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This book is dedicated to my parents, who did the best they could, and to my aunt Margaret, without whom I simply would not have the life I have today.






























Sewers are necessary to guarantee the wholesomeness of palaces, according to the fathers of the Church. And it has often been remarked that the necessity exists of sacrificing one part of the female sex in order to save the other and prevent worse troubles … a caste of ‘shameless women’ allows the ‘honest woman’ to be treated with the most chivalrous respect. The prostitute is a scapegoat; man vents his turpitude upon her, and he rejects her. Whether she is put legally under police supervision or works illegally in secret, she is in any case treated as a pariah.


SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR, THE SECOND SEX
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THE FIRST QUESTION


















What makes the simple act of shaming or blaming people complicated is the knowledge that they each had a specific history, and the more we know about it, the easier it becomes to understand why they did what they did.
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This book will not read in the style of a traditional memoir; it is not intended to. I have not written about prostitution with the sole focus on my own experience, because this issue is bigger than I am, and it is bigger than my place within it. My seven years in prostitution have brought me to the conviction that prostitution is also a collective, not a purely individual, experience. Therefore, I am writing this book in a manner that alternates between the personal and the universal. We women shared much more than our clients and our secrets. We shared an experience, the threads of which were so common that I have come to realise they form a pattern that makes up the basic shape of the prostitution experience. It presents a horribly ugly image.


I pay no respect or accommodation to the glamorising or sensationalising of prostitution. These are not true depictions of prostitution. They are not even caricatures; they couldn’t be, because caricatures are nothing more than amplified truths, and glamour bears no resemblance to the truth here. My assessment of prostitution and my opinions of it I take from the years I spent enduring it and everything I ever saw, heard, felt, witnessed or otherwise experienced at that time. There was no glamour there. Not even the flicker of it. Not for any of us.


There is always a first question asked of the prostituted or formerly prostituted woman. It is always the same one. People want to know: ‘How did you get into it?’ I believe it is the first question because humans are creatures in need of the comfort of a linear trajectory, and it is difficult to answer because human lives are just not lived along those lines. Another problem with that question is that it can never be fully answered in the space of one conversation, and certainly not in the space of one sentence, as it is asked. It is just too complex to condense without losing something vital of the answer. The truth is, there is no one reason, there is a web of reasons, and each part of it, each glimmering thread, is equally important to the overall balance of how you got into prostitution.


The purpose of this book is to take something bad and try to alchemise it into something good. The ‘something good’ here is in the sharing of this understanding for the benefit of those who want an awareness of it, but who have never and will never experience it for themselves. There is something good in that; I can sense it. There is something good in exposing prostitution for what it really is. It is the illumination that comes from shining a light in dark places. It is the essential honesty involved in showing the outlines as they truly are.


Men who use prostitutes superimpose upon prostitution an image of it which to them is satisfactory, agreeable and pleasing. This image will vary from man to man. The only things which remain consistent are the fantasy element involved and the reality that shifting male perceptions do nothing to alter the experience of prostitution for the women involved. Their realities remain, concrete and immovable. It is my intention, with this book, to lay those realities before the reader.


I do not expect any of this to be easy, because there is another reason why the answering of the ‘first question’ is particularly difficult: it is because it involves an unavoidable reaching into the self, a painful emotional excavation. The honest answering requires a feat of penetrative inward searching in areas you don’t want to dig, precisely because you know what you will find. But as the most precious artefacts are those which must be hollowed from the ground, the most valuable words are often those which must be laboriously quarried from the self. So I am going to have to be very thorough. I am going to have to dig.


To go back to the start, to begin to answer that first question: my home life as a child was textbook dysfunctional. My parents were both patients of the local psychiatric hospital, St Brendan’s. It is situated within walking distance of where we lived, in a council housing estate on the north side of Dublin city.


HSE records show that my mother was ‘thought to be schizophrenic’ and that she was an out-patient of the hospital. My father was sometimes an out-patient, sometimes an in-patient, depending on how his manic depression was affecting him at any given time.


They were also both in the grip of active addiction; my mother to prescription drugs, my father to the lure of compulsive gambling. I don’t blame my parents and I know they weren’t bad people, they were sick people. These facts are simply facts and I harbour no desire to play them for tears. I only record them here because they are central to an understanding of how I became involved in a harmful, depressing, destructive lifestyle that would have been scarcely imaginable to me the day before I first embarked upon it.


I am writing this work as a person who is still in a stage of transition, working towards being secure with my place in society. It is a difficult journey, because it is not as if I am going back anywhere; I am journeying towards somewhere I never was to begin with: our lives as children set us utterly apart from mainstream society and we were raised both painfully aware of it and numbly accepting of it. We understood it. It was our position in the world. My life as a child primed me for prostitution in that it primed me to continue to live outside the sphere of what was normal. It also primed me for any other socially unacceptable or unusual pastime or pursuit; it just happened that several factors of timing and circumstance fell perfectly in place so that prostitution presented itself both as a solitary option and a viable one.


I grew up feeling as though I was separated from the world and all its inhabitants as if by something absolutely solid, but which I could not see, smell, or touch. By the time I was a young teenager in prostitution, this sense of disconnectedness from the world operated so strongly that I could go into a hairdresser to have my hair cut, but I couldn’t possibly imagine being the woman holding the scissors. I could go into a bar and order a drink, but I could never imagine standing behind the bar serving it. There was a sense of adequacy, of normalcy, of decency inherent to those socially acceptable positions, and I suppose the sad thing is that, deep down, I felt I had no adequacy, I had no normalcy, and I was not decent.


