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‘Alan O’Mara is one of the warriors that grace the fields of Ireland each week, part of the long and rich history of the GAA whose games at inter-county level demand the execution of skills at breath-taking pace, high levels of physical fitness and immense bravery. But the games also embody an unhealthy macho culture that influences its participants to dare not express any vulnerability. Alan’s greatest victory is in discovering that the answers and true tranquillity he craved could only be found by reaching out to others, and beginning the journey inwards to his real self and an authentic way of being.’ Conor Cusack




Alan O’Mara is a Gaelic footballer with Cavan and an Ulster under-21 champion. In 2013, when he was just 22 years of age, he went public about his experience with depression. Since then, Alan has become a leading mental health advocate in Ireland and is an ambassador to both the HSE’s Little Things campaign and the Gaelic Players Association. IN 2016, Alan founded Real Talks to facilitate discussions on the importance of mental health, effective communication, personal leadership and resilience in schools, the workplace, sports teams and other communities. @AOMTHECAT @REALTALKSIRL
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Prologue


The Night


As the hours ticked by, I grew more and more self-conscious. I was expending most of my energy forcing the tears in my eyes back down the pipes they had risen up, a special talent I had developed. The familiar voices that surrounded me intertwined naturally, and as the many strands of conversations and stories flowed effortlessly from my friends, I fought the sporadic urge to cry. Unfortunately, they weren’t the tears of laughter that everyone else seemed to be sharing.


‘Remember that time you tipped your car into a snowman for the laugh?’ one said. Someone pulled out a phone to relive the moment once more, and everyone burst out laughing at the video. I faked a chuckle. I was there in body among my closest friends, but not in mind or spirit. I was somewhere else, a dark and confusing place.


I focused on trying to get to grips with the feelings rushing around inside my body and mind, but I had become a master of putting on a mask and keeping my emotions hidden. Conversations sailed over my head.


I managed to give the impression of being actively involved in the chatter by cracking a half-smile every now and again, or swallowing a mouthful of beer. Sometimes I would muster a half-hearted laugh, or simply nod my head like one of those toy dogs in the rear window of a car – bopping along for the amusement of others. The heat in the pub had water running from my hairline down the sides of my face and an unattractive wet patch had formed under each armpit.


Everyone else stood there interacting effortlessly, engaging and mingling with one another, which only added to my self-consciousness. Why can’t I feel like them? Why couldn’t I enjoy my Christmas? Everyone else made it look so easy.


Elation and festive spirit visibly filled body after body around the L-shaped bar, like an electric surge. Even though the heat was intense, I knew I was sweating more than normal for somebody as athletic as myself. I began to worry that the sweat would transform into an odour that would attract more attention. I just didn’t feel the same as everyone else. Throughout the evening I drank, one pint after the other, trying to keep up my happy demeanour as I stood with the group, waiting for the alcohol to kick in and help me escape the feelings of numbness and sadness.


I had felt like this before.


I knew what was going on, but that didn’t make it any easier. I didn’t want to feel this way again. My stomach rumbled. I had a mild headache and my back hurt from being crouched on a barstool with no back support all evening. I headed for the exit. The cold air that greeted me when I pushed open the glass-panelled door was soothing, and its iciness matched how I was feeling inside.


The bubbly, warm, cheerful mood that filled the pub failed to extend even a foot beyond the entrance. I closed the door behind me and took a few short steps away in search of solace. I wanted to close my eyes, to take a few deep breaths and ask the headache that was now dominating my brain to kindly leave. ‘It’s Christmas. You have to enjoy Christmas,’ I muttered to myself.


As I stood motionless in a world of my own, I panicked and started to wonder if anybody was watching me as I went through this episode. I checked, but I was alone – alone except for one mysterious creature I knew all too well. It was looming over me, and slowly but surely draining my soul from the vessel that carried it. While drinking had helped to keep me distracted throughout the evening, the alcohol hadn’t kept the internal conversations in my head at bay. Despite being surrounded by my best friends and my girlfriend all evening, I felt isolated and alone, irrelevant once again.


