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Introduction





A searing pain shot up my arm and took hold of my chest. A strange feeling engulfed me and the colour drained from my face. I couldn’t catch my breath. It was like the room was closing in on me. The pain was not like the experience of being cut or hit, it was an internal pain. The whole electrical system in my body was going into meltdown, like a robot malfunctioning. It felt weird, but it was a strangeness I knew. It was a heart attack. I couldn’t believe it – I was having another heart attack. I was forty-four years of age and I was having my second heart attack.


Before having my first heart attack two years previously, I had been playing with fire, but my lifestyle had changed dramatically since then. I was healthier than I had ever been in my life after giving up my partying ways and I was eating healthy, exercising and had lost twenty kilos in weight. Not a drop of drink passed my lips anymore and drugs were a thing of the past. My only vice left was my twenty-a-day cigarette habit. I was on the way to being fully fit and healthy. Giving up cigarettes was the last thing I had to do and I felt brilliant.


It was 9.50 AM on a cold November day in 2009. I was sitting on my black leather chair looking at the calming water of the canal from the massive window in my city centre apartment. I was feeling good. Later that day I was going to the Rutland Centre to pick up my medallion for eighteen months of sobriety.


I had a mug of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other when I suddenly got this pain in my chest. I thought it was maybe a muscle spasm or caused by anxiety, as I had experienced both since my first heart attack. But then the pain came again and I knew it was not anxiety, it was the real thing. After having experienced a heart attack before I knew exactly what was going on, and it was terrifying. I just sat there. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe it was happening again. I went and lay down on my bed and all I could think was that I couldn’t do it.


I had been through hell in the last two years since my first heart attack, suffering from depression and anxiety. I had had suicidal tendencies over that time and had done a stint in rehab. I had just come through all that and now it was happening again. For a split second I considered not ringing anyone and just dying. I was doubled over in pain on my bed, grasping my phone in my hand and thinking maybe it would be better to just go now. But then the faces of my family and friends came into my mind and I knew I couldn’t leave them – I didn’t want to leave them. I called my neighbour and she rushed into my apartment and called an ambulance. I knew I had to get to hospital quickly. I grabbed my bag of medication and walked down the stairs and through the car park of the complex to the main road where the ambulance was waiting for me. I told the paramedics I was having a heart attack and I knew they didn’t believe me as I was looking so healthy. I told them I had one before and handed them my bag of medication. I was put in the back of the ambulance, a monitor was strapped to me and I was in St Vincent’s Hospital within five minutes.


The cardiologist, who had treated me before, was on the wards doing his rounds. He carried out a carotid angioplasty, which involved him making a surgical cut in my groin and inserting a catheter into my artery. A wire was passed through the catheter to the blockage and another catheter with a small balloon on the end was pushed in to the blockage and blown up to open up my artery. A stent was also inserted. A balloon was keeping me alive. It was touch and go for twenty-four hours. Fluid had built up on my lungs because of the heart failure and doctors thought I had pneumonia.


It was very different to my first heart attack. It was a much more traumatic experience and truly terrifying. There was a lot of damage done to my heart muscles the second time around. My first heart attack was not as forceful and the pain didn’t last as long. This time I really believed I could die.


My first heart attack happened at midnight in that same leather chair, as I sat with my flatmate at the time, Elaine Normile. Despite being exhausted by the hectic Christmas season in the Four Seasons, where I worked as maître d’, I was unable to go to bed as my mind was spinning out of control. It was our regular routine after work to sit into the early hours of the morning drinking mugs of tea, smoking cigarettes and eating pizza.


We had just returned home from Athlone, where we were recording The Restaurant for RTÉ, and all of a sudden I started to feel strange. I thought I was just stressed and tired so I said goodnight to Elaine and went in and lay on my bed. But I couldn’t breathe so I went to open the window in my bedroom and I felt very weak. When a pain went down my arm I started to think I could be having a heart attack. The internal conversation in my brain went back and forth: ‘You can’t be having a heart attack,’ ‘I am having a heart attack,’ ‘You can’t be having a heart attack, you are too young, you are too fabulous.’ I went out to Elaine in the sitting room and told her to call an ambulance. Then I lost consciousness and when I came around I was on the ground bent over holding my shoulder and my arm. When I looked up there were two paramedics standing over me.


