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PROLOGUE


I DEBATED WITH MYSELF FOR A LONG TIME whether or not I should do this book because I felt I was too young to write about my life.


To be honest, this is something I never thought I’d have the courage to do. But I’m glad I did. Writing this book, for me, has been a therapeutic exercise and I hope that it also encourages anyone out there who might also be suffering to be brave, and seek help. You know, you only get one chance at life and there’s no point in wasting it feeling miserable.


That’s the mistake I made. I have lived with anxiety and depression pretty much all my life. It has affected everything I’ve ever done or achieved. And for a long time I suffered in silence. I just bottled everything up and didn’t talk to anyone about it. I know now, of course, that that’s what causes a lot of the harm. But I didn’t know that then.


I’m still a bit insecure, a bit unsure of myself. That might seem strange, coming from somebody who makes their living getting up on stage and performing in front of tens of thousands of people, but that’s just the way I was for a long time.


And the only time when I didn’t feel like this was when I stood up and sang a song. Put a microphone in front of me and a guitar in my hands, and I could let go and feel real joy, if only for a few moments at a time. And because it was something that just came naturally to me, it meant I was able to get up in front of people and perform, without overthinking or worrying about it too much.


But when I wasn’t singing or performing, I struggled to ignore all these other uncomfortable feelings that would bubble up. I just kept pushing them away, trying not to get caught up in them. It’s something I’ve always struggled with, and still do. But when I was 20 years of age it would lead to my first serious panic attack.


It was a horrible experience. It turned my life upside down and for a while it completely stole my confidence. But it would also prove to be a turning point because it forced me to eventually reach out and get help.


Now, I sometimes stop and think, If I had never had that panic attack, would I be where I am today? Probably not. Because it was then, at my lowest point, that I decided to throw everything I had into songwriting. And for a long time it was the only thing I had in my life that kept me afloat.
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July 1996


I’m around eight years of age and about to step up on stage for the first time in my life. It’s the early afternoon and I’m sitting with my family in a pub in Courtown, a seaside town in County Wexford, where we had gone for the weekend.


My parents don’t drink but they had brought us to the ‘local’, one of those places that every corner of Ireland has, where sometimes there would be a carvery and families would go to have something to eat on a Sunday afternoon.


They were a lot different back then though, with everyone sitting around smoking, for a start, and I’m sure the laws or whatever have changed now, but it was like a playground for the kids, who were allowed to run amok. There was also, usually, a little stage in the corner of the lounge area, where sometimes a guy would sit on a stool and play a few cover songs on a guitar or a keyboard while a drum machine kept the beat in the background.


There was a guitarist there that day, strumming his guitar and singing the Tom Jones song ‘Delilah’, badly, but they also had a karaoke machine set up and when the guitar guy took a break they were asking people to come and sing a song. Now, my family loves karaoke. My dad had brought a karaoke machine home one time, around Christmas, and we all used to take turns singing, so I had a bit of practice and I knew a couple of songs. My dad, who was always into having a bit of fun, was trying to get me to go up and sing one. I was like, ‘Okay, I’m going to do this,’ but I’ll be honest, I was shitting it.


Nervously I went over to the man with the microphone and asked him to put on my favourite Bee Gees song. He asked me my name and said, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, a big round of applause for Stephen, from Swords. And Stephen’s going to sing ‘Words’ for us’, and he selected the track and it came on.


The place was packed and I remember all these faces looking back at me but as soon as the music started all my nerves went away. The words came up on the screen but I didn’t even have to look at them. I knew that song so well because it was my party piece that I would have sung at home loads of times before. But while I was a little performer in front of my family, this was the first time that a crowd of strangers was the audience. I closed my eyes and everything seemed to go quiet, like all the noise, all the voices and chatter died down. I remember trying not to choke on the smoke from all the cigarettes. And then that lovely piano intro started and I launched into the song at the top of my voice. I started moving and swaying as I got into the song and found myself lost in the moment as I belted out that big chorus.