There was a strangely familiar rhythm, in one particular way, in working as a prostitute: I was not reaching outside of my own belief system. I was not challenging the negative self-image I had been raised with and had carried with me all my life. Of course it caused me much suffering in the longer term, but at that time, in a sense, it was easier to accept that it would not be possible for me to assimilate into society, than to set about the very frightening task of accepting my own potential. For me, that didn’t even feel like an option, because I hadn’t the slightest clue how that could possibly be done or even what the first step towards achieving it might be. Life is, or ought to be, a participatory experience, but it is possible for a person to be so damaged by early lifetime exclusion as to believe their only role in life is that of an observer.


By the time prostitution took its place on the stage of my life, on one of the deepest levels, the likelihood of our co-existence had already been cemented. The journey towards prostitution was complex but its advent in my life was simple. I very quickly learned how to share the stage with it. It was as if we’d rehearsed together before we’d ever met.


‘Lifestyle’ really is a more appropriate term as compared to ‘profession’ in relation to prostitution. When we think of the term ‘lifestyle’, certain imagery is called to mind. We might think of cocktails, coffee and croissants. Or we might think of yachts and harbours; the relaxed and stimulating holidays of the well-to-do. We might think of childcare and mortgages and the daily commute. That is not the imagery I want to call to mind here. When it comes to lifestyle, most of us, even prostitutes, don’t think of women down on their knees in backstreets and hotels. This doesn’t fit the view of lifestyle in the public consciousness. But it should, because ‘lifestyle’ simply means ‘the way in which one lives’. And this is not an occupation that can be left outside your front door. A worker in another industry can come home and take off the ‘teacher’s cap’ as it were, but complex tapestries of factors mean a prostitute can’t do the same thing.


Firstly, it is not possible to discuss what you do openly, so you are bound by a secrecy which has the very distinct effect of distancing you from members of ‘normal’ society. The company of other prostitutes is the only company in which you can be honest, discuss the sort of day you’ve had, your plans for next week, the awful experience you had the night before, etc. It is the only company in which you will certainly not be ridiculed for what you do. It is the only company in which you will be met with total understanding as to how you got there, why you stay there, and why you might never get to leave.


You are pushed into the company of one group of people, and, simultaneously, out of the company of others. There is no one reason for this; there are many. As a prostitute, you’re generally a night worker; you sleep well into the day, when ‘normal’ members of the public usually go about their work. When they are returning home and winding down for the day, you are not always long up and are often only gearing up for your ‘day’. This is a simple practicality that separates you from society, and is in no way the most pervasive.


Drug and alcohol abuse are endemic. We are all used to the stereotype of the heroin addict who enters street prostitution to feed her habit. This happens in prostitution, I’ve seen it; but what I’ve seen far more regularly is women developing addictions in prostitution that they never had in the first place, usually to alcohol, valium and other prescription sedatives, and to cocaine. These substances are used to numb the simple awfulness of having sexual intercourse with reams of sexually repulsive strangers, all of whom are abusive on some level, whether they know it or not, and many of whom are deliberately so. These substances offer an effective release and escape. The level of drug and alcohol abuse in prostitution is not at all surprising to me; in fact, I would expect it, given the circumstances. This chemical escapism is encouraged strongly, although often unwittingly, by the women themselves. As in any walk of life, people influence each other and where there is present in the same community of people both the need for escapism and the constant example of it, the writing really is on the wall.


Becoming drug or alcohol dependent further separates the working prostitute from ‘average’ society on an emotional and psychological level and, in a lot of cases, the substance dependence accelerates the degree of time a woman must give of herself to prostitution as the addiction increases in intensity and presents a hunger that only money can feed. The effect is obvious: prostitution has caused a practical barrier in the form of an addiction, which has the cumulative effect of forcing her further into prostitution and further away from mainstream society.


The sense of ‘otherness’ for the woman ensnared in this lifestyle is so strong that she begins to regard herself as so utterly different from other members of society, that it does not feel possible or feasible on any level to partake in that society. By that I mean it does not feel possible to get a regular job, to undertake education, or sometimes even to form relationships with people outside her sphere of reality. It is not possible, while earning an illegal living, to honestly obtain a mortgage or business loan, etc., further removing her from the remit of what it is to be considered a ‘normal’ functioning member of the public.


I believe this is especially true in the case of someone such as myself, whose first regular income was from prostitution and therefore had experienced no other occupational reality.


It was, I can attest, something I considered totally unimaginable, that I could ever be any kind of functioning part of the society I saw around me every day, and that was something that both caused and channelled a great deal of resentment on my part. If, while walking down to the red-light zone in the early evening, I saw a group of young women walking together in the uniform of one of the local banks (as often happened around the Baggot Street area) I would be struck by a great wave of jealousy and resentment that tore through me in a way I could scarcely justify or describe. I know today, at a distance of years and after a great deal of examining my own feelings, that I felt very keenly that they were accepted members of a world I had been excluded from, and I absolutely hated them for it.


I can testify that this sort of resentment further excludes the prostitute, because not only is she not part of society, but she also regards herself at odds with it. Society, in turn, confirms the hostilities. Attitudes and opinions directed towards prostitutes are almost never positive. A prostitute is only accepted within the sphere of prostitution, so, paradoxically, she begins to feel safe in the place in which it is least safe to be.


The years go by; her friendships with other women of her trade have become longer, therefore more solidified, and there is often no positive aspect to the companionship of other people that makes itself apparent to her. Personally I had a wider remit than that, and I am glad of it, but that sense of being closed off to those outside of prostitution did exist in me to some large degree and I witnessed its existence to a near total degree in others.


