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      To the memory of my beloved brother John,
and to all those who struggle with depression

      




      
      


      


      Do not stand by my grave and weep,
      

      
      I am not there I do not sleep.
      

      
      I am a thousand winds that blow,
      

      
      I am the diamond glints upon the snow,
      

      
      I am the sunlight on ripened grain,
      

      
      I am the gentle autumn rain,
      

      
      I am the soft star that shines so bright

      
      In Abbeylara late at night.
      

      
      In loving memory of John Carthy

      
      Whose life was taken tragically

      
      On 20 April 2000, age twenty-seven years.
      




      





      
      
      Prologue

      
      

         Gardaí have sealed off the town of Abbeylara in County Longford after a man armed with a shotgun fired shots at them and then
               barricaded himself into a house. Some families have been moved from neighbouring houses for their safety. Gardaí have surrounded
               the house and made telephone contact with the man inside.
         

         – RTÉ report, 19 April 2000

      



      
      This is how I will always remember it … that wet chilly evening, the wind blowing hard off the Atlantic. I cycled to work
         this morning but the weather turned during the day and now, as I lock up and make everything secure, I dread the long journey
         back to my apartment. I teach in the First Flight Crèche & Montessori School. It’s a job I love, but a group of bright, lively
         children have taken their toll on my energy. When my employer, Linda, offers me a lift, I waste no time accepting it. I pack
         my bike into the boot of her jeep and climb inside. We leave the village of Furbo behind and head towards the seaside resort
         of Salthill, where I live.
      

      
      Once inside my apartment, I set about preparing my evening meal. A cosy night stretches ahead of me, with nothing more strenuous
         to do than settling down with a plate of chicken curry and a few hours’ relaxation in front of the television. It’s a relief to kick off my shoes and draw the curtains against this blustery Galway
         night.
      

      
      The rice is simmering on the hob when my mobile phone rings. I’m not expecting a call from anyone. It could be friends, Geraldine
         Heaney, perhaps, or Siobhan Judge, ringing to see if I want to catch a film or meet up for a drink. I enjoy socialising and
         have made many friends in the eight years since I moved from Longford to Galway. But not tonight, I think, as I pick up the
         phone.
      

      
      My cousin, Ann Walsh, is on the other end of the line. Our mothers are sisters, close friends and neighbours, living only
         a few doors away from each other. Ann sounds subdued. I immediately know by her voice that something is seriously wrong at
         home.
      

      
      ‘Things aren’t good up here,’ she confirms. ‘John’s locked himself into the house on his own and has his gun with him. The
         police have been called to talk him out.’
      

      
      I try to take in the enormity of what she’s telling me. Her words don’t make any sense. I talked to John on the phone earlier.
         He was fine then, looking forward to the weekend, making plans. To add to my disbelief, Ann informs me that two guards from
         Salthill are coming to collect me in a squad car and bring me home to Abbeylara.
      

      
      How? When? Why? I can only blurt out shocked questions, but the whys and wherefores don’t really matter. John, my beloved
         brother, my only brother, is in trouble, and the police have been called to sort out the situation.
      

      
      The apartment is silent after our phone call ends. Everything is as normal – the spicy smell of curry hanging in the air,
         the curtains blocking out the night, the television flickering without sound. Yet everything has changed utterly. I’ve no
         idea how long I’ll be away. Nothing matters except reaching John as soon as possible. I immediately ring his mobile phone.
         No connection, just an operator’s voice informing me that the caller is out of range and advising me to try again later.
      

      
      
      I need someone with me for support, otherwise I’ll start to panic, and that’s not going to help anyone. I immediately think
         of Martin Shelly. He’s known to his friends as Pepper and was one of the first people to befriend John when my brother moved
         to Galway a year ago. They worked together on a building site and remained friends even after John returned to Longford.
      

      
      When Pepper answers his phone, I discover that Ann has already been in touch with him. She was unable to get a connection
         to my mobile number when she first tried to phone me and rang his house phone. He agreed to contact me and get me to ring
         her immediately. However, she successfully reached me when she tried my number again. He knows something is wrong, but not
         the details, and is equally disbelieving when I tell him what has occurred. He promises to be with me as soon as possible.
         He spoke to my mother, who seemed confident that the situation would be sorted out quickly. She has left her house and is
         staying with Ann’s sister, Trisha Mahon, who lives a few miles away from Abbeylara.
      

      
      Abbeylara, where I was reared, is a small rural village in County Longford. Ann’s family, the Walshes, and my own family live
         on the outskirts of the village along a quiet stretch of the Toneymore Road. Nothing much ever happens there, apart from the
         normal activities of daily life. It’s impossible to imagine the police outside our house – or John behind a window with a
         shotgun in his hand. The idea of a police car picking me up seems equally ludicrous, but Ann has made it clear I must return
         to Abbeylara as fast as possible.
      

      
      We’re a small family, just the two of us and my widowed mother, Rose.