In St Vincent’s hospital, doctors put IVs in both my arms, I was connected to an ECG and crash pads were used on me. It was very surreal and very scary. They gave me morphine and that just calmed me down completely and I felt like I was floating, like it was all happening to someone else. At 7.30 AM the next morning I was taken to the CAT lab, opened up and had stents inserted. The following day I was sitting up in the hospital bed. The serotonin level in my system must have increased because I never felt better. As I came down off the morphine, I became very emotional and depressed. But because of my experience of taking drugs, I knew I would get through the coming down period. And I recovered in no time; I was back working in the Four Seasons by Paddy’s Day.


It took the second heart attack to stop me in my tracks. After my second hospitalisation, I went home to my parents’ house in Kildare. It was just before Christmas and I felt vulnerable and scared. The morning after I got home I was lying in bed in my old bedroom in the family home and I had the strangest experience. As I lay there wide awake, the film of my life played before my eyes, each scene a vivid memory of my past. It was as if my memories were re-setting themselves after the heart attack. Events from my past came back to haunt me. There was the innocent seven-year-old boy, standing proudly in his Holy Communion outfit; me playing with my sisters in the strawberry fields at our parents’ first house in Kilkenny; the faces of the men that repeatedly sexually abused me, the neighbour, the teacher, the family member. There was me as a flamboyant character at college with the girls I had once loved and hearts I had broken; the heady days of London, where I finally came out as being gay, my family’s struggle to accept my sexuality; the parties in London and New York and the after effects of my hectic lifestyle. The film of my life showed the good days, but mainly it brought home the destruction and devastation I had lived through, and the things that went wrong.


It was a horror movie and I couldn’t switch it off.


I lay in the bed with tears running down my face.
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Childhood







May I always remember that the power within me is far greater than the fear before me.





As a child, I could often be found sitting in the strawberry patch in our sprawling back garden in Goresbridge, Kilkenny with my older sister, Mairead and my baby sister, Mary. The sun scorching down, we crouched among the plants for hours munching on big, ripe strawberries as the juice ran down our chubby cheeks. Those strawberries were the most delicious we had ever tasted, and believing our parents were unaware of our pre-dinner feast made them all the sweeter. As we greedily picked them straight from the green foliage and stuffed them into our mouths, Mairead kept us mesmerised with magnificent stories of princes and princesses and great adventures.


My earliest childhood memory of the strawberry patch is having a row with Mary when I was four and she was only two-and-a-half. We were sitting together among the fruit and I was playing with one of my favourite toy trucks. Mary decided she wanted it and grabbed the truck out of my hands. I raced to the kitchen in tears, intent on reporting this great injustice to my mother. Always the diplomat and well used to our little squabbles, our mother insisted that we kiss and make up, explaining to us that our friendship was more important than any toy. We were too young to understand the life lesson but were immediately willing to be friends again. There is still a photograph in my parents’ house of myself and Mary that day, hugging tightly and giving each other a big kiss. Every time I see that picture it triggers vivid memories of the fun the three of us had together.


Mairead, Mary and I were like the three amigos. We spent hours playing together in our back garden during the summer or in the garage when it was raining or cold. As we were all so close in age – Mairead was a year older than me and Mary a year-and-a-half younger – we were the best of pals. We loved being outside exploring; there was great freedom in the countryside and that sprawling garden in Goresbridge was a dream playground for us. We all had great imaginations and could occupy ourselves for hours after school and on those long summer days during the holidays. When the Aga Khan was on TV we would gather wood and broken branches, build makeshift fences and pretend to be horses gracefully navigating the obstacle course. It was serious business and it took great concentration to ensure our little legs did not knock over a fence, as Mairead kept score of our performance. When Wimbledon started we transformed our garden into a tennis court using rope for a net. The competition was fierce but, in keeping with tradition, there was always time to gorge on strawberries during the well-earned set breaks!


One of our most treasured possessions was an old dress-up box, crammed with my mother’s old dresses, high heel shoes, jackets and hats. It was taken out often as we decided who we were going to be that day. The girls were always princesses, pulling on oversized dresses that swept the floor and shoes they could barely hobble around in. Sometimes I was a pirate, but mostly I liked to dress up as a gentleman, with a suit jacket down to my knees and a top hat that constantly slipped over my eyes. However, impaired vision and a clumsy costume was no match for a brave and gallant knight intent on rescuing princesses from the clutches of evil monsters, and we played our parts with gusto.