There I was, this little eight-year-old kid, belting out one of the classics and I was just loving it. Before I knew it, the song was over and I was handing the mic back. I think there was even a brief round of applause but I’m not sure if anybody was really listening. The compère, I suppose you’d call him, came over clapping his hands and he handed me a little Casio watch. Now, this wasn’t a competition or anything like that, I think he just thought, Ah, I’d better give the little lad something for his efforts, but I was delighted. I took my new prize back to my family, who were all laughing and cheering, and I remember being chuffed with myself. Not only for getting that watch but also because well, maybe it was then, after that little performance in Courtown that day, that something went off in my head: ‘Okay, I can actually do this’, you know? It occurred to me that I could really sing and people seemed to enjoy it. Well, maybe they did and maybe they didn’t and they just gave me the watch because they felt sorry for me, but it was still a big deal for a shy kid like me.


Most kids are shy to some degree or another but I was incredibly introverted back then. I had always been uncomfortable around people I didn’t know, and this discomfort made me nervous. I was very insecure, I suppose, as a kid and so I was very quiet and reserved. It’s taken me years to fully accept that that’s just who I am. I’m an introvert. But through therapy and self-acceptance I’ve come to terms with that and I’m happier for it.


I had felt like that for as long as I could remember so that was normal to me. But when I was put behind a microphone, I felt different. I was able to let all that go and relax, even for a few moments.


For most people, I’d imagine, getting up in front of a crowd, even a small one, would be a bit nerve-wracking, and it was for me too, but once I had that mic in my hand and I was singing a song I knew well, that nervousness, that anxiety which was always bubbling away under the surface would ease and I’d feel different. Better, somehow. I had experienced that feeling before, long before I got on that stage in Courtown, because I had already been singing at home with my family for years.


I grew up in River Valley in Swords, a town just outside Dublin, with my mam Maura, who was a teacher in the primary school I went to, my dad Des, who worked in a psychiatric hospital, my brother Alan who is four years older than me, and my two sisters, Denise who is one year older than me, and Fiona who is a year younger.


We were a close-knit family and we spent most of our time together growing up. I suppose, once we became teenagers, myself and my brother and my sisters were like anybody else, and we would kinda have our own friends and that, but as kids we got on well. Of course, there was always the odd time we would eat the heads off each other, either me and one of my sisters or my brother, over stupid things. But off the top of my head I can’t think of any big arguments, it was always just who wanted to watch what on TV. Tiny things like that.


I had a happy enough childhood, I don’t remember any big dramas, but I did run away from home once. I didn’t know any of this had happened until I was told about it years later but apparently, when I was only two, I got out onto the road. Somehow I got down into the valley, which is a good, long distance away from our house, and a neighbour of ours, Sean Joyce, found me. Now that I think about it, I do remember being delighted and wanting to keep going, to keep running. But he grabbed me and said, ‘What the hell are you doing out here?’ and he brought me back home. I don’t know how I got out, maybe I let myself out or maybe the door was open, but I do know I made it as far as the valley. And I was probably lucky that nothing happened to me along the way. I was also always falling down the stairs and banging my head. Some of my friends say today that that explains a lot. I fell down four, maybe five times, my parents told me, and one of those times, they had to bring me to get stitches in my head. The second I got back home, I fell down the stairs again and I had to go back to the hospital for more stitches. My poor parents, for them it was blink and he’s gone. I would be in my cot and I’d figure out how to escape. They had no idea how I was doing it but apparently I was taking the bars out and getting out that way.


There was always music in the house when I was growing up. All my family, in their own way, are into music or performing. Some of my earliest memories are of sitting in the back seat of my dad’s car and listening to a compilation CD he had made himself. He had picked out all his favourite songs from all the albums he had in the house and burnt them onto this CD so that he could listen to them when he was driving.