      
      John suffers from depression. For ten years I’ve seen the suffering it inflicts on him and admired the way he manages to control
         his illness. Being so close in age – only fourteen months separates us – we’ve always had a close and loving bond. We played
         together as children, socialised together when we grew older, enjoyed the same bands, shared the same friends. After I moved to Galway,
         we phoned each other on an almost daily basis, sometimes even ringing each other a few times during the day, especially when
         John was worried about something. I’d talked him through many difficult times and encouraged him to seek medical care when
         he needed it. We’ve seen each other through a lot over the years, but according to Ann, something has obviously gone wrong,
         and the need to be in Abbeylara overwhelms me.
      

      
      As I pack some clothes and toiletries in my rucksack, I force myself to calm down, to remind myself that John would never
         harm himself, or anyone else. His shotgun is legally owned, used for shooting game. He’s always treated his gun with respect,
         taking proper safety precautions, and would never turn it on himself, no matter how low he felt. My hands shake as I fasten
         the rucksack. I dread the journey, the miles we must cover before I can speak to him.
      

      
      Pepper arrives a few minutes before the police and gives me a reassuring hug. Whatever is wrong with John will be sorted out
         as soon as we reach Abbeylara, he tells me, and I believe him. It’s good to have him here with me. He’s a big man, strong
         shoulders, solid and reliable in a crisis. A friend I can depend on. We’d planned to travel together to Abbeylara for the
         forthcoming Easter weekend. John had been looking forward to Pepper’s first visit to our house and had been talking about
         the weekend when I phoned him at lunchtime. He’d wanted to introduce Pepper to his friends and show him around Abbeylara.
      

      
      Shortly afterwards, a guard arrives from Salthill garda station. Seeing him standing there in his uniform, the seriousness
         of his expression, the situation seems even more frightening. I wonder what the residents will think as I’m escorted from
         the apartment block. What will the neighbours in Abbeylara think as I’m driven through the village in a squad car? Knowing
         how much Rose values her privacy, I hope everyone will be indoors and the crisis sorted out as quietly as possible.
      

      
      I confirm that I am Marie Carthy, and we follow the guard to an unmarked garda car where the driver is waiting. We settle
         ourselves into the back seat and head towards the open road. It’s now nine o’clock. Only two hours have passed since I finished
         work, but the day is already fading into a distant memory. I keep asking the guards for information, but they claim to have
         no idea about what has occurred. It will probably take at least two hours to reach Abbeylara, and their only instructions
         are to ferry me there as fast as possible. I try John’s mobile phone again, but the operator delivers the same message. Inwardly,
         I curse the network coverage to our house, which has always been poor. Apart from myself and Pepper talking to each other,
         there is silence in the car. The radio is switched off and the driver is driving at high speed. When my mobile phone rings,
         I answer it instantly, hoping it’s John.
      

      
      Patricia Leavey, a friend since my early schooldays, is ringing from Abbeylara to check if I’m okay. She tries to sound reassuring,
         but I can tell she’s worried. She’s waiting for me in a friend’s house and will give me any help I need. I’m beginning to
         realise that what has happened to my brother is no longer a private domestic matter.
      

      
      The squad car is going very fast. Saliva fills my mouth. I feel sick and am afraid I’ll throw up. After we’re on the road
         for over an hour, I ask the driver to stop somewhere so that I can use the bathroom. He drives into the car park of a hotel
         in Roscommon. I hurry with Pepper through the entrance, feeling dizzy as we step into the lights. People are eating, drinking,
         laughing together. They seem far away, seen through a haze as I hurry towards the Ladies. I can’t get sick. Slowly, the dizziness
         and nausea pass.
      

      
      At lunchtime, when I phoned John, I used the public phone across the road from the school and managed to reach him on his
         mobile. I look for a public phone in the hotel foyer and shove coins into the slot, trying once more to contact him. Again, I receive the same response. I’m beginning to hate the operator’s monotone voice advising
         me to check again later.
      

      
      The guards remain aloof, only speaking to me to ask directions. They must be aware of how worried I feel, but they conduct
         themselves through silence, doing their duty quickly and efficiently. I contact Patricia again. She’s rung John twice in quick
         succession and managed to get through, but although he answered the phone, he didn’t speak to her and kept hanging up. I don’t
         understand why. John trusts her. On a number of occasions she visited him in hospital. He confided in her, told her how much
         he hated admitting himself to St Loman’s Psychiatric Hospital in Mullingar when he could no longer handle his depression.
      

      
      At Edgeworthstown, the driver asks for the fastest route to Abbeylara. He’s driving at such speed he actually misses one of
         the turnings. About three miles from home, the other guard asks if I’ve any objections to the siren being used. I agree, hoping
         it will provide a clear passage through traffic. I’m beyond caring who sees or hears us. He rolls down the window and puts
         the siren on the roof. The whirring sound beats against my ears. Pepper grasps my hand, orders me to try and relax. I’ll be
         no use to John if I lose my cool at this stage. Everything is going to be all right. I agree with him; contemplating anything
         else is too frightening. Space and time together, that’s all we need to sort out whatever problems have affected John.
      

      
      The first thing I notice as we enter the village is a satellite television van. It can’t be possible – surely there isn’t
         a television crew in Abbeylara reporting on John? Not only are the people of Abbeylara aware of what is happening at our house,
         but so, too, are the general public. Whatever John has done is making headlines, news bulletins. It’ll be reported on television.
         If details of his plight have already been broadcast, he could be listening. He could have seen pictures on television. Many
         people close to him don’t even realise he suffers from depression. I can’t imagine him coming out of the house if he discovers all this attention is focused on him.
      