After some years have passed, it suddenly occurs to you that you cannot explain those years in any sort of official capacity. For example, if a working prostitute attempts to compile a CV, she’ll quickly find herself staring at blank pages that are impossible to fill. She realises she has taken a road from which it is impossible to return. Somewhere along the path, when she wasn’t even looking, a gate snapped shut behind her. It seems that now there is no way back. Besides being a criminal in the eyes of the law, she now finds that she cannot explain herself on any level to officialdom, so she is further removed from society and this has the effect of affirming and compounding what she has always felt; she is further separated and alone and apart, she is further depressed, she is further removed from the general public and the downward spiral continues, on and on and on.


So really, because all these facets combine to create a sub-culture which she is now thoroughly a part of, because she now exists in the ‘world’ of prostitution, ‘lifestyle’ is an entirely more appropriate term than ‘trade’, and certainly more so than ‘profession’.


Luckily for me, my sense of personal identity must have been stronger than my sense of identification with the underbelly of society, even at the worst of times, either later, when I was an ‘escort’ and cocaine addict, or in my early teens on the streets and seeing a disgusting number of ‘clients’ per week. Although I could not imagine being a part of the society around me, I had a very clear sense of who I was as an individual, and that was very fortunate for me because losing the sense of yourself, of who you actually are, is the easiest thing in the world for a prostitute. Apart from existing in a world that would have been previously unimaginable to you and the separation from your sense of self that inevitably comes with that, the battle is from without, as well as within, in that society conspires to convince you of your new status as an unworthy piece of shit.


Slut, tramp, brazzer, whore … these terms apply to you now in the most authentic sense of their meanings and it is easy to become separated from who you are, to forget who you were; and of course you can trace the trajectory of the transition, but you can never take back the person you were before that evil evolution took place.


The sad thing is the social stain that is left upon you, but the important thing is to remember that it really only exists in the perceptions of people; and so if you can manage to read the perceptions of others as of little value to you, and you can undertake the more difficult task of nullifying negative perceptions of your own, then it is possible to come out the other side of prostitution and at least make some decent effort at taking back what is left of who you were. Those remnants, unfortunately, can be hard to find, and more difficult still to identify upon recovering.


I spent seven years in prostitution and I’ve been fourteen years out of it now, but though I’m out of it twice as long as I was in it, it is still, unavoidably, one of the clearest, most formative experiences of my life. It shapes and forms you in particular ways. This is a hard thing to acknowledge for someone who doesn’t wish to be defined by that experience, but if somebody who has been through this has any wish to be honest about its consequences, an acceptance of that fact is paramount.


It was a university of sorts. I learned a lot, probably more than I’m aware of. I honed abilities that I was previously unaware even existed, and which I still use, often semi-consciously, to this day. The knack of getting a man off as quickly as possible (though hardly a skill), was one of the first things you learned, for the simple fact that time was money and the quicker a man climaxed, the quicker you could move on the next man and the next man’s money. This is an awareness you would acquire with regular clients, whose sexual penchants you were used to. I have no need to do that today. The act of sex with somebody you love and the act of sex within the punter/prostitute dynamic are about as different as it is possible to imagine. In fact, I doubt it would be imaginable for someone who hadn’t experienced the depth of that distinction. I know I couldn’t have dreamt it, before I had experienced it for myself.


Another of the things I acquired through prostitution was a much-heightened sense of people’s intentions. That has served me well, both in and out of prostitution. It has also changed me, and served as a reminder of how I am changed.


This was not a benign alteration, and the road to that change was a long one. It began not with the first time I performed sex for money, but with the dysfunction of my family. The next steps on that road were educational disadvantage and adolescent homelessness. It is a familiar story in prostitution. It is the most common one I have ever known. I will detail my experience of it now, and you can believe that the stories of innumerable others are echoed within it. Before I do though, I will explain my decision to write the book in my own name.


I wavered between writing this book anonymously and in my own name for a long time. I considered the issue of anonymity and I wondered: if secrecy and shame are the threads woven together to make up the fabric of this garment, and secrecy dissipates upon disclosure, does the garment itself disintegrate? Will revealing my identity possibly, in any way, free me of shame? Would that it might, but shame exposed is not shame dispersed. In my darker moments I think identifying myself will only change the texture of this garment and have it emerge in a new incarnation, a single-threaded fabric, consisting simply of shame which has been laid bare. Which is true? Maybe both are, and it is a pointless wondering.


I could never get comfortable with the idea of writing this book anonymously though. I felt that to write it publicly was simply to share the shame between myself and my son and the rest of our family, yet I could find no peace in anonymity, so, for a long time, I was troubled. I just wanted to tell the truth, but how could I consider my account truthful if it were stamped on the cover page with a name that was not my own? Would I not have been guilty of presenting its readers with a dishonesty before they’d even opened the first page?


Publishing this account under a pseudonym felt to me for a long time as though I had accepted the challenge of telling the truth and failed at the first hurdle. I resented it. I resented it dreadfully. Over and over I paired my first name together with a multitude of surnames in an effort to find a pseudonym. I did this because I thought if I kept my first name, I wouldn’t feel so badly about not being able to publish it under my full name. It didn’t work, and on reflection, why should it? My first name paired with any other is still not my name. I felt there was no arguing with the necessity of a pseudonym, and yet there was no end to that nagging conviction that to have my account published under any name, would be to not bear witness fully, to not own my account fully. I could find no peace in being represented by any of these names. What to do about that?


