to me growing up—‘Everything was great before you came along’—and she was probably right. They lived in a flat in Avonbeg, another part of Tallaght, and had to move to a bigger house because of my arrival. Marguerite resented the fact that they had to move and the disruption that it caused, but to be fair, she was only a kid herself at the time.


It reached a point where things got so bad for my mother that Marguerite and I were sent into care after school. I hated it so much. We were looked after by a woman in a house up the road from ours, and I remember being there with two African lads, questioning why my mother didn’t want us around. I treated the woman poorly, and one day, she took her frustration out on me and struck me in the face twice. I was six years old, in a strange place, and I still remember the impact of the clatter I got. It shocked me but I did everything I could to hold back my tears. Show no weakness, that was my way of thinking. Marguerite grabbed me, gave the woman a mouthful and we walked out of the house, never to return again.


My mother wasn’t well mentally, and I’ve been dealing with that all my life, but she never hit me as a child. She didn’t really drink, and was far from an alcoholic, or abusive, but she depended on state-commissioned antidepressants and painkillers prescribed by doctors that were too busy to see what her real problems were. She had dealt with so much trauma in her life and needed counselling, not a steady stream of prescription drugs. She was experiencing the stigma associated with raising two kids out of wedlock, losing two children, and growing up in an area rife with stress and frustration. As the doctors kept prescribing her pills, I watched each one chip away at her mind. She did her best for us, even if it wasn’t enough. She’s incredibly brave and strong, and I love her dearly.


When I was born, I was the man of my house and that was it. I grew into that role out of necessity and as soon as I could start doing things around the house, I did. I still did some mad things, though. I remember arranging to buy a horse in Smithfield with one of my friends, Stephen Dunne. I gave him half the money and he came back the next day, turned up at nine in the morning with a horse.


‘Is Paddy there?’


We had a scratching pole and all in the back garden, apples and oats too. If my son brought a horse to the door as a ten-year-old, I’d lose it with him, but my ma barely questioned what was going on.


‘Ah it’s grand, Ma. He’s only here for a few days.’


It’s moments like that where I look back and wonder if it was negligence on her part, allowing me to do those things. I wasn’t an angel, I was an angry kid, but some of the other kids on the estate were pure evil. Being constantly in that environment out on the street was hard, it gave me anxiety, but it wasn’t impossible. Some guys really had it hard where they were going home to alcoholic and abusive parents. Some were dealing with sexual abuse in their own homes, but I didn’t know it at the time. As the years passed, some of these kids that I knew ended up in mental institutions. Others are not around any more. They didn’t make it and I understand why. If my house had been as hard as the road and I had nowhere to go for a break, away from it all, I don’t know if I would have made it either.


It’s not the positives from my childhood that I remember most vividly. It’s the sound of a man’s knuckles smashing a woman’s cheekbone into pieces or the cries of help that reverberated around the estate whenever my cousins felt the wrath of a dysfunctional, alcohol-fuelled marriage. My cousins were close to me in age, location, and friendship, but if I had a tough upbringing, theirs was significantly worse to the point that most of the kids didn’t survive it, not in a way where they were able to get on with their lives. My aunt and her husband would drink to excess and often fall onto the street physically assaulting each other, but those were the good times because it meant they weren’t beating my cousins. The eldest daughter of the family couldn’t take the constant chaos and ran away to Northern Ireland to live with my other aunt, Margaret, when she was sixteen.


‘Pack up your stuff, come live with me, and no one will take you back to that the house again.’


To this day, she never returned to her house. She ran away and never came back, and I don’t blame her.


The tension heightened around special occasions. Christmas meant one thing; alcohol was in the house. We used to think it was great in a way because the parents would be out fighting in the middle of the night while my cousins and I, no more than ten years old, would crack open a can and share it between us. I remember one Christmas Day, my aunt’s husband started attacking my aunt outside on the road. The whole estate could see it. He had my aunt by the hair, punching her in the face while my ma was on his back, trying to pull him off. She was always jumping in for her sister, and got clipped herself. I stood on the porch watching it unfold, frozen with fear, but even as a kid, it was always a case of ‘if you’re hitting one of my family members, I’m coming for you.’ I picked up a stick and ran over to help my ma. I hit my uncle over the head, but it only made things worse and my cousin started fighting with me. He felt he had to; I’d hit his father.