      
      As we step out of the police car, I thank the guards from Galway for bringing me home. As arranged, Patricia and her sister,
         Ann, are waiting for us. We only have time for a brief conversation before Pepper and I are brought through a garda checkpoint
         and up the Toneymore Road, where more guards await our arrival. We’re only allowed as far as my Aunty Nancy’s house. This
         was where Rose went for advice when John became agitated. The house is empty now. The neighbours have also been evacuated.
         Only one house is occupied, illuminated by a sweeping spotlight. A megaphone is turned in its direction. Figures crouch behind
         the gatepost. Other uniformed guards stand nearby. Squad cards and jeeps are parked at the side of the road. The police have
         formed a complete cordon around the front and back of our house. This is worse than I dared imagine. It reminds me of a crime
         film, something I might have seen on television as I sat down to eat my evening meal.
      

      
      My cousin Thomas Walsh comes over to greet me. We’ve been friends since childhood, have played in the fields surrounding our
         houses and treated each other’s homes like our own. He drove straight from Cork as soon as his family contacted him and has
         already given details to the guards about John’s medical history. Now the guards are anxious to interview me. As yet, these
         men are only faces. In time, their names will become familiar to me: Superintendent Joseph Shelly, who has overall responsibility
         for the so-called Abbeylara siege, and Superintendent Michael Byrne, the night scene commander.
      

      
      My hopes that I’d be able to talk to John as soon as I arrived are quickly dashed. I’m to be interviewed by the guards before
         I make contact, and the interview will be conducted in Ballywillian, a small townland that runs along the back of our property.
         This is for safety reasons, I’m told. The guards don’t want to drive past the house in case it attracts John’s attention and
         he shoots at them. My sense of unreality grows as I step into the jeep with Thomas and Pepper. I simply can’t understand how Rose’s phone call to the local
         police could have created such a massive response. Thank God she’s away from the scene. At least she’s spared the sight of
         armed guards in flak jackets surrounding her home.
      

      
      We’re driven away by a uniformed guard. To reach Ballywillian along this route, we have to backtrack and drive through the
         town of Granard, which is about three miles outside Abbeylara. Traffic has been diverted away from Ballywillian and the road
         is eerily empty except for the guards. We’re introduced to Detective Garda Michael Sullivan, who questions us on behalf of
         the negotiator, Detective Sergeant Michael Jackson. Both Detective Garda Sullivan and the negotiator are members of the Emergency
         Response Unit (ERU). I know little about the ERU, apart from the fact that they are an elite force trained to deal with highly
         charged criminal and terrorist situations. What on earth are they doing in Abbeylara? What is their connection to a quiet
         rural family who simply sought the assistance of the local force to calm a young man in the grip of a depressive episode?
      

      
      I tell Garda Sullivan about John’s illness and how it has affected his life. I also try to figure out the reasons why he’s
         acting so out of character. Tomorrow is Holy Thursday. Ten years previously, our father died on a Holy Thursday. By a strange
         coincidence, Rose’s father also died on another Holy Thursday and, although the feast of Easter falls on a different date
         each year, Easter week is always a particularly poignant time for my family. Then there’s the question of our old house, which
         will soon be demolished. A new house is being built beside it and, by order of the County Council, the old house must be razed
         to the ground as soon as the building work is complete. John is feeling the pressure of the move, trying to get everything
         organised on time for Rose. This sense of responsibility has become heightened as the date of the move draws nearer.
      

      
      This is only one of a number of things that have been weighing heavily on his mind in recent months. He lived for almost a year in Galway, but in February he was dismissed from a building
         project where he worked as a plasterer. He believed this was an unfair dismissal, and despite the situation being eventually
         sorted out to everyone’s satisfaction, the experience upset him deeply. Around the same time, his relationship with his girlfriend
         came to an end, and he blamed himself for its acrimonious ending. As I discuss this with Detective Garda Sullivan, I ask him
         not to mention the relationship in case it upsets John any further. Finally, there is the question of the gardaí. Such a strong
         and obvious presence will do nothing to defuse the situation, especially as John doesn’t trust some of the local guards.
      

      
      ‘Just leave him alone,’ I plead. ‘The main thing you shouldn’t do is confront him. Give him space and he’ll come out of his
         own accord.’
      

      
      Pepper agrees with me and also gives the ERU officer any information about John that he believes will be useful. I look towards
         the back of my house. It’s too dark to make out the details, and I can only imagine John inside, terrified and hostile, lost
         in some dark space in his mind. Garda Sullivan promises to arrange contact for me with John – but not yet. He’s adamant about
         this. Nor will we be allowed near the house. I know by the tone of his voice that the situation is out of my hands. We continue
         to hang around, hoping things will change and we’ll be driven back up to the Toneymore Road.
      