I was tired of having to put up with all the dark emotions I was feeling and thoughts I was juggling when everybody else seemed to be having such effortless fun. I stormed off into the night in search of my bed.


‘Ah, young O’Mara, how are things? Are you back with Cavan this year?’ I was asked as I plodded down the path of the town’s Main Street.


‘Not so bad, lad, getting on grand,’ I said, before ignorantly ploughing on and pretending I hadn’t heard the second question. I was in no mood to talk football.


With the number of taxis in Bailieborough struggling to cope with the increased population in the town for the festive season, I took a notion to walk home – all three miles of a dark, meandering country road. I needed to get away from where I had been. Anywhere was better than there because I could no longer pretend to be happy in front of everyone.


I wandered out of the town and past the fields, taking no heed of time, drifting farther and farther from the party and my friends. I went deeper into the darkness and cold, happy in the knowledge that every step I took seemed like one more away from the anxiety and pain I had been enduring all evening.


I couldn’t take one more second of it. I wanted it to be gone.


I wanted my brain to slow down. I wanted to feel happy for a few minutes. Even just for one minute. All I wanted was a short reprieve from my inner torture. Please just go away and let me enjoy Christmas like everybody else. Can you not let me be happy?


I yearned for another state of mind as I drifted through the night. Goose pimples had taken over my whole body, but the cold proved to be only a temporary distraction from the conversations running on a loop in my mind. I was angry at having to endure so much confusion within me and couldn’t understand why I felt the way I did. I wished there were an ‘off’ switch.


The road I was walking along seemed abandoned; there was little or no sign of life anywhere. It was bitterly cold. Limb-numbing, nose-reddening, puddle-freezing cold. The only sign of life was the twinkle of festive lights in the distance. However, all they did was remind me of the glow of the pub and all the acting I’d had to do to survive in its nauseating warmth. It was better to go it alone. I would keep to the side of the road until I got home to bed and could put an end to this miserable night.


The two distinct voices in my head were in full flight again, arguing and debating what had become of my life, but the negative voice was so much more prominent. Who am I? What is the point of all this? Do I even know what makes me happy? Will I ever feel happy again? Will this always be looming over me? Should I go back to counselling? Does it actually help, or am I just prolonging the inevitable – suicide?


This was the catalyst for tears. They lined up and held on – right on the edge of crossing from my world into the real world. They began to blur my vision and fill to my heavy eyelids. The urge to let them out was overwhelming but the dam trapping the water wouldn’t buckle under the pressure.


In the distance, lights seemed to be getting closer. The edges of the beams were making their way through a hedge, but I couldn’t identify the source. I kept walking and the light just kept getting closer. I was drawn to it as if it were a magnet. Or maybe I was the magnet. I grew frustrated at yet another pointless conversation buzzing around inside my head. Nobody could hear these conversations, or the effects of the constant back-and-forth, the endless doubts they threw up, but I was living with them all the time. I’d listen to them, passively, watching it all play out in my own mind as clear as any film I had ever seen on a giant cinema screen.


All of a sudden, the road ahead was ablaze with light as a car came around the corner. I felt numb inside and out, and being jolted out of my internal dialogue reminded me about just how cold I was. The light seemed so warm and inviting that I was really drawn to it. I thought of holding my hand up to get a lift, to lift me out of the place I found myself in, but then I remembered the tears in my eyes and how pathetic I must have looked.


That sinister voice in my head suggested something else to get me out of this situation. I clearly imagined throwing myself in front of the oncoming car and letting it knock me out of this world. I wasn’t dreaming or, more accurately, having a nightmare. I was wide awake, and it seemed like such a normal thing to do. It felt like it would be such a logical choice in that moment.