Eventually an answer came. I would use my partner’s surname. The moment he suggested it, I knew it was the only name in the world I would not resent on the cover of this book. So there it was, and that was fine, except he and I broke up during the writing of the book and I was back to square one, wondering what to call myself.


I decided to end the mental struggle and to choose a name that expressed qualities I liked. Queen Maeve was an Irish warrior queen, and I know that the truths I’m presenting here will fly in the face of a lot of the nonsense that’s circulated about prostitution, so I felt I could do with a bit of her energy. Also, folklore has it that Queen Maeve once demanded an interlude during battle because she got her period. She was not prepared, even by nature itself, to be put at an unfair disadvantage to the men. I liked her style. I’ve always thought the surname Conway had a certain melodic ring to it and felt it sat nicely with Maeve. I found, when looking up the meaning of ‘Conway’, that it had two possible meanings, one being ‘fearsome warrior’, so the names seemed to fit well together.


Yet, even though I’d settled on a pseudonym, that did not quell certain fears of mine about making these truths public. If examining the truth about prostitution has been one type of pain, laying these truths before the public is another. This former type of pain has accompanied me constantly through every line I’ve written and it will only leave after I’ve typed the last full stop. Thinking about actually publishing the book, laying these truths before the public, is a different kind of pain and it is made up of different components; there is a constant low-level negative feeling, the fears and paranoia of being exposed. There is a sense of defensiveness, the expectation of being judged. There is, of course, shame. Today that feels as if it is abating, but not all days are like this one, and shame, I have come to find, is more stubborn than grief. Shame does not ebb away slowly over time; it sometimes hides its face for a while, seeming to slink out of sight, only to stride purposefully back out of the shadows and onto the centre-stage of your life, as real and alive as it was the first day you saw it. Grief can and does pull this nasty little stunt too, but it has not the persistence or longevity of shame.


I imagine shame to wear a mask, like something you’d see at Hallowe’en. Its image is always ugly. I cannot see it very clearly today, but I know that does not mean it has gone away. I have decided not to wear a mask here, not even one I like in some ways, because to take my mask off is my way of confronting shame and daring it to do the same thing. That is why I’ve decided to tell the world that my name is Rachel Moran.
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CHILDHOOD SOCIAL EXCLUSION


















We know the world only through our relationship to it.


DR M SCOTT PECK, THE ROAD LESS TRAVELLED














There were significant world events that occurred during a time when I would have been old enough to comprehend and remember them, but I never did, because of my separation from society, both practical and literal. Two good examples would be the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end of apartheid in South Africa. Even now, after all these years, I find myself making excuses. Why do I not remember the fall of the Berlin Wall? Do I not remember it was all over the television and it was all anybody could talk about? How come I don’t remember the end of apartheid? Don’t I remember how we Irish played our part in applying international pressure against it? Don’t I remember the anti-apartheid workers’ strike at Dunnes Stores? Those are the kind of questions a person in my position dreads, because the truthful answers are banging around in our heads, much louder than the lies we use to conceal them.


Here are those truths: I do not remember the end of apartheid because in 1993 I was busy working as a prostitute and developing a drug problem. I was living a lifestyle wholly outside of communal norms and felt neither welcome nor inclined to participate in society on almost any level. Foreign politics was a long long way from the conversations we prostitutes would have among us and buying newspapers and watching the news was something that simply wouldn’t have occurred to me, or to most of us, in those times. Is it any wonder? Why would anyone wish to engage with a world that collectively shunned them?


I do not remember the fall of the Berlin Wall because, though we had a working television in the house at that time, on 9 November 1989, when the Wall came down, my father had been dead less than a week and my mother’s schizophrenia was on a startling upswing. My father had committed suicide by throwing himself from the fourth floor of a block of flats and my mother had reacted in a manner that was creepy and horrifying: she was pleased about it. I was too disturbed and stunned to have any time for what might be happening elsewhere in the world. I could only just keep my wits about me enough to concentrate on what was going on inside our own front door. My mother had taken to dancing, literally dancing, in a crazed untrained tap-step all about the house, singing and laughing about the wonderful new freedom afforded by her recent widowhood. Please forgive the tone of bitterness, I do not know how to erase it, but that is the ‘liberation’ I remember from the week that saw the collapse of the Berlin Wall.


What I’ve been talking about here is familial dysfunction and the way in which it can separate you from the world, and can lead to social exclusion. It is such a short leap from one to the other that it is easy to confuse the two. In fact, there is no leaping involved; they literally blend into each other as they overlap. Familial dysfunction breeds social exclusion in the most thorough and painstakingly meticulous manner I can imagine, because it takes each child born into that household and schools them all the moments of their life to understand and accept that they and the world they occupy are wholly separate and apart.


I have heard a lot of nonsense spoken about how children ‘don’t know any better’. Children do know better, and they know better in a hundred ways and for a thousand reasons. You actually come to your first consciousness, as a toddler in a dysfunctional home, with the sense that this home is different from others. In my family’s case, we encountered practical examples of our own poverty every day and we knew from the earliest age that it set us apart from those around us. Also, occasionally the world outside our community would intrude upon our lives to confirm the fact. For example, that happened every year in the form of the budget. My mother would be interested in two things: would there be a rise in the cost of tobacco? And would there be a rise in the rate of social welfare? She was not interested in petrol prices because she couldn’t dream of owning a car, even if she could drive, which she couldn’t. She was not interested in anything to do with interest rates or mortgages, because she couldn’t conceive of owning her own home. She was not interested in the tax rates that affected those in employment because her husband was almost always out of work and since she’d had her children she’d never had a job; nor was she interested in policies that affected trade, commerce or the business world because she was an uneducated housewife from the disadvantaged classes and inhabited an entirely different sphere of reality. Most of what was discussed was not relevant to us and never had been. The budget was just another way of officialdom reminding us that we were different.