      
      The trees are only now beginning to bud and loom darkly above the jeep. It’s bitterly cold. I can’t stop shaking. Why have
         I been driven home at such high speed in a garda car, only to be left on the sidelines, unable to do anything to ease the
         situation? Eventually, when there’s no sign of any effort being made to enable contact with John, we’re driven back to the
         village. Branches flash past the windows and the quiet waters of Lake Killana, where we’d fished together as children, lap
         silently against the pebble shore.
      

      
      The Devine family lives in the centre of Abbeylara village. Ronan, their son, has been friends with John since they were in
         primary school together. I’m welcomed into their house after returning from my interview with Detective Garda Sullivan. The driver
         promises to come back and pick us up as soon as the arrangements for contact are put in place. He’s told by Mr Devine that
         a key will be left in the front door. The gardaí can enter the house and let us know immediately if we’re needed at the scene.
         We wait for his return. Midnight comes and goes. Again, I try and fail to make contact with John’s phone. I wonder if he’s
         switching it on and off to avoid speaking to the guards? I also phone my mother, Rose. Her distress is obvious, but it’s impossible
         to go to her under the circumstances. I know her niece Trisha and her sister Nancy will support and comfort her as best they
         can. I need to be close to the Toneymore Road when the call comes to speak to John.
      

      
      Another hour passes, then another. A new day has begun. My life has changed unimaginably from what it was a mere twelve hours
         ago. Many lives will be changed by the events being played out in Abbeylara, but none of us can possibly envisage the tragic
         consequences that will unfold over the following hours. My heart is filled with love and trepidation for my brother as I await
         the garda driver’s return. He never shows up. I struggle constantly to keep my panic under control. John must be cold, hungry,
         terrified by what his actions have unleashed. Is he pacing the floor or huddled under the window? Is he thinking of me, wondering
         where I am? Have the guards told him I’m here, just down the road in the village, waiting for an opportunity to speak to him?
         I’m surrounded by friends, yet I feel so alone. But my loneliness is nothing compared to how he must be feeling as he hides
         in the shadows of the house where we shared the carefree years of our childhood.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      

         In the parish of Abbeylara there are two well-preserved remains of stone circles. There are also in this area surviving traces
               of what appear to be megalithic burials. There is no doubt of the antiquity of these stone circles and of their importance
               as archaeological remains of the Bronze Age period of our history. They stand as memorials to those who recognised the sun
               as the centre of the universe, the source of all life.
         

         – From the County Longford Heritage/Historical website

      



      
      The photograph is yellow and a bit dog-eared with age. In it, a young woman stands beside a motorcycle, a BSA 175 model. I
         saw the photograph for the first time when I began to write this book and encouraged my mother to talk to me about her young
         days in Abbeylara. This was her motorcycle. She enjoyed the thrill of the open road, the freedom it gave her when she wasn’t
         working on the family farm. She also loved dancing. It was the era of the big show bands: Larry Cunningham, Big Tom & the
         Mainliners, The Drifters, and all the other popular showbands who regularly played the Eldorado in Oldcastle or the Granada
         Ballroom in Granard. Rose was equally light-footed when it came to céilí dancing and, as Abbeylara is situated on a crossroads, many céilí bands played under the stars while the young and the not-so-young danced
         the night away.
      

      
      For all her gaiety, Rose Donohue was introduced to tragedy early in life when her mother injured her back in an accident and
         was confined to a wheelchair. She died when Rose was only six years old. Her father’s family were mill owners in Killasona,
         a small townland about two miles outside Abbeylara. This was where Rose spent her early years but, after her mother’s death,
         Owen Donohue moved his young family – a son, Patsy, and his two daughters, Nancy and Rose – to a farm in Toneymore. Rose was
         his youngest child and, like her brother and sister, her days were busy on the farm. She worked the bog, fed the livestock
         and gathered the eggs. It was a hard-working, simple way of life carried out in an era when farms were loud with the cackle
         of hens and turkeys and the pigsty was as familiar as the cow byre and the stable. Owen supplemented his farm income by doing
         occasional work with Bord na Móna, which was the biggest employer in that boggy area of the Irish midlands.
      

      
      My own father, John Carthy, a local man from Abbeylara, also worked for Bord na Móna throughout his working life. He was a
         fitter in their Coolnagun plant in north Westmeath. Before cars became a regular feature in the village, a lorry collected
         the local men to bring them to work in the mornings and home again in the evenings.
      

      
      The village of Abbeylara has changed only a little since then. St Bernard’s Church still remains a focal point, with the small
         school John and I attended close beside it. There’s a shop and two pubs, but the post office, like many such institutions
         in rural Ireland, no longer exists. The ruins of the historical monastery that gave Abbeylara its name (Mainister Leathratha
         – abbey of the half rath or little rath) is still a familiar landmark on the approach to the village. Today, all that remains
         of this once-famous Cistercian monastery are the central tower and some adjacent walls. Recently, there’s been a flourish
         of development in the village, with new houses seeming to mushroom overnight, but Abbeylara remains a small, close-knit community.
      

      
      After my parents married, Rose moved into the Carthy family home that had belonged to her husband’s father. When John was
         born, her motorcycle was exchanged for a pram. Only that single photograph provides a clue to the adventurous personality
         of a young woman whom I would always know as my sensible, hard-working mother.
      