Jump. Bang. Gone.


What a good way to make sure I never had to listen to the crap in my head again. I took half a step towards the middle of the road, but instead of yielding to the magnetic pull of the car, I dropped my shoulder like Larry Reilly, the famous Cavan forward renowned for jinking past defenders, and went the other way. I flung myself behind a nearby wall and slumped miserably to the ground. The alcohol in my system was quickly overpowered by the adrenaline pumping through my body. I snapped out of my drunken, confused haze in an instant.


I remained hidden for several minutes down on my hunkers, so angry that I wanted to punch myself in the head. Instead I slammed my fist into my upper leg and then hit out at the concrete wall that concealed me. I couldn’t believe how close I had come to ending my life. I told myself that I was never going to drink alcohol again – it was to blame for my overriding compulsion to sling myself in front of an oncoming car.


It took all my willpower not to burst into tears as I conjured up a painful memory from my past. This wasn’t the first suicidal moment I had survived.
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The Awakening


My body shook uncontrollably as a searing and repetitive pain shot through my midriff. Moving made it worse, and I squeezed the unfamiliar bed frame in search of some sort of comfort. The nurse beside my bed spotted my distress and finally came to my aid. After fiddling with some equipment she told me she had pumped more morphine into my system, but the pain was unrelenting. She tried to distract me by making conversation, but talking only made the pain worse.


I lay there and stared at the ceiling; manners were certainly not at the top of my list of priorities. Unfortunately there was absolutely nothing up there to entertain me as the pain overpowered every thought in my head. Everything I tried to say came out sounding like I had a bad stammer. I started to breathe heavily, and the more I moved my diaphragm, the worse the pain became. There was an oxygen mask covering my mouth and I sucked in air like I was a rookie diver about to submerge myself underwater. I was panicking.


The nurse, in her wisdom, warned me to slow down my breathing; if I didn’t, I would hyperventilate. Did she really think telling me that was going to calm me down? Did she think I was doing it on purpose? I didn’t want to talk anyway – the pain was eating me up. It was all I could think about. My body was on fire on the inside, like it was about to implode.


Finally she injected extra morphine in an effort to help my body relax. I gestured for more.


‘I’m sorry, but I have already given you the maximum dosage allowed. You should start to feel better in the next few minutes. Just sit tight,’ she said.


Slowly but surely I felt the drug seep through my veins and infiltrate my body. The pain eased. A soothing numbness spread over me, and it was such a welcome relief.


I drifted in and out of consciousness as the narcotic began to take its toll. My eyes gave up the fight and closed. I was woken by someone shaking my arm: a different nurse. I was no longer as high as a kite and had regained control of my senses.


I remembered where I was and what had happened. It was November 2010 and I was lying in a bed in the day ward of the Hermitage Medical Clinic, Dublin, having just undergone surgery that was going to make or break my football career. I was 20 years old. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to go on the way I had been over the course of the previous two years. A string of injuries and constant pain had severely restricted my development as a goalkeeper. A mysterious pain had regularly shifted between my lower back, groin and quad, and no one had been able to figure out what was causing it.


This had gone on for so long without proper diagnosis that I sometimes wondered if I was imagining it all. I had first been sent to a renowned groin surgeon in mid-2010, but after a quick examination, during which I explained to the doctor that the pain was not always in the same place, I was told that surgery was not an option. I was given a generic running programme to complete – which I never did. I left feeling bitterly disappointed at how brief our conversation had been, and remained adamant that something really was wrong. Not everyone believed me though, and I knew people thought I was being a drama queen.


‘You could always try an injection of water into it to see if that makes a difference,’ said one official from my club, Bailieborough Shamrocks, as I stood on the edge of the athletics track and watched the rest of the guys train in the freezing cold. I walked away in disgust. He clearly thought it was all in my head and that I needed to man up, but I knew how my body felt and that there was something seriously wrong. I needed answers.