Whenever we went anywhere in the car he’d stick on this CD and I’d be in the back seat, maybe five, six years of age, and I’d be singing along. To this day, I know every word to every song that was on that CD because I had learned them by singing them over and over. I’d grow to love all those old-school songs. There was Billy Joel, Bruce Springsteen, Jackson Browne and a song by Bob Dylan’s son’s band The Wallflowers called ‘One Headlight’. There were some Neil Young songs too, and one was called ‘Words (Between the Lines of Age)’. Now, that is a great song. I’m not sure what it is about that song in particular, but it hit me in a way I find hard to explain. Neil Young would write from a deep place about issues that affected him deeply and that song has an emotional depth to it that even as a kid I could pick up on. There was this raw emotion in his voice and I’d just get lost in it. And still, to this day, that’s the sort of music I naturally gravitate towards. I wouldn’t just sing the lyrics to all these songs either. I’d be sitting there, humming along to the melodies and imitating the instrumental parts. You know, it would come to the guitar solo and I’d be like, ‘wah, wah, wah’, and when it came to the drums I’d wave my arms in the air and go, ‘dum, dum, bedum, dish’. God knows what my dad and the others in the car were doing while I was making all this racket, I’m just glad I didn’t cause a crash.


From a very early age, then, I was learning about songs and exploring music. I think I was still only about eight or nine when I bought my first album, with my pocket money. It was Elvis Presley, a live album from 1957 or something like that, that I bought in Tape to Tape, a record shop that used to be in Swords, in the mall. It had all the classics on it. Like, there was his cover of ‘Tutti Frutti’ and ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. I’m not sure why I chose Elvis, because my brother had already introduced me to The Beatles. And I was blown away by them. He had those records, ya know, the Blue Album and the Red Album? I remember hearing ‘Revolution’ for the first time and that big John Lennon scream at the start, and instantly all the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. Myself and my brother shared a bedroom and I nearly fell off the top bunk the first time I heard it. I jumped down and was like, ‘What the heck is thaaaat?’ It was the scream that got me. I’d never heard anything like that before and I just felt the amazing energy of that sound. My brother told me about them and who they were and we’d go through all the back catalogue: ‘Back in the USSR’, ‘Ticket To Ride’, ‘She Loves You’ …


I’m not sure, then, why I had gone for an Elvis album when I went to the record shop. There were other Elvis records in the house that I had listened to and maybe that’s why I bought that one. All I knew was that if anything else sounded like ‘Revolution’, I wanted to hear it. Then my brother figured out Napster and how you could download music illegally.


Looking back now, as a musician and a songwriter, it’s not something I’m particularly proud of, because I know how important royalties are to artists. Downloading music from sites like Napster is essentially stealing, but of course I know that now and didn’t understand that then. But all of a sudden we had access to a whole world of music. One of the first songs I heard on Napster was Chuck Berry’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’, that was also in the movie Back to the Future. I loved that movie and when I saw Michael J. Fox doing that big solo in the scene where he’s on the stage in the hall, that just floored me. I was like, ‘Woah, I wanna do that.’ I wanted to get on a stage and do a solo like that. ‘Johnny B. Goode’ would be one of the first songs I’d learn to play properly on the guitar, and when we got our first band together it was the first song I’d ever play on stage. And I tried to play it just like Michael J. Fox did.


I had first learned how to perform at home, on my dad’s karaoke machine, with my family. Christmas is amazing with my dad. He’s the life and soul of the party and he likes taking the piss out of himself and entertaining people, in his own quirky way. He’ll burst into song and then get everyone to join in, even at home. And he loves karaoke. He has his party pieces, those one or two songs that are like his ‘go-to’ songs, and to this day, if we’re out anywhere together and there’s a karaoke machine in the corner, we’ll all be saying, ‘Go on, Dad, get up and sing.’ He’s always like, ‘No, no, no,’ insisting he doesn’t want to, and then you look around and he’s knocking out Tom Jones and Frank Sinatra. And when he’s finished and he gets his round of applause he’s like, ‘Will I do another?’ It’s a very funny thing to see.