      
      John was born in Mullingar General Hospital on 9 October 1972, a dark-haired baby with deep green eyes. According to Rose,
         he had a contented, easy-going nature. Fourteen months later, when I was born in Holles Street Hospital in Dublin and carried
         back to Abbeylara to make his acquaintance, he accepted me into his life without complaint or any signs of sibling jealousy.
         He would do anything for me as I struggled to my feet and began to toddle after him. He was my whole world, my only friend.
      

      
      We were quite young when Nancy, my mother’s sister, moved from Dublin back to Abbeylara and settled into a bungalow just a
         few doors away from us. Suddenly, much to our delight, we had an extended family of five cousins: Maura, Ann, Rosaleen, Trisha
         and Thomas. The Walsh family quickly adjusted to their new surroundings. Thomas was around our own age and lost no time joining
         in our games and roaming the fields with us.
      

      
      John and I started school on the same day. We walked hand in hand from our house to the small one-storey building. We didn’t
         know any of the other children who were also starting on the same day. Some of them were crying as they were ushered into
         their new classroom, and Rose, whose life had been busy with the demands of two mischievous children, also shed a few tears
         as she said goodbye to us. But we were laughing as we settled side by side into our desk, no nerves, just anticipation and
         excitement. In those days, I was very dependent on John. Fourteen months is a big age gap to a small child, and he remained
         my hero – lively, friendly, outgoing. I was the quiet one, shy and awkward in company, only feeling secure when he was beside me.
      

      
      We sat together during that first year. As we were preparing to move into Senior Infants, our teacher decided that John had
         made sufficient progress to go directly into First Class. Being part of a small school meant that he simply moved to another
         area in the same classroom, yet I saw this as a separation and wept with fear at the thought of it. However, it forced me
         to come out of myself, and I began to make my own friends, just as John was doing. A year later, when he moved into a different
         classroom, I waved him goodbye and got on with my own school life.
      

      
      Our childhood was similar to that of many other children living in quiet rural communities. Boredom and isolation could have
         tempted us to devilment, but we made our own fun and took the wide open spaces around us for granted. We climbed trees, played
         hide-and-seek and chased each other in the surrounding fields. A ‘money tree’ grew in our garden. For some reason we picked
         this tree out for special attention, and when the golden leaves fell to the ground, we collected them and buried them in heaps
         under the clay, hoping, perhaps, that they would turn to crocks of gold.
      

      
      We had forests with shadowy trails of spruce, larch, oak and ash to explore. Nearby, Lough Killana and Lough Derragh were
         adventurous places to paddle and fish when we grew older. Uncle Patsy had inherited his father’s farm and it was only 200
         metres from our home. He never married and treated us as his own children, just as our Aunty Nancy did. The village also had
         its challenges, especially the old monastery ruins, with its crumbling walls. It was founded in 1211 by the Anglo-Norman lord,
         Richard de Tuit, and I often wondered if the echo of our voices raised the ghosts of the past. One Halloween evening, I climbed
         the steps to the summit, egged on by my friends, knowing I was breaking rules and that my mother would be horrified if she
         found out. From the top there was a magnificent view over the countryside and a wind that almost toppled me over the edge. In years to come, I would discover that Rose, too, had disobeyed
         her father and made the same perilous journey up the ancient steps.
      

      
      I smoked my first cigarette at the tender age of six. John, aged seven, was equally inexperienced when we both lit up. It
         was summer time, a hot, drowsy day, and we were bored at home. Dad was at work, and Rose, who wasn’t feeling well, had gone
         to bed for a rest, believing we could be trusted to behave ourselves for a few hours. We found her packet of Carroll’s cigarettes
         and decided to experiment. Both my parents smoked, and it looked so simple. We hid in the spare room and blew thick bellows
         of smoke up the chimney of an open hearth fireplace. We felt grown up and sophisticated until Trisha, my cousin and godmother,
         entered the house, followed our trail of smoke and caught us in the act. Amazingly, we weren’t violently ill, even though
         we’d smoked almost an entire packet of ten. It’s ironic to think of the significance cigarettes would have for John many years
         later but, fortunately, on that sunny day, we’d little idea of what lay ahead for both of us.
      

      
      John received his First Holy Communion in 1980. Preparations for the big day began early that year. I remember how nervous
         he was about the ‘sins’ he would have to confess and how seriously he rehearsed their telling. It all seemed very mysterious
         and exciting. We could commit as many sins as we liked and still be forgiven once we entered the confession box and whispered
         them into the ears of the priest. I can still picture him dressed in his navy blue suit on that special day as our former
         parish priest, Fr Michael Egan, placed the host on his tongue. He looked so vulnerable and innocent, so open to the belief
         that he was receiving the body of Jesus Christ into his soul.
      

      
      Growing up, we remained inseparable. The deep bonds we had shared as small children showed no signs of loosening. Fishing,
         handball, cycling, football and tennis were just some of the activities that filled our days. We watched our favourite television
         programmes – Wanderly Wagon, Blue Peter and, later, Grange Hill, Chips, Neighbours and, John’s favourite, the wrestling matches. Like any brother and sister, we had our disagreements but, thankfully, they
         never lasted long.
      