It didn’t help that X-rays on my back and MRI scans of my groin and thigh muscles revealed no clear problem other than inflammation around the pubic bone caused by repetitive stress and overuse – which is quite common in athletes. The typical treatment is a steroid injection into the pubic bone joint and a couple of weeks’ rest and recovery.


While that explained some of my discomfort and alleviated part of the pain, the main issue that had been hampering me for two years and resulted in being heavily strapped for training and playing games remained unresolved. My right leg was so often covered with sticky bandages that I’d shaved the top part to make removing them less taxing. Not a day went by when my back didn’t hurt either. I had a constant ache while driving, and one night, as I was warming up before training with the Cavan senior team as an 18-year-old, I had felt a pain shooting up either side of my spine every time I took a step. That had scared me.


Now, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever find the answers I needed. Was I going to have to retire in my early twenties? Was I going to be a washed-up has-been at such a young age? It was a notion I couldn’t even begin to contemplate, so I began to research surgery options online. After my surgery consultation, I considered flying to Germany to visit one of Europe’s leading clinics.


I was only in this predicament because I had pushed myself so hard – both by continually playing through the pain barrier and holding back in training so that I could carry on playing in major games, which the coaches and physio supported me in doing. I loved playing and nothing else in my life came close to matching it, and I’d do anything to protect my game time for club or county. At times I was chewing painkillers like they were sweets, despite still being a teenager. I knew this wasn’t normal, but I never once stopped to consider the negative effect they were having on my body. In my mind, I was just doing what had to be done. Taking painkillers out of the medicine cabinet in our family home seemed the best way to do that, even though they regularly upset my stomach. All I cared about was getting the sense of satisfaction that only sport could give me.


Now I wish that someone had pulled me aside when I was a teenager and helped me to improve the strength, durability and flexibility of my muscles, but, then again, I probably wouldn’t have listened to them anyway.


In my early teenage years I’d thought I was bulletproof, and I wouldn’t let anyone tell me otherwise. Instead of resting when I’d torn my right hamstring, my kicking leg, while playing under-16s with my club, I’d trained up my left leg to take kick-outs instead of accepting the limitations of the injury. We were playing against Redhills and I knew several of their players from playing with the underage county teams. They had looked at me like I had seven heads when they saw me running up and striking the ball with my left leg. ‘You are some boy, O’Mara. Would you not have a day off?’ one had said.


‘I could, but then it would be too easy for you to score goals, sure,’ I’d replied with a wink.


I’d done what I’d had to do to play, constantly focusing only on the next game and never thinking about the bigger picture.


I needed to play Gaelic football. Playing gave me a real sense of drive, purpose and belonging. I loved doing it, and it helped that I excelled at it too. I would train and play as often possible, sometimes squeezing in two matches on the one day. In 2007, when I was still just 16, I was playing in goal for six different teams – county minor, my school’s under-16 and senior teams, and my club’s minor, under-21 and senior teams – and I couldn’t get enough of it.


I kept ploughing through the pain in my back, quad and groin until one night in 2010 when my body finally broke down in Mullingar. It was during the first half of a challenge match for Cavan under-21s against Clare’s Kilmurry Ibrickane, who were preparing for an All-Ireland club final appearance. I had been struggling for most of the season and I was ordered to take time off with a view to getting match fit for our upcoming championship campaign. It was my last chance to hold on to my number one jersey at under-21 inter-county level for the second season in a row, straight after starting for the Cavan minors for two consecutive years. I knew nothing other than being number one for whatever Cavan team I was playing for.


As this was my comeback game against the Clare champions, my aim was to talk to my defence at least once every minute to make my presence felt – with both teammates and management. Most of the lads I played with over the years enjoyed that communication, the constant sense that I was switched on, in the zone and looking out for danger. When we lined up together, I focused fully on helping my team not concede scores.