And then, when he brought his own karaoke machine home that time at Christmas, when I was about six or seven, we’d all go into the sitting room and he’d encourage each of us to sing a song. We’d take it in turns to select one on the screen, press the button and start singing when the words appeared. One of my favourites was ‘When the Going Gets Tough’ by Billy Ocean and I’d sing it whenever we got together, which was most nights of the week. Those nights were great fun, but even if nobody else was around I’d still go into the sitting room on my own, put it on and sing away. I’d even sing it when we went over to my nan, Máiréad Duffy, who lives on the southside, in Glenageary. She’s my mam’s mam and she’s an awesome lady. Originally from Kerry, she was a school teacher, like my mam. She is this larger-than-life character, who has her own creative streak. Her first language is Irish, and she writes poetry. She had all these poetry books lying around the house and three of her Irish poems were published in Bí ag caint in 1993 for the Junior Cert Irish exam, which I thought was pretty cool. We’d get in the car to go visit Nana Duffy at Christmas and on other family occasions. Me and my brother and sisters would run around the house with our cousins while my parents and aunts and uncles would gather in the sitting room. My nan is incredibly creative, very much about expressing yourself, be it through writing, painting, poetry or music, and she encouraged that creative streak in all of us. There would be fifteen or sixteen of us in her house, and then we’d all have to take turns to stand up and tell a story or read a poem to the whole family. My nan would start off by reading a poem and then maybe an uncle would tell a joke or two. Then a cousin might do a dance. Another uncle Mick had a guitar and my brother Alan had one that he’d got for Christmas one year, so they’d start strumming a song and we’d all sing along. They’d take turns to play songs like ‘House of the Rising Sun’, and everyone would join in. The whole time I’d be getting ready, going over one of the songs I’d learned at home in my head. And then, when it came to my turn, I’d get up and tap my foot and count to three. ‘One … two … three’, and then I’d start singing the words, a capella. I’d be there with my eyes closed, shaking my head. Maybe the first few times I was a bit nervous, getting up and singing in front of all these people, but I always got a big round of applause and then I’d relax and have fun. Me and my sister and a couple of my cousins would do the ‘Macarena’ and get everyone to join in. We had so many of those nights over at my nan’s and it was those times and practising on that karaoke machine that grew the confidence in me to be able to sing and perform in front of other people.


My mam and my sister Denise and my brother Alan can all play a bit of music too. We had one of those upright pianos in the middle of the conservatory at home for Denise, who was actually the talented one in the house. She was far more musical than I was and she’d later become a qualified music teacher. Denise is incredibly outgoing as well. She’s like my nan, the sort of person who walks into a room and everyone notices. She’s an entrepreneur and now owns an English language school in Spain, and she’s done very well for herself. She also became an awesome piano player and won the Swords ‘Young Musician of the Year’ when we were still kids. I’d tinker around on that piano, hitting the odd key and listening to the sound it made. I was fascinated by how I could string a few notes together by hitting the keys in the right sequence. I remember my parents came home one day and went mental when they discovered I’d scratched numbers over each of the keys with a butter knife. Because I couldn’t read music I’d just go by the sounds. I’d been trying to play this song, I don’t know the name of it, but it’s from the movie Big with Tom Hanks. You know that scene when they do the duet by dancing on the giant keys in the store? It’s that one, and a lot of people who learn the piano practise that song. So I had scratched in the numbers 1 and 2 and 3 over the keys so I could remember where my fingers would go.


Under the ‘1’ I’d know if I hit that key it would make that sound. And under the ‘2’ I knew where that sound was. It worked pretty well, until my parents came in and they were like, ‘Stephen! What the HELL did you do to the piano? You’ve ruined it!’ But, look, it was an old second-hand one that they’d picked up somewhere, it wasn’t one of those expensive Steinways, but they had just paid to have it restored and now there were all these little numbers etched into the paint. And they’re still there to this day. I think I was probably sent to my room, but the punishment didn’t last long. And when I was allowed near the piano again those little numbers did help me remember where to put my fingers. I kept messing around on it and learning new things. Because I was showing such an interest in the piano my parents decided to send me to the same piano teacher in school that Denise went to, but I didn’t enjoy it. It didn’t click with me. The teacher was trying to teach me the basics, there were quavers and crotchets, but I just found it all very boring. I was a terrible student because I couldn’t read music and had no interest in learning how to. I think I left after a couple of lessons or maybe he asked me to leave, I can’t remember; maybe it was a bit of both. I preferred just to see what I could come up with myself by messing around with the piano, at home. Denise would also show me how to play a few notes, and very slowly I started to pick it up, badly, but that’s how I learned, by ear, and with a little help from my sister.