So our status in society was very clear to us, even as very young children. Our situation as the offspring in a family with mentally ill people at the helm was equally clear. Mental illness on the scale that afflicted my parents would be impossible not to be aware of, even at the youngest age, and most especially in the case of my mother.


My father’s manic depression meant that he would often, for extended periods, sink into a very morose state where he’d simply sit and stare at nothing for long stretches of time and I knew that this was not normal. I’d never seen any adult, besides my mother, do that. Otherwise, her illness was altogether different and I was acutely aware of the differences in their behaviour. Her illness would actually be impossible not to detect, even for the youngest of young children, because it involved such fantastical breaks from reality. Her delusions would involve supposed occurrences that couldn’t possibly have happened, things that broke the laws of nature; gravity, for example. It was very clear to me that she was someone who saw things that didn’t happen. What was also very clear was that other adults did not discuss these things, so obviously they were people who did not experience things unless they had happened. The disparity between the behaviour of my mother and that of the teachers at school (who really were the only other consistent example of adulthood we had during our childhoods) was so cavernously wide as to be indisputable evidence that there was something wrong with her; but I had known even before I’d had the example of other adults that there was something wrong with our mother.


Her descent into illness escalated very rapidly in my early years and I clearly remember asking her one day when she was going to get better. She looked at me in a manner that was wide-eyed and innocent and slightly perplexed, as if she wondered where I might have gotten such an idea. She told me that she was not sick. That was the day I realised my mother was sick but was unaware of it. I don’t know for certain how old I was that day, but we had that conversation in the sitting room in my grandfather’s city-centre flat and we moved out of there when I was four years old. My mother’s twelve-year addiction to the prescription tranquiliser Mogadon, in tandem with her untreated schizophrenia, produced symptoms and behaviours that would have been impossible to mistake for anything other than a severe form of sickness. I knew it was not normal for her to lie in bed until 6 p.m. each and every evening of her life. This she put down to insomnia; in fact, it was just one of the many symptoms of mental illness combined with addiction.


There are a million little ways to feel socially excluded as a child. Here are some of my memories of that: never having a pencil in school, always having to borrow one, or if I did have one, it being about an inch-and-a-half long, chewed to bits and the subject of mockery and derision; rarely having a book; always having to share someone else’s or ‘look in’ as the teacher would say, and battling feelings of humiliation and the conviction that I was intruding and regarded as a nuisance; never having any knickers to wear and hoping, especially in the school yard, that nobody had any cause to find out; never having any socks; wearing my father’s, which would be doubled over to compensate for their size and withering with shame in PE when I had to take my shoes off. Having to answer the teacher when she asked me in front of the whole class why I wasn’t wearing my school jumper in the middle of January, when the truth was I hadn’t got one; and, if I was late and knew all eyes would be on me, counting backwards from ten outside the classroom door because it helped to steel myself against the shame of being stared at. All of these things caused me to understand that I was separate and apart from my classmates.


Of course I couldn’t apply the correct terms to what was happening to me then. All I knew was that I was regarded as different in my neighbourhood and different in my school, for obviously justifiable reasons. I saw that the situation was wrong, and I was right in thinking that it was; but my mistake was in believing that I was part of that wrongness.


There would come a time in my adult life when I’d study criminology and sociology, but I had lived these things long before I’d ever read about them. Later, studying those subjects in an environment that was so detached and divorced from them, was a strange and surreal experience.


I know that my own journey into prostitution was strongly encouraged by economic deprivation and social disadvantage. These lacks generally affect males and females slightly differently. While they will strongly encourage both genders into a life of criminality, the exact type of crime will often differ along gender lines. Men, in my experience, are more likely to become drug dealers, women drug couriers. Where theft is concerned males are more likely to become armed robbers, whereas the majority of shoplifters I’ve known have been female. As gender differences relate to prostitution, men are far more likely to be found attempting to control and profit from it by taking on the role of pimps than they are likely to sell their own bodies.


I have witnessed in others levels of destitution and economic lack that could, in my opinion, justify criminality having been breathed into them, and I have seen this many times in my lifetime. To give one example, I will have to move forward in time: a few years after I got out of prostitution and about a year or so after I’d returned to education, I was walking down Parnell Street when a homeless man approached me. He was filthy, dressed in rags and had a long dirty matted beard. He looked at least forty years old, possibly forty-five. He spoke to me and the words that came of his mouth hit me with the shock of a slap. He said, ‘Rachel, do you not remember me? It’s me, John!’ He said all this with a huge delighted smile on his face. He was so happy to see me. Past the beard and the dirt and the roughened skin I saw his eyes, the same piercing blue, the same liveliness behind them, sparks of the same merry and mischievous light. It was indeed John.