The memory of the first time that I saw what life was really like in my cousins’ ‘home’ still haunts me. We were just kids and I remember sneaking down to their house in the middle of the night to play with my cousins. We probably made too much noise but I could hear my aunt screaming up the stairs. I hid in the wardrobe, hoping not to be seen, but she came into the room and leathered those kids with a bit of bamboo that she had. In the wardrobe, petrified, I urinated myself. I sat there for over five minutes, drenched in a mix of urine and tears as she unloaded shot after shot on my cousins’ bare skin. I still remember the sound of each shriek. I always will.


Moments of madness were a regular part of my childhood. I didn’t know they weren’t the normal actions of a parent. I didn’t know how a dad was supposed to treat his kids; I never had one. Those days were tough on me but even tougher on my cousins. One of them took to heroin and never came back. His brother burned down the family home while he was still in it. Twice. His body survived, but his mind didn’t, and he’s still in a care home.


My cousins told me to forget what I had heard from the wardrobe that night.


‘Don’t say it to anyone on the road, please.’


And I didn’t. I had no one to confide in, not my family, not my friends, and I just stuffed the memory deep into the back of my mind, repressing it along with every other fucked-up part of my upbringing. But I’m running out of space and something needs to give. I have to shine a light on the darker moments of my life because I’m not sure if I can keep them in any longer.




CHAPTER 2 ............................


For the first nine years of my life, I didn’t know that I had a potentially fatal blood condition. When I found out, nothing changed. I lived in one of the craziest places in Ireland, got cuts and bruises almost every day. I jumped off walls, got in fights and did all of the things a wild young kid would do. It was pretty reckless. I was a loose cannon and could’ve died at any minute, but sure what did I care? Death never scared me.


When I was seven years old, I was out on the back field with some of my friends throwing stones, one of our favourite things to do at that age. Out of nowhere, a stray brick came hurtling towards my head. Bang. Direct hit. I didn’t think much of it at the time, other than the fact that it hurt like fuck, but I was definitely a bit dizzy. The dizziness got worse to the point where I felt like getting sick, so I went home to lie down on the couch. I could feel myself getting more and more tired. I didn’t know it but the brick had caused a blood clot in my jaw. While I was lying on the sofa, it travelled up to my brain. I told my mother and my aunt Margaret that I wasn’t feeling well.


‘No, you’re grand,’ Aunt Margaret said, trying to keep things calm. ‘He’s just been throwing stones,’ she reassured my ma.


My ma saved my life, though. She had heard that there were a few cases of meningitis around the estate and, worried, she phoned an ambulance straight away. I was rushed to Our Lady’s Children’s Hospital in Crumlin, where I passed out in the waiting room. From that point on, I can only remember two things: waking up after my surgery, and one other moment that will stay with me for the rest of my life.


There was no MRI scanner in Our Lady’s Hospital at the time, so when I collapsed in the waiting room, they put me in a helicopter and rushed me to Beaumont Hospital on the other side of the city. The seriousness of my condition quickly became clear, and I needed emergency brain surgery to save my life. I was kept in an induced coma while the surgeon cut through the bone of my skull and took the blood clot from my brain. At first, it seemed the surgery had gone as well as it could have gone, but another blood clot on my brain burst and in the middle of the night, I was rushed back in for a second surgery. I feel I can remember the whole thing, that operating theatre, so vividly. I stood in the corner of the room, an out-of-body experience, looking at my tiny, lifeless body in my underpants on the bed with tinfoil wrapped around me and the doctors trying to resuscitate me.


My chances of survival were slim, and I had been through two major brain surgeries, so it was unclear if I would be the same Paddy Holohan if I ever woke up. The doctors had me on life support and my condition was so severe that they asked my ma if they could turn it off. They insisted that I would end up with permanent disabilities and that I’d spend the rest of my short life in a wheelchair at best. They were worried that I might never be able to talk again. But there wasn’t a chance they were turning that machine off, my ma told them. Then, after three weeks in a coma and successive brain surgeries, a miracle happened. I woke up in a hospital bed in a room which was empty, unsurprisingly, except for a nurse, and my first thought was, ‘Any ice-cream?’ No one could believe it. I had survived. In clashes with death, seven-year-old Paddy Holohan had just notched his first career victory. 1-0.