      
      The high point of our summers was an annual trip to the Steam Engine Rally in Stradbally, Co. Laois. It was an opportunity
         for my father to meet up with friends who, like himself, were fascinated by the operational models on display and to hunker
         in front of strange noisy contraptions that throbbed with a fast mechanical beat. I remember the old-fashioned steam engines
         with their high red wheels and hissing steam, the sheep-dog demonstrations, the microlight planes and classic cars, the motor
         bikes and the amusement arcade that drew us like a magnet with its flashing lights and jingle of coins. Our favourite activities
         were watching the hot-air-balloon show and riding the narrow gauge railway.
      

      
      The next big stepping stone for John was his Confirmation, which took place in 1985. This was yet another important moment
         in his journey towards adulthood, and there were even more in-depth preparations for the receiving of this sacrament. He took
         Patrick as his Confirmation name, after Uncle Patsy, and Jerry Flynn, my cousin Maura’s husband, was his sponsor. John was
         their regular babysitter, and their children looked forward to the nights when he was left in charge. The house was always
         quiet and the family fast asleep when Maura and Jerry returned home from their nights out. On this occasion, Jerry escorted
         him to the altar, where he placed his hand on John’s shoulder and promised to put the ‘Gifts of the Spirit’ into practice.
      

      
      As the years flew by, we had only one big worry: our father’s failing health. Dad was a hard-working man who enjoyed growing
         his own vegetables, saving turf on the bog and gathering the hay during summer. Politics and current affairs interested him.
         When he had time to spare, he would be found reading the newspaper or a current-affairs magazine. He was keen to keep abreast with what was happening outside our small community, yet he was also involved in the
         heart of village life.
      

      
      As a young man, he had developed bronchitis. He often told me about the times he worked the bogs in all kinds of rough weather.
         On one occasion, he took a lift home on top of a hay lorry. It began to lash rain and he was drenched to the skin when he
         finally reached his destination; he developed pneumonia. This left him with chronic bronchitis, which became an increasingly
         difficult complaint to control as he grew older.
      

      
      Like John would later become, Dad was a chain smoker who tried many times to quit. All his attempts failed. He was well and
         truly addicted to nicotine. As his health worsened, I often lay awake at night worried that he was going to die. To lose anyone
         from my family seemed like a far-off nightmare, yet listening to him coughing in the small hours, the nightmare seemed a little
         closer. His health further deteriorated when he developed heart disease and was hospitalised on a number of occasions. In
         time, even walking was a problem, and he had an oxygen container by his bedside. When the local doctor told us that he was
         ‘living on borrowed time’, I was too young to understand what he meant. Had I realised that Dad’s time with us was ‘borrowed’
         from death, I would have been heartbroken. Fortunately, the meaning escaped me, and I was able to convince myself he would
         recover.
      

      
      Every Saturday, John helped out on Patsy’s farm. He was driving Patsy’s tractor from the age of eleven and doing a man’s work
         around the farm. His early experiment with smoking and the ticking off that followed were forgotten once he became a teenager.
         He started smoking in his early teens and often shared a packet of cigarettes with Thomas at the back of a haystack. Thankfully,
         they never burned Patsy’s farm down, and our uncle probably turned a blind eye to their furtive activities.
      

      
      
      John’s secondary education began in 1985 when he attended Ardscoil Phadraig in Granard. His friends nicknamed him ‘Smirky’
         because he was always smiling. His happy-go-lucky personality helped him make friends easily. Cnoc Mhuire and Ardscoil Phadraig
         are the two secondary schools in Granard. I chose Ardscoil Phadraig to be with John and followed him a year later. I was a
         diligent student and enjoyed my subjects, especially the much-derided Irish classes, which were my favourite.
      

      
      John was an average football player and usually played as a half forward when chosen for his team. He also enjoyed hurling,
         but his favourite competitive sport was handball, where he was considered to be a skilled competitor. It never mattered which
         sport he played, though – what was important to John was the challenge of competing, the team camaraderie, the thrill of winning.
         His trophies were always proudly displayed at home. I also loved playing hurling and wanted to compete alongside the boys.
         John didn’t approve of this ambition, especially when, much to his mortification, I was once chosen to play in goal for one
         of their matches.
      

      
      Ronan Devine, one of John’s closest friends, lived in the house opposite St Bernard’s Church. His family always made John
         welcome when he went to their house to play pool. He was an excellent player and frequently won on the break. When we played
         pool together, I found it hard to get a shot if he had the break. It could be very frustrating to play against him, yet also
         great fun as he joked his way through each frame.
      

      
      As soon as he was old enough to legally hold a licence, he began driving my father’s red Fiat 127. One afternoon, I accompanied
         him in the car to Patsy’s farm. A schoolfriend, Regina Masterson, came to keep me company. After John started helping Patsy
         around the farm, I managed to get the keys and decided to experiment. John had made driving look so effortless. With Regina
         strapped into the passenger seat, I turned the ignition. John heard the engine roaring and came running into view just as I was driving down the laneway towards the main road. In the rear-view mirror I watched him chasing
         after the car, yelling at us to stop, his running hampered by his Wellington boots. All we could do was laugh, but our laughter
         was soon silenced as I stamped on the pedals and tried to bring the car to a halt. Needless to say, John was far from amused
         when he caught up with us and ordered us out. Behind his fury there was the very real fear that we would have injured ourselves,
         or worse. He was my big brother, always looking out for me. It was a long time before I was allowed behind the wheel of a
         car again.
      