After a scrappy start, the Munster champions had yet to really trouble our goals. My kick-outs were going fine. Seven steps back, two to the left; that was the routine I had engrained in my conscience since I was a child. I had spent countless hours mastering that run-up and striking technique. From having a bag of balls in my own back garden and kicking them through the white pebble-dashed pillars at our house, to the training pitch in Bailieborough and Kingspan Breffni Park, I gave my kick-out technique the same level of attention that a professional golfer gives his swing.


When the game started, I always forgot about the pain. There was just something special about standing in between the posts and taking my place on the team. I felt like it was what I was born to do and I was exactly where I needed to be. I loved the freedom of it all, being able to express myself in such a satisfying way, and I liked the headspace it took me to. I loved the pressure of being a goalkeeper, of being the last line of defence. The adrenaline would take over and delay any physical discomfort until after the match. More often than not, it was worse the following morning and I would grip the sheets to help myself get upright and out of bed.


Midway through the first half of the Kilmurry Ibrickane game, however, I knew some part of my body had given up on me. I started to feel slight numbness, as if I was no longer in full control of my limbs when I swung my leg at the ball. I kept forcing it, desperate to be able to take my place in the upcoming Ulster championship. But if I wanted the ball to go up the middle, it went right. If I aimed right, it would go over the sideline. If I shaped to go left, like I had practised so often, it would go up the middle. I just wasn’t connecting with the ball the way I wanted to. I had lost my aim, and it was maddening. Out of pure stubbornness, I kept going, not understanding how a technique I had mastered so well could malfunction so badly.


When the half-time whistle sounded, I knew it wasn’t happening for me, but I didn’t ask to come off. I wasn’t waving the flag on my championship ambitions that easily. There was no fooling the manager, Terry Hyland, however, who was only too aware that I wasn’t performing. I was subbed – and I was devastated. I sat demoralised on the bench, a hunchbacked pile of misery.


‘You all right there, AOM?’ asked both Darragh Tighe and Oisin Minagh, two of the other substitutes, clearly noticing my distress. ‘Get some gear on or you’ll freeze, lad,’ I heard, as a pair of O’Neills waterproof bottoms landed on my lap along with a jumper. I never bothered to look up to see who had thrown them. I gave a slight nod in thanks and remained speechless. I sat there sulking and feeling sorry for myself. My body had finally given up, but my mind wasn’t able to accept it.


[image: image]


After months of frustration and searching for a cure since that cold night in Mullingar, I found the answer to my problem in Ailbe McCormack, a former physio with the Ireland rugby team. Ronan Carolan, a Cavan legend and physio with the Cavan under-21 team, had recommended him in a bid to get to the bottom of my mysterious pains.


But as I failed to make progress after weeks of sticking rigidly to his programme, Ailbe reached the conclusion that what I really needed was hernia repair surgery, and referred me to a surgeon, Michael Allen, who was confident he could provide the much-needed solution, after a physical exam that involved some intense poking of fingers into sensitive parts of my midriff. The sports hernia I had developed was a soft-tissue injury to my lower abdomen, but unlike regular hernias, these rarely show a visible bulge, which makes them more difficult to detect. In addition, my MRI scan and X-rays continued to look normal, with none of the symptoms showing up on either.


I longed to get back to pushing my body to its limits instead of dreading the inevitable pain. I had no other option but to trust the opinions of both the surgeon and physio. It was ‘win or bust’ for me, as time was running out to get fit for the new season. Having missed out on so much football in 2010, I was all in. I needed to get back training, get back to my team and my friends. As I looked forward to playing my last under-21 season with Cavan after missing out on the 2010 Ulster final defeat to Donegal, I felt the desire to become the best goalkeeper in the country burning within me once again. It was both my dream and my plan.