Once I had rescued the princesses and we were getting peckish, we climbed through the fence to our next-door neighbour, Mrs Bridge. She was a lovely old lady who doted on us – she always had a treat ready for us when we found are way into her house. Her back door was routinely unlocked and we would march straight into her kitchen. She would pretend she didn’t know who we were, much to our delight. Of course, we adventurers had travelled a long way and were very hungry. We clambered onto chairs around her big table and she fed us glasses of ice-cold milk and biscuits as we told her about the great adventures and battles we had just returned from.


The only place in our garden that was strictly out of bounds was the river that ran through the bottom of it. It was the River Borrow, and our parents drilled into us how dangerous it was. We knew we were banned from going anywhere near it on our own, and we never did. At the weekends, our father would take us down to the water, which was a real treat. Our father, Jeremiah – everyone called him Jerry – worked in Connolly’s Mills. We all adored him and loved our time spent with him at weekends. My mother, Nuala, was the disciplinarian. She was well able to handle us and was strict, but fair. There was never a call for ‘wait until your father gets home’; my mother could more than keep us in line on her own! We were good, well-mannered children. Mischievous maybe, but we always said please and thank you. On Saturdays, armed with fishing nets, we marched delightedly beside our father down to the river. I was all about the tadpoles. They were my little fascination. On many occasions my mother came across jam jars under my bed – each one covered in cling film, pierced with airholes and full to the brim with tadpoles. I loved watching them grow and then releasing the frogs.


We had dinner around the table as a family every day, even if sometimes my mother had a job trying to get us indoors to eat. There were sometimes tears when we were dragged away from our game, especially if I was interrupted on the verge of rescuing the princesses. There was a vegetable patch in our garden with potatoes, carrots, cabbage, lettuce and scallions, which were picked fresh every day. My mother is a brilliant cook. There was great fun around the table as our parents listened to us excitedly telling them about what we had got up to that day. Our home was always full of laughter and love.


Christmas in our house was magical. Determined to avoid disappointment, I was very precise when it came to my wish list and spent weeks every year writing and re-writing my letter to Santa Claus. On Christmas Eve we sat around the radio listening to hear if Santa had left the North Pole. There was always a lot of impatient shushing if one of my sisters dared speak before I discovered Santa’s location. Milk and carrots were dutifully left on the kitchen table for the reindeers, while Santa was presented with biscuits, Snack bars, and either whiskey or Guinness, depending on his preferred tipple at the time. The two girls shared a room and I had my own. As I lay in bed, bubbling over with excitement, I was convinced I heard the reindeers’ hooves on our roof. I would scurry into the girls’ room to see if they had heard it too, which they obviously always had! One of my favourite Christmases was 1968 when we woke up to find three bicycles under the tree. At 5 AM we rode our bicycles up and down the hallway, squealing with delight.


Every year, after opening presents, we put on our new Christmas clothes and went to our grandparents, Paddy and Margaret Brennan’s, for dinner. We sat down to a feast. Their house was always full of people and after dinner our uncles, aunts and cousins would arrive laden with gifts. It was a mad house, but a happy one, with children full of lemonade racing around, giddy with excitement.


I loved being in my granny and grandfather’s house, which was on the other side of Kilkenny to our home in Goresbridge. They owned a 200-acre farm with cows, chickens, pigs, dogs and cats, and I spent many weekends there following the farmers around thinking I was a great help. Every day at exactly 1 PM my grandmother fed as many as fourteen workmen a three-course dinner; it often seemed as if her cooker was covered in pots of spuds and homemade vegetable soup for weeks on end. They came from the fields, marched into the house in their muddy boots and squeezed around the big table. The conversation was always about the weather, crops and animals. There was also talk about which neighbour drank a whiskey-too-many on Friday night in the local pub, or whose son or daughter was getting married.


I loved my grandparents’ house and I continued to spend holidays there after we had moved to Naas. Every time I had a break from school – Christmas, Easter, the summer – I wanted to be on my grandparents’ farm. Every morning I got up at 5 AM and had a hearty breakfast before heading out with my grandfather to milk the cows. It was here, as a twelve-year-old boy, that I first learnt to drive – a tractor. There was not much I could wreck on the farm’s open ground, but I still managed to plough into an open gate. I thought I had got the hang of driving but clearly not. I was moving at a snail’s pace and aiming to get out of the field, but as I manoeuvred the tractor, I lost control of the steering and went straight into the gate. My grandfather just couldn’t figure out how I had managed to find something to crash into, but I did. I have wonderful memories of those days spent on the farm and I loved spending time with my grandparents, but I never wanted to be a farmer; even then I knew it was not glamorous enough for me.