      
      When tragedy struck our young lives for the first time, it wasn’t my father we mourned, but Patsy, our beloved uncle. He’d
         also worked with Bord na Móna and, on the day he died, had been feeling unwell. On his way home from work, he called in to
         Nancy. Just as he was about to sit down for a cup of tea, he suffered a massive heart attack and died on the spot. It was
         a balmy day, perfect for hay-making, and we were turning the hay at home when a neighbour hurried down the road to tell Rose
         the tragic news. We couldn’t believe that someone who had seemed so healthy could go from us so suddenly. John, who had spent
         so many hours working with him on the farm, missed him sorely. For all of us, it was difficult coming to terms with death
         and my worries about my father’s health increased.
      

      
      After Patsy passed away, John inherited his Ferguson 20 tractor. It was parked at our family home, and John would occasionally
         use it for carrying out various chores. One afternoon, he drove it down the driveway to collect turf from the bog. The tractor
         went out of control, and he crashed straight through our next-door neighbour’s wooden fence and onto their freshly cut lawn.
         Luckily, our neighbours were away on that day, but I can still see the look of horror on John’s face as he sat on the tractor
         in the middle of their churned-up lawn. As soon as I realised he was unharmed, all I could do was laugh. Fortunately, our
         neighbours also had a sense of humour and were fine about the damage when they came home. Over the following days, John erected and painted a new fence, and the incident did
         nothing to dampen his love of driving.
      

      
      Our father’s health continued to worsen. For the last eighteen months of his life, he was often admitted to hospital, sometimes
         for up to two weeks at a time. John took us to visit him every day. I found it extremely upsetting, seeing my father so helpless
         and ill. No matter how much I tried to deny it, I had to accept that he would not be with us much longer.
      

      
      On one particular evening, I decided to stay at home with Regina and watch a video. I was opting out, a teenager unable to
         cope with her father’s unbearable pain. Later that evening, John arrived home, upset and freezing cold. When he was driving
         Rose to the hospital, a horse jumped out in front of Dad’s car and plunged its hooves through the windscreen, shattering the
         glass. John was unhurt, but Rose had to go to hospital to receive stitches and would later suffer from post-traumatic stress.
         The gardaí were contacted, but the horse fled before they arrived. Its rightful owner was never found.
      

      
      Not wanting to put unnecessary stress on our father when he was so ill, John never told him what happened. He knew that Dad
         would have wanted the car brought home, so he drove it back to Abbeylara with no windscreen to protect him from the cold and
         had it repaired the following day. Even at such a young age, he looked after us at all times.
      

      
      He was seventeen when Dad passed away on 12 April 1990. We had been expecting him to die but kept holding on to the belief
         that, somehow, by our sheer willpower and his love for us, he would live a while longer. On the day he died, we’d gone shopping
         in Mullingar before visiting the hospital. It was Easter week and, as well as the usual grocery shopping, we had to buy Easter
         eggs for ourselves and our extended family. We completed our shopping and went to the hospital. Dad seemed to be asleep, his
         skin warm and soft to touch. I shook his arm, called his name, told him we were there at his bedside. For once, I wasn’t conscious of his laboured breathing. Instead, I heard only a peaceful silence. As I bent over him, I realised
         he wasn’t breathing at all. It seemed as if he had simply dozed off while waiting for us to arrive. The nurses came when we
         called them and stared at him in disbelief.
      

      
      ‘He was in great form all morning,’ they told us. ‘He had his usual shave and was walking around the ward for a while. Then
         he went back to bed for a rest.’
      

      
      Death had crept gently upon him. Eighteen months of intense suffering had come to an end. We tried to take comfort from the
         peaceful expression on his face, but standing by his bedside, his hand still warm in mine, the stiffness of death not yet
         on his face, our future seemed bleak and empty without him.
      

      
      Over the next few days, a constant flow of sympathisers came to our house to pay their respects. In such a small community
         as Abbeylara, no one is ever alone, and the death of a neighbour draws people together in an effort to help the bereaved family
         in practical ways. John travelled in the hearse on the evening of our father’s removal to the parish church. The hearse and
         mourners paused for an instant outside our family home to allow Dad to bid us all a last farewell.
      

      
      His funeral mass was held on Easter Sunday morning. Our secondary-school chaplain sang the gospel reading, and as I stared
         at my father’s coffin, I was overcome with grief at how much I’d lost. I’d never see him again, hear his footsteps, his voice
         calling my name. I kept thinking about places we’d visited, how he’d always called me ‘Daddy’s girl’, the doll he’d bought
         me for one of my birthdays, our yearly outings to the Steam Rally – all the little events and the big occasions, all the space
         he’d filled in our lives shut off for ever.
      