Thankfully, 2011 brought a whole new set of competitions, and I had the opportunity to put my frustrations and disappointments behind me. I was determined to kick on and become the goalkeeper I was meant to be – the goalkeeper that goalkeeping coaches Aaron Donohoe and Paul O’Dowd, two former Cavan keepers with whom I had worked a lot in my teenage years, passionately believed I could become. I had a colossal amount of gym work to get through, hundreds of hours of monotonous, mind-numbing and repetitive exercises post-surgery, but lying in the hospital bed, I was only thinking about the months ahead and the opportunities they would bring.


I simply had to play with the Cavan under-21s in 2011; it was my last chance to play in my own age group. I had to make it back. I had to be part of the team, had to play with that group of lads. Since I had met most of them when I was 14, I felt like I belonged with them. I remember the day the letter arrived informing me that I had successfully secured a place on the Cavan under-14 development squad. I beamed with pride after reading it several times.


Still just 13, I got on a bus at seven one morning in Virginia knowing only Sean Cooney, a school friend, and was introduced immediately to Colm Smith from Kingscourt Stars, a neighbouring club to my Bailieborough Shamrocks. The two lads already knew each other and I quickly struck up a good relationship with Colm. To this day, the three of us are still great friends, even though Colm is living in London, where he works as a strength and conditioning coach with Harlequins rugby club. Apart from those two, I knew nobody. But I didn’t need to know anyone else; as far as I was concerned, all I had to do was stand in goals and stop the ball going past me. The rest would figure itself out in time.


I slotted in seamlessly to a group that was heavily dominated by players who attended St Pat’s College in Cavan. Something just clicked that day for me. I was so grateful to be part of that team, and we had to win an Ulster championship to put an end to the embarrassing drought that was ruining a county steeped in so much history.


We were determined that the disappointment we’d felt at minor level in 2008 could not be repeated. That feeling of emptiness after losing an Ulster semi-final, when we took a one-point lead into the dying minutes against Tyrone only to let it slip away, haunted us all. It was worse again when we had to watch them become All-Ireland minor champions following a replay against a Mayo side inspired by Aidan O’Shea.


I couldn’t take that hurt again. Somebody had to help revive Cavan football from its slumber and I knew our bunch could do it. I couldn’t wait for the adventure to begin.


All of this raced through my head as I lay in the hospital nursing the fresh wound in my lower abdomen. The surgery had been the next step on my path to achieving those dreams. After getting out of the hospital bed with the help of a nurse, in a gown that flashed my bum, I got dressed and prepared to return to Cavan.


I had to be careful not to disturb any of the bandaging that was around my waist, but I made that journey home with my father Michael and younger brother Billy. I was sore and tender and it hurt to move, but there in Bailieborough I rested, recovered fully and dreamt a little more of the possible glory days ahead in the Cavan jersey in 2011.
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The Rise


During the winter of 2010, nothing invaded my brain more than the upcoming Ulster under-21 campaign. Santa Claus couldn’t deliver this year – all I wanted was the piece of silverware that could only be earned the hard way.


That year I was living in Dublin with school friends as I studied Journalism in DIT. There were eight of us living in a house on Dublin’s North Circular Road, of whom Barry Tully and Shane Gray were also on the panel. To say that football was a central pillar of our house would be an understatement and one day when I should have been in college, I found myself lying in my bedroom chatting to a friend and writing on my bed sheet with a pen what I thought would be the starting team.


‘The full-back line is nailed down. Who do you think will be in the half-back line? There is definitely a spot up for grabs there,’ I fished.


He wasn’t sure how the team was going to take shape either, so I pressed on, trying to give it the shape I was hoping for.


‘Yeah, the full-back line is sorted, lad – Oisin Minagh, Damien Barkey and Darragh Tighe. Kevin Meehan will be in the half-back line, but the other two slots are fairly open. Not sure who will be beside Gearoid McKiernan in the middle either,’ I added. The reality was that I could think about it as much as I liked, but without a serious amount of work with the physio to prepare properly for a return to action, I was not going to be a part of it.