John and I had been in a psychiatric assessment centre for adolescents during the summer of 1990. We’d both been fourteen at the time. I’d been placed there because I’d been suspended from a hostel, thrown out of a foster home and expelled from school all in the space of a few weeks. There were a dozen or so other kids in the centre but John and I had a great connection. We were always laughing. There was a little one-roomed school on the grounds and there came a point where I had to force myself not to look at John in class any more because any time we made eye contact, the pair of us would end up laughing and getting into trouble with the teacher. In the end I got sick of being psychiatrically assessed and walked out of there. I hadn’t seen John since then and ten years had passed between that day and the day I met him on Parnell Street. Ten years, and he had aged thirty. He told me that he’d been homeless since he’d turned eighteen. When a boy in care turned eighteen, he was expected to be able to take care of himself. He could either sink or swim. Many sank, as John did.


We talked for a good few minutes and then he held his arms out for a hug. I hugged him, and was nauseated by the smell of him, and the guilt hit right after the smell. I cried as I walked away.


I’m sure the day I walked away from John he went right back to whatever he’d been doing; and I’m sure he stole and scammed his way through life any way he could, just as I had done when I’d been similarly desperate.


I have heard it said that economic deprivation and social exclusion have nothing whatever to do with the existence of criminality and that the latter can be explained simply by the presence of evil. I met many young people like John in the early 1990s. I was a young person like John in the early 1990s. I know what happened to bring us to where we were and I know that evil had nothing to do with it.
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MY MOTHER’S ILLNESS


















She had secluded herself from a thousand natural and healing influences; that, her mind, brooding and solitary, had grown diseased, as all minds do and must and will that reverse the appointed order of their maker …


CHARLES DICKENS, GREAT EXPECTATIONS














The symptom of my mother’s illness that was most obvious and most overt was a terrible fear of the world, and she was afraid both for herself and for her children. It was this fear that caused her to confine us to our home, so that the five of us were only allowed to go to school and to the local shops, very rarely anywhere else. We were not allowed to play with or interact with any of our neighbours’ children. A ‘hello’ to any of our neighbours would have been taken as a sign of disrespect to our mother—by her, of course—so we were raised knowing to keep silent on our way in or out of the estate where we lived in north Dublin inner city. This was noted by the locals, along with our filthy ragged clothes, and naturally we were marked out as different. We were treated as such by the neighbours’ children and (though I doubt they truly understood what they were doing) the cruelty of their daily taunts seriously compounded our sense of isolation. This in turn fuelled our mother’s tendency to keep us isolated. But this was just one manifestation of an illness that became more marked as it displayed itself in increasingly disturbing ways.


When I remember back over my childhood I see that it was like a living yardstick; an eerily accurate mode of measurement by which to gauge the progression of an unquiet mind. For example, I developed a fairly severe stutter in a short space of time as a child of about eight or nine. It didn’t last long. That was a matter of luck I’d imagine, as my mother’s technique of language correction was to hit me in the face with such force each time I stuttered that I would see blinding flashes of light like great bursts of electric lightning which, together with the pain, would leave me trembling in shock and fear. I have to give it to her though; it was effective. She literally frightened the stutter out of me, and I’ve never had a recurrence of it since.


One of my most brutal memories of childhood is of opening our kitchen door and finding my mother lying unconscious in a monstrously huge puddle of her own blood. I was about nine at the time. I remember, even though I wasn’t a very small child, that the blood seemed like a small lake, extending three or four feet out from her body in all directions. I don’t remember what happened after that, but I do remember her arriving home several days later in the same coat she’d been wearing, now covered in maroon-coloured dried blood and her muttering some nonsense about having had to receive a four-pint blood transfusion due to her chronic anaemia. There was no reference made by either of us to the truth, which was that she had tried to kill herself and had very nearly managed it.


Where does the fragmentation of a dysfunctional family begin? I believe it begins before the family does. I believe the wounds are already there, waiting to be cut into existence by the meeting of two unsuitable people and the birth of the children they go on to create with a love that is potent in its powers of destruction. What happened was that my parents both reached out for the comfort of love, as all humans do, and that unfortunately they just happened to reach for it within each other. Of course I regard myself fortunate that flawed and fractured love existed, otherwise I would not be here to record the outcome. As strenuous as life has sometimes been, and as emotionally arduous as it was in the beginning, it is my life and I have always loved it. There were times when I loved it more in the having than in the living; still, it’s been a rare day I considered letting it go.


Some of the terms that are used around family dysfunction would not be accurate in reference to my family. Terms like disintegration, degeneration, deterioration seem to refer to the destruction of something that was at one time healthy or whole. My family did not break down: my family was born broken.


My father had his first nervous breakdown at eighteen, some fourteen years before he met my mother. My mother had begun acting strangely some time during her teens, the best part of ten years before she met my father. These two people, both afflicted by serious mental illness, met and paired together as adults, my mother being twenty-four, my father thirty-two at the time.


My father’s first breakdown had landed him in St Brendan’s psychiatric hospital and his manic depression was diagnosed there and then. His family were keenly aware that any woman he settled with would have to be a stabilising influence in his life, and my poor mother, with her untreated schizophrenia, was probably the one woman in all of Dublin who least fit the bill. But they did meet, they did marry, and the manifestations of my mother’s illness continued unabated and roared through her marriage and the childhoods of her children like the ocean in all of our ears.


Another expression of her sickness would have been the evening, a day or two after our father’s suicide, when she sent me and my older brother to our father’s bed-sit to collect whatever was useful of his belongings. We were thirteen and fourteen at the time. It was in Rathmines, on the south side of the city. The main street was dominated by the neon lights of the Swan shopping centre. I had never seen them before that, and every time I’ve seen them since they’ve brought me back to the darkness of that November night. It was only about eight o’clock, but the sky was black and those lights shone bright against it so as to bring to mind the video games and pinball machines you’d see in an arcade.