Goresbridge was an idyllic, picturesque village, and we loved going there with our mother when she did her shopping. It was a close-knit community and she seemed to know everyone in the village, stopping every few yards to chat. But when I was seven years old my father got a job in Bord na Móna and we moved to Naas. It was an August Bank Holiday weekend when all our belongings were loaded into a lorry. I was not sad or upset about leaving; I was too excited about the whole thing. To a chorus of ‘are we there yet?’ from me and my sisters, we travelled up in the car behind the truck carrying our beds, tables, chairs, drawers and sofa. The journey only took an hour and a half but it felt like we had been driving for hours, like we were going to a new, exotic land. I was very impressed when we did arrive. It was a two-storey house in a new development, so I thought it was a mansion. There was even a balcony. The beds wouldn’t fit through the front door and I couldn’t stop laughing as I watched my father and uncles murmuring under their breath, struggling to hoist the beds through the balcony, as my mother directed operations from the ground.


There were loads of kids in the area and they all came over, curious about what was going on and who we were. A little girl came across the road dressed like a bumblebee in a vivid yellow and black striped jumper. Her name was Fiona Healy and she became my sister Mary’s best friend. We were immediately accepted into the gang and spent our days racing around on our choppers. There was always someone knocking on the door to ask if we could come out to play and we would spend hours together building castles and forts. At one end of the road there was a creepy old house, which every child in the neighbourhood was terrified to go near – it was universally agreed by the gang to be haunted. Despite this, we were always daring each other to go into it and one day a group of us decided to explore the house and try to catch a glimpse of the ghosts.


We walked up to the front garden. I was petrified, but there was no way I was going to be the first one to chicken out. We crept into the dilapidated house clutching our torches, and made our way into one of the dusty rooms. Sitting in a circle, we began telling ghost stories. As I focused the light from the torch on my face for dramatic effect, the tension got too much for two of the younger girls, Orla and Grainne Byrne, and they ran screaming out of the house and back to their mammy. The next day as I sat watching TV there was a knock on the door; it was Mrs Byrne and she needed to talk to Mrs Healy about John. I heard her mention sleepless nights and nightmares and I knew I was in trouble. I quickly worked out a plan of action – deny I was the storyteller and blame someone else. It worked.


Despite this little victory, it became increasingly difficult to get away with much when my mother got a job in the children’s clothes shop in town, Nippers, which she eventually bought. It was the most popular children’s clothes shop in the area and most kids were dressed out of it, but it became a great centre for gossip as well. Every mother in the area went to Nuala’s shop, so she heard all the stories about the mischief we got up to. She knew everyone and everyone knew her. She would arrive home in the evenings and tell me where I had been and what I had done the day before. However, there was a plus side – tickets for Joseph and the Amazing Technicolour Dreamcoat performed in Goffs were sold in my mother’s shop. I loved musicals, and this one was my favourite. Not very cool for a young boy, but I didn’t care. I was obsessed with the show and infatuated with Tony Kenny, who played Joseph. I had posters of him on my bedroom wall, which was surely a sign of things to come. Because my mother sold the tickets, Mary, Mairead and I saw the show ten times, each time with front-row seats. We were fanatics; we knew every word and sang along to the whole show. We were word-perfect, if not exactly note-perfect. We spent hours at home practising the show in our bedroom and putting performances on for our parents, and anyone else who would listen. I, of course, got the starring role as Joseph. I was only fabulous.


I started in the CBS primary school in Naas and Mary and Mairead went to the Presentation Convent. I was in second class and my teacher was Mr McGovern. He was a lovely man and I loved school. All my friends from the area went to the same school and we had great fun. I loved sport and enjoyed playing tennis and football at lunchtime. I was even on the school rugby team.


My pals and I often travelled to school together on our bikes. One day I was racing my neighbours Paul and Tommy Sheehan home and, intent on victory, I took a short cut through a field. Not thinking, I flew out the gate and onto the road. Before I knew what was happening a car hit me and I was thrown up into the air; I smacked onto the bonnet and landed on the road with a bang. There was nothing the shocked driver could have done – I came out of nowhere. The horrified motorist rang an ambulance as Paul cycled as fast as he could to my house to get my mother. When I came around and opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was my mother’s red mini coming towards me. The pain was out of this world as my mother spoke to me softly and caressed my head, her face ashen white. My leg was bent behind me. Fortunately, the local doctor was passing and stopped. She rolled up my school jumper, put it between my legs and tied them together with my tie.