The couple of hours I’d spent in the operating theatre a month earlier had involved a mesh being placed into my abdomen to address the weakening of the muscles and tendons in my lower abdominal wall. I was travelling between Dublin and Cavan a lot but recovery was longer and more painful than I had anticipated, and it meant that without proper rehab my groin was unlikely to hold up for a full championship campaign where it needed to be able to survive the pressure of me kicking thousands of O’Neills footballs.


With that in mind I met Enda King, a physio in the renowned Sports Surgery Clinic in Santry, in the middle of December. He had come highly recommended by Ailbe McCormack to be the physio to monitor my recovery programme following the surgery, as Enda had recently gone through a similar operation himself. Within a short space of time I could feel I was definitely on the mend; I was back driving and walking comfortably enough. I was so committed to minding my body over those initial 14 days post surgery that I rarely stepped outside when the winter of 2010 brought heavy snowfall and no shortage of ice to Cavan. There was no way I was going to slip and suffer a setback. I clung to the safety of my house in Bailieborough and thanked my family for minding me. I was so focused on doing what had to be done to get back out on the field that I wrapped myself in cotton wool and took every ounce of rest I could get.


When I first met Enda King, he had gone through my whole body and tested the strength and flexibility of my quads, groin, abdomen, back and hips. It was obvious that these parts – which accounted for rather a lot of my body – had been under pressure for too long because of my commitment to the game. There was definite wear and tear, but he told me it was nothing that couldn’t be fixed by hard work in the gym. Enda was a fine footballer who had won a number of county titles with Cavan Gaels at midfield but had suffered injury problems of his own. If anyone was going to understand the pains, niggles and problems I was going to suffer along the way, it was him.


I was starting at the foot of the mountain, and was delighted to have him as my guide on those first few steps. He went through simple exercises with me just to get my lower body ticking over again. Most of them were focused on basic core activation muscles in the abdomen, which are used during most movements of the body on a football field. These are the muscles that any athlete who has suffered injury will know about. The exercises focused on maintaining control of my core muscles while breathing in and out, then bringing in gradual movements of the legs. They are mind-numbingly boring, but chatting away to him I was optimistic. He knew from the off that I expected to be back playing in six weeks to give me a good chance at regaining form and being match-ready ahead of our opening under-21 Ulster championship quarter-final against Fermanagh in Brewster Park on 16 March.


Enda gave me a precise programme, with clear tallies for exercises, and he set goals that were going to improve the control in my core, the activation of my glutes and the mobility of my hips. Over the years I had developed a pelvic tilt, due to poor posture and core control, that was putting unnecessary pressure on other parts of my body when I moved at speed. We had to be very focused with our targets to correct those inadequacies, as our time window was shorter than that recommended by the surgeon.


Enda made it clear that if my results hadn’t improved by my next visit, I would not be fit for the match in March. I loved that directness. He was exactly who I needed in order to get me going. It helped that he had Cavan football at heart too. Leaving the clinic one day before Christmas, he handed me a written list of everything we’d discussed, which we went through carefully to make sure I understood exactly what I had to do. ‘This is your life for the next seven days,’ he said.


I looked at him and laughed, but he didn’t smile. He meant business.


So did I.


[image: image]


It was invigorating to get back into a team environment in January 2011 and to be in and around the group again after all the time I had spent alone recovering from surgery and improving my strength. I felt blessed to be in a team with such strong characters who were all working towards the same goal. The chemistry always seemed right within our group. We all knew that we had ability and were talented individuals, but our experiences over the years had taught us that we were even stronger together. We made each other better players.


My previous teams may have had natural ability – some would argue more – but the likes of Gearoid McKiernan, Niall Murray, Conor McClarey, Niall McDermott, Oisin Minagh, Colm Smith, Niall Smith, Barry Reilly, Kevin Meehan, Damien Barkey and Darragh Tighe were the men I wanted with me when we crossed the white line.