When we got to the bed-sit it was just that, another one-roomed hovel with a paltry attempt at a kitchenette in one corner and a single bed in the other. We’d seen many of these over the years, a new one each time my parents split up, which was often. That was just the last time our family was physically fractured, and as for the regular dissolution of our family; I remember the cruelty of it, the way it was accepted without question that whenever the family broke down, my father was always the disposable member. I have always carried with me, heavily, like a weight, a deep compassion for separated fathers. It is easy to see why.


So we stood there in his bed-sit, looking around. We’d never been in this one before. It was particularly small and of course, being the last place he would ever occupy leant it a distinctive sort of melancholy; a feeling of pitiful sadness with the shameful smell of poverty and degradation all bound up with that awful sense of finality that only death brings. There was, besides the elements that made it unique to the death of my father, a heavy sombre atmosphere, a sort of sensory aroma of fatality I’d never experienced before.


We’d been instructed to take anything that was of any use or value. There wasn’t much. We hardly spoke while we were there and when we did it was very quietly, as though we knew what we were doing would have offended our father, and no doubt it would have, though I can see now, through my adult eyes, that he’d have been much more offended for our sakes than his own. But there was shame then, at that time, and I wonder could my mother, in her sickness, possibly have known that I’d feel like a vulture picking over my own father’s bones?


We scrunched closed packets of cornflakes and sugar and took them home to our mother, who inspected her meagre inheritance with glazed, emotionless eyes. Though I could see no ordinary mourning in them, I could see something very deep in her eyes that told me she held the whole universe behind them, and all the grief that was in it.


There are too many painful memories, and I will not recount them all, because they are not all necessary. I will only recount what is necessary to show the reader how and why things came to be as they were, and I don’t believe the excavation of every old bone is required in order to do that. But this image, this is important: two children walking back to a bus stop on a winter’s night carrying light bags, each gram of which weighed as shameful. This is important to an understanding of how and why it could not have been hoped we’d grow up without encountering great adversity in our lives.


Sometimes, when I am feeling very embittered, I feel assaulted by the assertions of others that my mother will ‘always be my mother’. I regard them as the pious ramblings of people who haven’t got a clue what it feels like to be raised by a paranoid schizophrenic. I contend then that you can sweeten stale cream till it’s edible, but no amount of sugar stops it being sour cream. I resent them, I do; these people who maintain that my mother will always be my mother.


I once worked with a woman who had two grown daughters, young women in their twenties. She spoke about them daily: what they’d been up to, what they’d gone through, what was going on in their lives. She recounted their experiences and the advice she’d administered to steer them through work problems and social problems and their heartbreak with men. Regardless of what trials they were going through, I couldn’t help but think how lucky they were, those daughters.


I have often wondered what a normal mother/daughter bond is, but because circumstances have placed me so removed from that concept, I do not wonder this with any overt sense of sadness; just simple curiosity, tinged with an abstract sort of regret. I wonder what that is like, and when I see grown women having a laugh or a hug or a conversation with their mothers, I find myself looking with concentration at what they are doing. I watch their facial expressions and make an effort to decode their body language. There is inquisitiveness there, paired with a sense of puzzlement. I am trying to understand what it is they are experiencing. I am trying to decipher dynamics I know nothing about. It interests me, but it leads to melancholy feelings.


As far as fully rounded emotional maturity is concerned, in many ways my mother was a young girl while I was, and I’ve no doubt she still is to this day. We don’t see anything of each other any more and, sad as it is, that is what works best for me right now and no doubt for her, too. For my part, to a very great degree, I have moved away from my feelings of blame-filled bitterness. It’s been widely commented that there comes a time when a person stops thinking of their parents as parents and starts viewing them as people, and I believe it’s when that happens, that the inclination towards pity shifts from you to them. When I think about my parents now, the overwhelming feeling I have for them is sorrow: just that; sorrow and compassion. I was surprised by the force of the compassion for my mother when it did hit. I almost hadn’t been expecting it. I had always known some part of me felt sorry for her but I didn’t look too deeply into that, the same way when you break a bone you make it your business not to flex the limb.
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A WEB OF DYSFUNCTION


















It is hard for children to withhold assent from their mother—to stand far enough apart to judge that what she is doing is not part of nature.


NUALA O’FAOLAIN, ARE YOU SOMEBODY?














My parents were not to blame for my becoming involved in prostitution. As I have said, they were sick people, not bad people. It is the background of dysfunction that acts as a gateway to that lifestyle and while sometimes such an environment can be attributed to the moral failings of parents, I truly believe that was not so in my case. Yes, they made choices that negatively influenced the direction of my life, but they didn’t act alone. They were directed themselves by very powerful influences quite beyond their control. Mental illness, addiction and poverty existed as the trio of primary roots in our experience of dysfunction, and those were not threads of experience with which my parents or any parents would wish to be familiar, much less intentionally desire or invite.


Whatever my parents got wrong, they must have gotten something right, because they reared five intelligent children who went on, after some adversity, to form decent and relatively emotionally healthy lives.


I used to think I knew what it was to come from as horrible a background as it was possible to know. I found out very quickly upon leaving home that I had no such knowledge. I met young teenage girls during my own early teens who had been horribly abused, physically and sexually, and bore obvious physical and emotional scars to prove it. I came to discover that sexual molestation was commonplace among the girls I met and existed in a lot of cases as the primary reason they had fled their homes.