I remember the loud siren of the ambulance as my mother travelled with me, holding my hand the whole time. I felt every bump in the road and the pain consumed me. I was taken to Crumlin Children’s Hospital where the doctors told my mother I had broken my fibula in two places. I was too small to put my leg in plaster so it was put in a splint and traction, but my leg wasn’t healing and continued to swell, so a week later a pin was put through my shin bone and weights were used to level out my leg. I was in that hospital bed for three months. I could not move and spent most of the time crying; the pain was horrendous. My mother drove up to the hospital every day, sometimes twice a day. But every hour dragged as I lay there staring at the ceiling. I had a little orange radio and I listened to Gay Byrne and Larry Googan but I was lonely and afraid and missed playing with my friends. When eventually I got to go home I was very weak and withdrawn and spent months going to a physiotherapist to try and regain the strength in my muscles. It was a difficult, lengthy process and I had no interest in sports after the accident. But I got strong again and was delighted to finally be back out playing with my friends and going on adventures.




****





Looking back on my childhood, those years seem almost idyllic. And for much of that time I was a happy and contented child. But I had a dark secret that I had kept hidden from my parents and my friends. I was being abused.


The first time a man sexually abused me I was eight years old. Even at such a young age, I knew something terrible was happening to me. I couldn’t understand why this person was doing such horrible things; it felt wrong and I was horrified. I don’t remember being afraid but I did feel that what this person was doing to me was not right. It was very confusing.


As the abuse continued, I began to adapt and accept that what was happening was normal. I started to believe that the affection he showed me was worth the price I was paying. He never threatened me to make sure I didn’t tell my parents, I don’t know why. Once I was abused the first time I changed forever. I began to look for affection, affirmation of love and acceptance through sex. The purity and innocence of my childhood was gone and I could no longer differentiate between love and sex. I was too young to know what sex was, but I saw it as a sign someone cared about me.


There were five men who abused me consecutively over a long period of time. I was a child, I didn’t understand what was happening, and these adults took advantage of that. It was a secret life that only my abusers and I knew about.


By the time I was due to start secondary school, at Newbridge College, it seemed like a way out for me, a place I could escape the abuse for good. Boarding school was the perfect place to free myself – a haven where I could be safe. As there was no uniform at the school, my mother took me shopping and bought me all the latest trendy clothes: Levi jeans and flared corduroys. I wanted a pair of cowboy boots to finish off my new ensemble, but I settled for clogs. My mother meticulously stitched labels with my name onto my clothes and I packed my suitcase. I rocked up to the school feeling like a king. There was a certain independence with going to a boarding school, I felt grown up, even though I was only twelve years old. I felt free.


From the outset, I loved Newbridge College: the camaraderie among the boys, getting to have breakfast, lunch and dinner with my friends, the novelty of moving to a different classroom for every subject. There was a playroom with a pool table and we would steal from the tuck shop to have extra sweets and biscuits to eat in the dorm at night. It was like one big sleepover and I was in my element. I was part of a gang; I belonged. When the lights went off, you could hear homesick boys sobbing into their pillows as the rest of us giggled. I was happy to have settled in so well.


The carefree fun didn’t last, however. A month after I started at the school, the headmaster, Fr Vincent Mercer, came into the dorm and sexually abused me. I couldn’t believe it. He was a priest, a religious man who prayed and taught us about God. But here he was, with his big red face and groping hands fumbling under my bed sheets. I was frozen with shock and humiliation. My friends were lying in beds next to me and they could hear what was happening. The lads I hung around with were listening to me being abused. I was overcome with embarrassment and shame.


But I was not his only victim. Once the lights were turned off, Fr Mercer paced slowly around the dark dormitory, deciding which schoolboy he wanted that night. If it was not me, I knew it was one of my friends. The next morning at breakfast we always acted like nothing had happened – we never spoke about it and continued on as normal. But every night as I lay in my bed I listened with dread as his slow, loud footsteps echoed down the hall, the large crucifix clanging against the wrought iron beds as it swung from his waist. Frozen in fear and panic, I lay still, pretending to be asleep, praying the dull sound of his footsteps and the banging of the cross would not stop at my bed. I lay in silence, the bedclothes pulled up to my neck and my elbows pinning the blankets to the mattress. I lay wishing I could protect myself from his evil touch and heavy breath on my face.