The doctor, Dr Epcott, saved my life, saved my mobility, saved everything. I died in that hospital, no doubt about it, but I came back swinging, a pattern that would stamp the passport of my life. I wasn’t out of the woods yet. I couldn’t sit upright for weeks, and if I did, my head would start throbbing and I’d have to lie down again. Stone-throwing was definitely off the agenda, particularly in those first few months post-surgery. Another bump on the head could kill me, the doctors warned, so I had to stay out of harm’s way.


The doctors were still running tests but couldn’t understand what had caused the clotting issue with my blood. They could see that my body was covered with bruises and jumped to an obvious but incorrect conclusion. I always bruised easily, particularly when playing out on the road, and never thought much of it. I just thought that was the way my body was, but now it’s clear that the bruises were caused by my haemophilia, which was undiagnosed at the time. To the doctors, it looked like I was being beaten at home so they called my mam and my aunt and uncle into a room.


‘Obviously, this has happened at home and the social workers are now involved. Someone with big hands or fists hit him.’


I was always close to my uncle Paul. He is my mother’s brother and looked after me whenever he could. When the doctors tried to insinuate that one of my family members was beating me, he was furious.


‘Are you talking about us? Are you talking about me?’


Once the social workers had been informed, I was locked down in the hospital under supervision and wasn’t allowed to leave. We were waiting in a room to find out what was going to happen to me when my uncle Paul just said, ‘Fuck this,’ and picked me up. He hid me in a blanket and ran out the door. I remember sitting on the couch at home eating Coco Pops and thinking, ‘I made it.’ It was like I had been given a second chance. Not only that, but my aunt Margaret and uncle Paul organised a trip to Disneyland for me to celebrate.


Two years later, I ended up back in Our Lady’s Hospital after a simple tooth extraction. It was supposed to be a relatively straightforward procedure but afterwards, my mouth kept filling with clots, almost choking me. One after the other, I physically had to pull them out of my mouth. I would try to sleep but wake up choking, with clots all over the pillow. The doctors had no idea what was going on but it was clear that I was in trouble.


At the time, my ma was busy with my sister, so I didn’t get many visits. One visit I will always remember was from my grandad. He hated hospitals and I knew it took a lot for him to come visit me. Some days I’d spend the entire day on my own in the hospital. The doctors continued to run tests but couldn’t put their finger on what was causing the clots. I was an impatient nine-year-old and wanted to get out of the hospital. I was sick of being on my own. Luckily, my cousin Roddy visited me one day. He was as wild as I was and just said, ‘Let’s get the fuck out of here,’ and helped me out of my bed. The walk from the hospital in Crumlin to Jobstown was about ten kilometres, a big distance for two young kids, but we just walked straight out the door and headed for home.


We eventually made it to Jobstown, somehow. I’d love to say that my mother was angry with me for leaving, but that wasn’t the case. She was happy to see me and confused about how I had gotten out of the hospital, but didn’t seem too worried. Even as a nine-year-old, that moment hurt. The newspaper ended up getting wind of my escape and came to interview us. They ran the story with the headline, ‘Child (9) Walks Out Of Crumlin Hospital’. The journalist gave me a fiver, and I thought I was getting paid for the story, but looking back now, it was clear he could see that I needed all the help I could get. Not that I cared; we used the money to buy Black Cat bangers and set them off around the estate. The story wasn’t all good, though. Once word got around the housing estate, I ended up becoming a target. ‘Oh, you think you’re smart now being in the paper, do you?’ That’s just the way it was in Jobstown.


A few weeks later, the doctors still had no idea why I had been clotting so poorly, but they were happy with the improvement I had made. One day a call came through to say that a Canadian doctor had connected the dots and discovered that I was suffering from an extremely rare blood condition, known as Factor XIII deficiency, and that had been causing the inconsistent clotting in my blood. I was the only person in Ireland with this condition and I would need to treat it for the rest of my life. One of the major consequences was that I had a much higher risk of suffering cranial bleeding, so I had to be very careful not to take any bangs or knocks to the head. None of us knew much about Factor XIII, but I didn’t care. I was delighted to be heading home.
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The more we hung around the park in Jobstown and out on the road, the more trouble we found ourselves in with the Gardaí. I still remember the first time I was caught shoplifting and was brought home by the guards. I was nine years old, and my ma said nothing. I found it strange, but I saw it as an opportunity to do whatever I wanted. I knew I could get away with anything.