I had, thankfully, no such experience; my father was a decent man. So if I hold a mirror up and look at where I’ve been and contrast and compare childhoods by that barometer, I have very little to gripe about. Still, though, conditions of consistent dysfunction act as a catalyst for future problems and if there is one thing I resent my mother for it is that she raised us in such a way as to be totally unskilled in dealing with the world, before turning us out, as fledgling humans, straight into the thick of it.


These resentful feelings are there because I am only human and I can hardly be expected to be happy about it, but they are partnered with the knowledge that my mother did the best she could. And I wonder, if I were raising five children while struggling with an untreated mental illness along with a decade-long addiction to prescription drugs, and all this in the midst of extreme poverty, would I have done a better job? Could I even have found the strength to do an equal job? Somewhere inside myself, I doubt it.


Looking at the three root causes of our family’s experience of dysfunction, now, when enough years have gone by to still my resentment to a degree that some level of contemplative analysis is possible, I can see how they worked together in a supportive triangular formation; and I can see how that formation nurtured itself and each of its separate components.


Mental illness, addiction and poverty: active addiction is the surest route to extreme poverty and its function can only be accelerated when the people in its grip are poor to begin with. Mental illness, of course, reduces the capacity for rational thinking, which lessens the likelihood of those suffering from it engaging in any sort of successful struggle against either it or the grip of addiction.


Poverty itself is an aggravating factor in mental illness, and it was especially so in the 1970s and 80s, when the only in-patient treatment available was substandard and wholly inadequate. Also, in a household with five young children, poverty creates the perfect breeding ground for depression, a central element of mental illness, which the depressive addict will then attempt to alleviate with their substance of choice, the use of which will further aggravate their mental condition. Poverty provokes a desire for escapism, which encourages addiction; and mental illness incapacitates, making employment less likely, therefore copper-fastening poverty.


Really, I could go round in loops all day, uncovering further and deeper reasons how and why those three elements nurtured each other, but there is no need: my parent’s problems were clearly relentless; besides, it is an upsetting thing to examine the impossible maze that ensnared those two people who loved me. ‘What hope had they got?’ The question is a cry that is angry and impassioned, but the answer comes back low-spoken in a tone that is factual and cold: ‘They had none.’


I know that I was mentally and emotionally abused on a daily basis until I was fourteen years old. That abuse came about not by way of deliberate intent on the part of my parents, but rather as a consequence of the conditions their illnesses conspired to create. That truth, unfortunately, wasn’t enough to alleviate the damage the abuse was responsible for, and why should it have been?


If somebody has spent their first fourteen years of life in a state of almost constant tension, physically and mentally stiff, as if continually braced against some oncoming storm, how much smaller is the leap into a situation which will place them in circumstances to which they will respond and react as they have always done? In this way and for this reason, prostitution was much more feasible for me than for the child of a non-dysfunctional home.


For all the tensions and stressors of my childhood, I do not claim, among the children my parents reared, to have drawn the short straw; not by a long way. For a large portion of my childhood, almost as much as she needed to have somebody on whom to vent her frustrations, my mother was in need of somebody to hold in high regard. That position was mine for a long time and retaining my ‘post’ involved the execution of particular types of patience and cunning merged together to form an unsavoury skill. Dealing with a mentally ill woman in such a way as to benefit yourself and your position within a dysfunctional household is a skill indeed and every day for me presented both the necessity and the opportunity to practise it.


The negative side of my mother’s nature, her all-consuming animosity, was in many respects something akin to a flame. It had to consume; it couldn’t survive otherwise, and just like fire, you could blow it away and it would live elsewhere, as long as it had somewhere else to go and something else to feed upon.


I could see what aggravated her, she made that very clear, and I deduced that the best way to play the game was not only to behave so as to deflect negative attention from myself, but also to actively direct her aggression onto the other children, so as to make doubly sure that I would remain unscathed. I deflected attention from flaws she might perceive in me by way of regular selfless acts, such as cleaning the house from top to bottom while she was in bed asleep, and also by exploiting through encouragement seeds of derision that existed in her mind, directed at my brothers and sisters. All of this had to be executed in a very subtle manner because schizophrenics are hyper-perceptive and if she had ever discovered the ruse, that would have spelled disaster for me; so I had to learn to gently encourage these ideas that my siblings were bad, misbehaved and unruly.


Because she had made a confidant of me, and treated me as an adult and an equal, it was often only a matter of responding agreeably to her never-ending diatribe about my siblings’ characters and behaviours. These perceived flaws existed only in her imagination, but whenever she would express them, I would deliberately encourage them. It was a constant exercise in manipulation on my part, and by dint of simple practice, I eventually became very good at it. It was, in essence, a struggle for a position of relative ease within the household. There were so many stressors in our lives at that time, from within and without, that a position of some favour with our mother was very enviable and I was prepared to resort to ruthlessness in order to attain it. It was a survival tool that I honed as a child in response to an appalling daily reality; but still, to this day, I am deeply ashamed of it.


One example of an outside stressor was the fact that we were known by the other children in the estate simply as ‘The Knackers’. They’d dubbed us with that title in response to our permanently dirty hair and tattered clothes, which were passed from one child to the next, regardless of what sort of state they were in.


They called us this to our faces on a daily basis for the ten years I lived in that house. A couple of days after my youngest brother was born in June 1989, I went to the local shop to buy a packet of nappies for him. My older brother had had his first ride home in a police car that day. He’d been caught shoplifting in the local supermarket and my mother was at her wits’ end about what the neighbours would say. I personally couldn’t understand why she’d give a damn about the neighbours or what they’d have to say; it wasn’t as if we could number any friends among them.
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