Fr Mercer preyed on our vulnerability, using the power of his authority to exploit and abuse us. Nobody knew what to do. I was too ashamed and afraid to say out loud what was happening to me. It was my friend who finally broke down and told his father about the abuse he was suffering. His father contacted my parents and told them what was happening at school. When my father rang and asked if it was true, I finally broke my silence and told him everything.


Relief washed over me as I sat at the bottom of the stairs in the front hall of the school, waiting for my father to collect me. When I got home there was a conversation around the kitchen table about the abuse. Once I started talking everything came flooding out. I told them about all the years of sexual abuse and the people that did it. It was very difficult for me to tell them the vile things that had been done to me and it was heartbreaking for them to hear it. I don’t think my parents knew how to cope with it. They just didn’t know what to do. People’s mentality in Ireland at that time was to sweep abuse under the carpet and just get on with it, and that is exactly what we did. I was withdrawn from Newbridge College. It was not spoken about again for a very long time.


The abuse I experienced at the hands of Fr Mercer had the most damaging psychological affect on me. He used the institutional power given to him by the Church in order to hide his evil, vile acts of abuse. At that time in Ireland nobody questioned the clergy and Fr Mercer used this control to do as he wished to me and other schoolboys. Parents trusted him to look after and protect their sons and he abused that trust. I later learned that Fr Mercer had told my parents when I first started Newbridge College that if they gave him a boy, he would give them back a man. He did exactly as he promised.


It was not until many years later that justice was done and Fr Mercer was made to pay for what he did. One day in 2001, I got a phone call from my old school friend who had first told his parents about the abuse. He now lived in New York and had recently started trying to confront and deal with the abuse he had suffered as a child. Part of his journey was to come back to Ireland and confront what Fr Mercer had done and ensure he was punished. He went to the dean of Newbridge College and told him the unthinkable things that were done to him while in their care. He was asked had anyone else been abused by Fr Mercer and he told him there had. He rang me and asked if I wanted to come forward and I agreed. I then met with the head of the Provincialate Dominican Order and told him everything. I was sent to a child sex therapist for a year, which they paid for, and a file was sent to the office of the Director of Public Prosecutions.


On 1 March 2005, Fr Vincent Mercer appeared in Naas Circuit Criminal Court. He was given a three-year suspended sentence for sexually abusing six schoolboys in Newbridge College, as well as two more boys at a holiday camp in Cork between 1970 and 1977. At the time of sentencing, Judge Raymond Groake said that Fr Mercer had carried out a ‘reign of terror’ in abusing vulnerable first- and second-year students. I didn’t go to court that day; I didn’t feel the need to face the priest or look him in the eyes. It was a profoundly confusing time. Although I hated that man for what he had done to me and how the abuse had affected my life, but I also felt sorry for him. An old man being forced to face the vile things he had done to children. He is a paedophile; he knew that what he was doing was horrific, but it was like he couldn’t help himself. I can almost pity that compulsion in him. But I cannot forgive him. When I am around my sister’s and friends’ kids, I look at them and I cannot understand how anyone could harm them. Fr Mercer disgusts me, but I refuse to let him consume any more of my life.


It became increasingly difficult to hide from the haunting images of abuse that preoccupied my mind as I entered my teens. I felt that the only thing I could do to protect myself from the hurt and pain was to bury it. I was terrified people would see the broken, scared child within me, so I created a personality, like armour, to protect myself. I became the joker. I became convinced that by keeping those dark demons buried deep inside, and ensuring no-one around me even knew they existed, I would somehow be healed. I became very introverted sexually. There were no girlfriends, or boyfriends; I couldn’t trust anybody enough to let them know the real me.
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College Years







How hurtful it can be to deny one’s true self and live a life of lies just to appease others.


– June Ahern





It was such a relief to be taken out of Newbridge College, away from Fr Mercer’s grasp. My parents gave me the option of going to Clongowes Wood College or Clane secondary school and I knew straight away where I wanted to be. There was no way I was going to another boarding school. At that stage, I needed the security of knowing that whatever happened, I could be at home with my family at the end of each day. The school in Clane provided this comfort. I wasn’t even put off by the horrendous uniform of grey trousers and jumper, brown shirt and green tie. It was far from fashionable – the brown shirt particularly offended me – but I was prepared to put it on every morning if it meant going home every night. I was not, however, prepared to let my style go completely out the window, and I pushed the uniform code right to its limits, swapping the grey trousers for cords and wearing my white leather shoes whenever I thought I could get away with it.
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