My aunt Margaret, who lived in Northern Ireland, was the successful one out of the family. My cousin Liam, her son, was a bit older than me and a privileged child. He always had the new Manchester United jerseys, new footballs, little things that all young children get but which seemed alien to me. I was getting his hand-me-downs but it was great because I was still rocking into Jobstown and they were better than most people’s clothes.


I loved visiting the North and Margaret’s home. Margaret wanted to get me out of Jobstown as often as she could, and I went there every single summer and Christmas from a young age. Spending time in Belfast in a proper family situation brought structure. I wasn’t allowed to stay out as long as I wanted, I couldn’t tell people to fuck off, and I couldn’t break the law. I loved the discipline of it all. It was so new to me. This place, Lenadoon, was just different. I didn’t have to worry about all the stuff I was used to in Jobstown. All I had to worry about was swimming, rocking out on the field, playing with the street team, and Northern Irish girls. My aunt Margaret looked after everything and without her, I wouldn’t be who I am.


Lenadoon was my escape, but Belfast during the final years of the Troubles was no ordinary place. If I felt that Jobstown was dangerous, it was nothing like Lenadoon Avenue. For my aunt and uncle, Lenadoon was home, but it was also home to one of the deadliest gun battles in Irish history, ‘The Battle of Lenadoon’, which saw twenty-eight people murdered and dozens injured during a week of violence in 1972. I thought it would be an escape from Jobstown, but spending time in Lenadoon had an impact on my life for ever. Gunshots, killings, constant fear; Jobstown was a battleground but Belfast was a war zone.


The fear of life in the heart of Belfast’s sectarian violence would send most children rushing back to Dublin, but for me, the North had something that Dublin did not: my aunt’s husband, Uncle Liam. In Uncle Liam, I had found a male figure I could look up to, and someone who truly cared for me. He taught me about the history of Belfast. I always sought his approval, and when I found out that he had a blood condition too, I felt extra close to him.


Margaret and Liam and their family lived in a part of Lenadoon called Horn Walk and it was a mad place. Lenadoon was notorious for sectarian incidents between loyalists and nationalists. My family were from the Catholic side, but coming up from Dublin, I was caught in the middle. The Catholics used to call me a ‘Free State bastard’, and the Protestants would call me a ‘little Taig, a Fenian’. I thought I was hard as nails, battered and bruised from everything that Jobstown had thrown at me. If there were guys my cousin was having trouble with and wanted to avoid, I’d make him show me and I’d run up and punch them in the face. I had something to prove up there. But as tough as I thought I was, I soon found out that being tough in Belfast and being tough in Dublin were two completely different things.


My earliest memory of the North was one of the scariest. I was just five years old when I was woken up by the sound of my door slamming open. Aunt Margaret burst into the room, grabbed me out of the top bunk and began running through the house in complete darkness. I had no idea what was going on. The only light in the sitting room came from the street lights outside, and I could make out the silhouette of my relatives on the floor. They weren’t screaming but were breathing heavily, lying there with their hands over their heads. Whatever was happening, I could tell it wasn’t their first time experiencing it.


Margaret threw herself on top of me, telling me to stay down for my own safety. Pop. Pop. Pop. The gunshots from the street echoed around the room, each one piercing my young ears. We lay in the darkness for an hour and a half while the IRA and the RUC fought their battle outside, but it felt like much longer. Margaret remained remarkably calm throughout, as did my Uncle Liam, and that told its own story. Like so many people in the North at the time, they were used to these incidents, and they had learned to wait for the chaos to pass. My cousins had a routine, lying on the floor to avoid being seen in any windows as you might be mistaken for a sniper. That was how normalised the madness had become. I was used to seeing balaclavas, but five years old, crouched on the floor with a shootout raging outside, that was truly petrifying. I couldn’t comprehend the notion that someone could kill me, just like that, without thinking twice.