As my recovery from the surgery continued, I began togging out with the team, but when they took to the 3G pitch that was neatly tucked away at the back of Kingspan Breffni Park, I trotted to the gym upstairs to do my bit and keep working at Enda’s prescriptive routine. They were only baby steps, but each one brought me closer to my Cavan jersey.


It was frustrating not to be out there with the rest of the team, but it was better than sitting at home doing the exercises by myself – that seriously tested my sanity and patience at times.


I had been doing them every day, constantly hearing Enda’s words in my head and trusting that he was the man to get me right after years of disappointment and false dawns. But there were ups and downs, and one day I grew so frustrated, I punched a dent in the wall at home. Progress was slow, and all I wanted was to feel the buzz of making a save once more. As I sucked in my stomach and tried to activate my core, I could feel how weak I was. I knew that if I wasn’t able to do it while I was lying down and fully focused on activating parts of my body, I had no chance of replicating the correct movement when training or executing 60-yard kicks. It wasn’t working the way it had when Enda showed me, and it was more challenging to do the exercises correctly without his direct supervision and guidance. I was annoyed that I had to go through much more than others to take my place in our starting fifteen.


The exercises were all about quality, not quantity, and Enda told me that I was better off doing six correctly than 20 lethargically. I even made a stab at them on Christmas Day but gave up halfway through and ate a chocolate Kimberley – I’d earned it! Most days in the gym I had the company of Kevin Meehan, who was having injury troubles of his own. He was fantastic company. He’s a human encyclopaedia – thoughtful and intelligent – and a real gentleman. Part of the reason I played football was to meet characters like him. He was also a good man to demand a short kick-out – and long before it became the fashionable thing to do.


On 3 January I was in Kingspan Breffni Park, not to play with my teammates but to stand on the sidelines and manage the Dublin Institute of Technology fresher football team against the under-21 side that I was so desperate to be a part of. Being in charge of the DIT team gave me something else to focus on in the months when I couldn’t play. It was a fantastic experience over the three years I did it, and I got to coach the likes of Mayo’s Aidan O’Shea, Monaghan’s Colin Walshe, Meath’s Bryan Menton and Westmeath’s Kieran Martin, all magnificent footballers. We won an All-Ireland fresher championship in my first year working with Billy O’Loughlin from Laois and Paul Clancy, who had won two All-Irelands with Galway in 1998 and 2001.


It was certainly a strange experience, picking a lineup that would take on my own team, the other side of the pitch filled with the friends I wanted to play with. It was almost surreal standing on the sidelines with my DIT jacket on, pitting my wits against Terry Hyland and his management team of Anthony Forde, Joe McCarthy and Ronan Carolan – but I really enjoyed it. It was a novelty, but in a strange way I felt it put me right back on the radar of the management team and reminded them how important I could be to the side in terms of leadership and influence. Obviously they knew I was working hard to recover from the surgery, but as an injured player there is always a deep-down fear that they will forget about you – out of sight, out of mind. The Cavan line-up was fairly experimental but the game finished in a draw, which meant I didn’t have to take any slagging from Terry. The whole experience made me want to get back playing even more. I loved coaching teams, managing and working with different players and personalities, but it was a different satisfaction to that of playing. Being a leader for other players, earning their trust and respect and helping them to be the best they could be was hugely rewarding, but I would be a liar if I said it came anywhere close to the feeling of being the Cavan goalkeeper.


After the game, when the DIT bus headed back to Dublin, I went to the gym upstairs and did more core work. I lifted my hampered leg up and down for 30 minutes and wondered how many more hours it would be before I was back out on the field. I knew I was getting there. Momentum kept gathering in my recovery, and it meant a lot to me that the management had faith to put me straight back into the team when I was declared fit. It added to my own conviction that I could make that journey from the operating theatre back into competitive action within four months but it wasn’t all plain sailing.
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