      
      Throughout the following weeks, we got by with the help of our relations, friends and neighbours. But John was our greatest
         support through those dark, lonely days. He was the ‘man of the house’ now, and, although he was studying for his Leaving Certificate, he believed he needed to be there for my mother and myself.
      

      
      Unfortunately, he contracted chicken pox during his Leaving Certificate and had to be isolated in a room to sit the exams.
         His self-determination and dedication helped him through each day. He was pleased with the results he achieved, and they enabled
         him to accept a place in Warrenstown Horticultural College, Co. Meath.
      

      
      He bought his own car, an Opel Cadet, when he was seventeen. I remember him driving it home, the sun glinting off the green
         metallic sheen when we went outside to inspect it. It was his cherished possession and was maintained in peak condition. The
         big craze at that time was the CB radio. John had one installed in his car, as did a couple of his friends. He spent many
         hours talking to friends and making new ones. I often joined him and loved listening to the craic over the airwaves.
      

      
      Like my mother before him, dancing was another interest. At the time, the local hotspot was a disco in Cavan. Transport there
         and back was organised with a local bus travelling from Granard every Saturday night and dropping those who lived in Abbeylara
         back to the village after it was over. When John attended his first disco, I was annoyed at being unable to go with him. To
         me, fourteen months meant nothing, but to my mother, it was everything. I was forced to watch from the sidelines as he got
         ready for his big night out. However, being John, I didn’t have to wait for long. Within a short time he’d talked Rose into
         allowing me to go dancing with him at the Carrick Springs, Blazers and Fountain Blue nightclubs on the occasional Friday or
         Saturday night. Like most young people starting out in life, we knew how to enjoy ourselves. As our circle of friends widened,
         John began going out with girls. He was particularly keen on one girl, and their relationship was to last for about a year.
      

      
      John began his horticulture course in 1991. Over a number of summers, he’d been employed in the local garden centre and had
         also worked with a landscaper from Longford. It was our first time apart. Without him or my father, the house seemed unnaturally
         quiet. Slowly, Rose and I began to adjust to our new situation. Every weekend, John returned home from Warrenstown College
         to ensure we had everything we needed. His sense of duty was strong but, in retrospect, it must have been a huge responsibility
         for any young man to carry.
      

      
      I attended my debs in my final year in secondary school. I’d looked forward to this special night for ages and enjoyed discussing
         all the aspects of this important occasion with my friends. I was delighted to discover that a girl in my class had invited
         John to be her partner, which meant we could attend the debs together. Although John saw himself as a man of the world, he
         was as shy as most young men when it came to such formal occasions and was acutely embarrassed purchasing an orchid for her.
      

      
      Before the big night arrived, fate seemed determined to single me out for punishments that should never be inflicted on any
         aspiring debutante. I had an accident playing football and was on crutches. To make matters worse, I used a fake tan lotion
         to achieve an all-over tan and came out in an all-over rash instead. While I was still trying to deal with the horror of this
         discovery, John went into Granard and bought me a special cream to try and ease the itch. The only way to cover my arms was
         to wear a pair of long gloves up to my elbows. I had to keep them on even when I was eating the meal. I still remember him
         laughing across the table at me as I tried to manage my knife and fork and keep my gloves away from the gravy.
      

      
      We were happy to see John pursuing his career in horticulture. Our father had loved his garden, and John was showing the same
         green-fingered skills. Yet it was during those early months in college that he began to display the first signs of depression.
         Initially, such signs were easy to explain away. His moods fluctuated, but why not? He was studying hard, then coming home
         at weekends to look after the chores my father would normally have undertaken. His grief was still raw and unresolved, so it was easy to explain his sleeplessness, the need to talk incessantly, his sudden irritabilities. Excuses
         could always be found to account for his elation, which could sweep him along on its crest, then just as suddenly leave him
         dejected and withdrawn. I was aware that everyone, including myself, had ups and downs. Our father had only died two years
         previously. Happiness, sadness, even anger were normal emotions, an essential part of daily life. Or so I tried to convince
         myself. But a time came when we could no longer ignore the ever-increasing evidence that all was not well with John.
      

      
      Along with his elation, his alternating down periods meant that he had very little energy. He told me he felt worthless and
         was unable to lift himself from this sense of hopelessness. He lost interest in his studies and his usual sporting activities.
         His self-esteem plummeted and was combined with guilt over our father’s death. Despite all our reassurances to the contrary,
         he believed he was letting our father down, especially as his depression meant he had to miss his Christmas examinations.
         When he returned to college in January, he felt under pressure to make up for lost time, which added to his stress. It was
         difficult to watch my outgoing, friendly brother becoming ground down under the weight of real or imagined worries.
      

      
      His first decision to manage his illness was made when he agreed to contact our family doctor. Dr Cullen arrived to our house
         shortly after we phoned him. Before, he had always attended us for minor ailments and the usual childhood illnesses. This
         was different. John agreed to admit himself to St Loman’s Hospital in February 1992 as a voluntary in-patient. He was diagnosed
         as suffering from endogenous depressive illness and prescribed Gamanil and Xanax oral medication. Suddenly, we were looking
         into a deep, frightening well – and we had no knowledge of what lay beyond the dark surface.
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