If Lenadoon was a hotbed of activity, the community centre and the field outside were the epicentre for sure. Activists would antagonise the police and the army, luring them in and then blocking them off with handmade barriers and blockades. A whole field of people, 500 or more, would storm towards them right in front of my house, surrounding the soldiers, peppering them with projectiles. At the time, I was young but had a deep hatred for the British Army. By then, I had seen bad stuff, truly horrific experiences that no young kid should ever have to witness.


There was another night when I was woken up by the sound of screams coming from outside. I looked out and saw a house across the road on fire, and one of our neighbours trapped inside, shouting and banging on his windows. He had fallen asleep on his birthday and the house had gone up in flames. But as the fire started, he ran up the stairs and then couldn’t get back down, unable to escape from the inevitable ending. The sound of that moment still haunts me to this day; it wasn’t the cries of panic, it was the silence that followed soon after as the flames engulfed the home and swallowed our neighbour up. He burned to death right in front of our eyes. The next day, people were talking about it and I remember my cousin and I wondering what had happened to him. What do you think he felt? What do you reckon burned first? I was about six years old and couldn’t quite comprehend what had occurred.


My uncle Paul, who was based in Dublin, travelled a lot between the North and South. We were constantly being searched at the border, and sometimes even taken out of the car, but Paul was cool as a breeze. He’d barely bat an eyelid, would say very little to the border police and wait for them to let us through. I loved those moments in the car, not for the madness but for the thought of having someone close to me who cared about me. Paul was protective of me and was always giving me advice from mistakes that he had made, even though I was too young to understand some of them.


As I got older, some of the riots in Lenadoon thrilled me, to be honest. I looked up to many of the lads in the area, doing everything they could to protect their own people, and would even help to gather stones for them to use during the riots. We always knew when a riot was due to happen because we could see the supplies being stacked up in the estate’s alleyways in anticipation. Sometimes it was organised, and sometimes it wasn’t. Sometimes it was used to divert attention one way, so something could happen elsewhere. We were young, but we understood the significance of it all. My aunt bate the history into us: the history of Bobby Sands, the history of Ireland, all the way back to Wolfe Tone. I know my history and what it’s like to live on both sides of the border. That’s why I always wore the tricolour with pride when I was fighting. That’s why that part of me exists. It meant so much to me.


One of the worst riots I experienced took place right in front of the house, the army on one side, and the locals on the other. A news crew arrived to try to capture it all. Unfortunately for the cameraman, his camera was forcibly taken and smashed to bits, along with his front teeth. Projectiles of every shape and size were being launched, but things escalated when one of the lads from the estate tried to throw a petrol bomb. Unfortunately for him, he lifted it too far behind and the petrol poured all over his back, setting him on fire. As he rolled around the end of the garden, desperately attempting to put out the flames, the army began to return fire with plastic bullets. Ordinarily, the army would shoot the plastic bullets into the ground and then they would bounce up, but not on this occasion. Instead, they aimed directly at the crowd that had gathered, starting an inverted Mexican wave as people raised their hands and dropped to the floor, looking for any escape.


The riot carried on, getting worse, and it was clear the army and their plastic bullets were responsible for the most damage. There was blood everywhere, and my aunt began helping people into the kitchen, getting them out of sight. We gave out blankets, water, towels, anything we could to help the people who were hurt. There were guys breaking slabs of concrete from the entry, prepping them to be launched. There was an art to this rioting stuff. One group was packing stones, others were collecting bottles, while others searched for petrol and rags. It was like our estate’s very own munitions factory and everyone had a role to play in protecting the community.


The violence continued for well over an hour, and darkness began to creep in. Petrol bombs and plastic bullets filled the air, lighting up the night sky like some sort of perverse pyrotechnic show. And then, out of nowhere, we saw the silhouettes of men with machine guns arriving. They looked like heroes. And for a lot of us, they were. It was the boys. The Provisional IRA had arrived.


Back then, the IRA protected our estates from the oppression of the British regime. They looked after all of us when no one else would. They were made out to be terrorists, but a lot of them were just people in the community who came together to stop what was going on, and put an end to the murdering and persecution of their own people. I had experienced the way British soldiers and paratroopers would treat children, their get-the-fuck-out-of-my-way attitude, spitting on us, calling me a ginger cunt. That’s where my anger towards them came from.


That particular night, as the riot got worse, a guy came to our front door, holding on to his jaw, with blood spewing out. My aunt tried to help.


‘Let me look at it, let me look.’


‘Ah no, I’m sweet, I swear to God.’


But he wasn’t. When he took his hand away and let go, his jaw dropped towards the floor, exposing the entire inside of his mouth. He tied a sheet around his head to keep it intact and ran out through the back door. That was the last time I saw that man.


Two days later the community held a protest against the use of plastic bullets, and there was a picture of him on a placard. He had died as a result of his injuries. It was in that moment, as I tried to comprehend the incomprehensible, that I realised this truly was a war zone. Any excitement and nervousness that I felt during the riot was born out of naivety, almost as if I felt some of this was a TV show, or a game of Cowboys and Indians. When I stared into the dead man’s eyes on that placard, I knew I would never laugh at this violence again. Seeing my neighbour burn alive was not the way I was supposed to experience death. Seeing the man who was shot during his last moments was not the way either. I was too young. For years, I kept a plastic bullet in my house as a reminder; a reminder of just how bad things were back then.


When I went back to Jobstown, I was fighting battles of my own. I was sick of it all, sick of being the brunt of everyone’s disillusionment and anger with the world. I was bullied in Dublin and under attack in Belfast. Things got progressively worse until one day, I just said fuck it, I wasn’t going to let it happen any more. I was no longer afraid of anything. Why would I be? It was time for the Hooligan, my inner voice, to take over.


[image: Image]


I didn’t know my ma was dealing with mental health issues when I was growing up, but I was aware that she had her problems and couldn’t help me. I knew I was alone from a young age and would have to do my own thing, look after myself. When I was eight years of age, a year after my brain surgery, I wallpapered her bedroom, top to bottom, as I tried to fill the void of being the man of the house.


As time went on, I began encountering the worst types of people, lads that wouldn’t give a fuck how old you were, just pure evil, but that was the least of my worries, as an even darker period in my life would begin. I was standing in my granny’s house one day, when out of nowhere, my ma walked in and announced, ‘I’m getting married.’


‘You’re fucking getting what?’


I remember it vividly, my mother uttering those words with a sense of pride. And in that moment, she set off a chain of events that would see me enter into some of the worst depression of my life.


It turned out she was getting married to a Nigerian man who she had met recently. As a single mother I always felt she walked around with a cloud of shame hanging over her, and maybe she saw this as a chance to break free from that stereotype. Ireland in the 1990s was a completely different country to the place it has since become, and the pressure the Church put on women led them to feel shameful about pregnancies out of wedlock, something that I know had a huge effect on my ma’s mental health.


I could not believe what was happening and I was devastated. My ma was getting married, and not only that, she was getting married to a man I knew nothing about. I was only eleven years old but even at that age, I didn’t trust him. There weren’t a lot of Nigerians in Ireland at that time, it wasn’t as multicultural as it is now, and weddings of this nature were rare. That is until a couple of weeks later when there was another neighbour marrying another Nigerian. Then within a couple of months, there were three or four people getting married, all to Nigerians who were all friends in the same area, as a wave of sham marriages engulfed Jobstown.


‘This is a scam,’ I screamed at my mother, but she was duped.


‘No, I love him, I do.’


I would never accept him as a part of our family. They married quickly while I stood at the registry office, wearing an Adidas jumper, completely uninterested. The situation got even worse when my mother decided to move me out of my bedroom and give it to her new husband. They weren’t married a month and already they were sleeping in separate beds. I spent the next two years sleeping on the floor of the landing between the bathroom and my old bedroom with just a sleeping bag and a pillow. My sister was in the big bedroom, my ma was in the back room, and he was in the box room. I didn’t even have a bed in my own home. The anxiety that I felt on the streets had turned into a situation where it now also existed in my home. I had nowhere to escape, nowhere that I could truly feel safe. And worst of all, nowhere to cry.


It was around that time that I started dabbling in drugs and drinking heavily, never to the point that I was an addict but I was eleven years old, getting pissed drunk and jumping into robbed cars. I was never one to actually rob the cars, but I had no problem jumping into one that somebody else had stolen or burned out. I always had a good heart and that was down to my grandfather teaching me about morals and pride. Thinking of him, I always felt guilty after doing stupid things.
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