There was also a big old acoustic guitar lying around that my mam had played when she was still in college, and I remember taking it out. She knew a few tunes from playing in pubs and that, not for money but just, ya know, ‘Let’s have a sing-song’ kinda vibe, and I’d take that guitar up to my room and sit there on my bed just strumming it. Physically it was too big for me and I’d have to lay it down horizontally on my lap so I could reach the strings. My brother, who was also learning guitar at the time, showed me how to play ‘Everybody Hurts’ by R.E.M. It’s one of their most powerful songs but it’s a simple melody. I loved the way you could do that, listen to a song and then try to replicate it on the guitar.


My parents saw how I was getting more into the guitar than the piano so they probably thought it was worth forking out for a few lessons in that instead. They sent me to the same teacher Alan had been going to, a guy called Gerry Donovan, who used to give classes once a week in the local community centre, and he started teaching me the basics. First, he taught the class how to strum, by playing a simple, traditional song called ‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore’. We’d all sit there and strum down, down, up, down, up, down, down. Then I moved on to playing basic chords, like C and G, A minor and F. Once you get a handle on them, you can play almost any song. And that’s probably where my love affair with the guitar really began. It was magical to me, to be able to sit down and string a few chords together and make the same sound as the songs on the records I was listening to at home. I’d spend hours in my bedroom on my own, just strumming the strings, trying to play Elvis songs and ‘Johnny B. Goode’.


In primary school I was known as ‘the singer’, even though I was the one sitting at the back of the class most of the time, hoping the teacher wouldn’t ask me any questions. I went to Holy Family Junior National School in Swords, where my mam taught. It was kinda cool having her there, because – and I’m sure they still do this to this day – if a teacher is out sick or whatever then the class gets split up. They’d send all the kids into different classrooms and I’d be allowed to go sit at the back of my mam’s class and she wouldn’t give me too much work to do. I must have been really young, but I have this random memory of being in the yard at break time and a kid coming up to me and not believing that I didn’t live in the school. I don’t know why he insisted that I lived there. I think maybe he thought all teachers lived in school and because my mam was teaching there he assumed we both lived there. It’s an odd memory alright, but I think that got around and then loads of kids thought I lived there, no matter what I said.


Both our parents were very supportive when we were growing up, in everything we did. My mam stressed the need to have a good education and so did my dad. He was the same as my mam, ya know, he’d be like, ‘Ya have to study,’ but at the same time he’d be in the background, quietly approving when I showed a serious interest in music.


I didn’t engage much in primary school and just did the bare minimum to get through. Most of the time I just put my head down and got on with it and tried not to draw attention to myself. I didn’t mind the work so much as having to deal with this constant discomfort and unease I felt around the other kids and the teachers. I don’t know why I felt like that. I’ve gone through a lot of work since then, trying to understand myself and the reasons why I felt the way I did, but sometimes there are no quick and easy answers. All I knew back then was that it was music, again, that would take me out of myself. My teacher in second class, Miss Murphy, had a sort of ‘show and tell’ every Friday, where you’d have to get up in front of the whole class and perform a little piece. Some kids would tell a story and some would play the recorder, or do a dance. Some of them didn’t want to do it, but I was used to performing by now, from doing karaoke and singing at my nan’s house. So when it came to my turn I’d walk to the front of the class, close my eyes and sing one of those songs that I had practised at home. I always had a song prepared even though I only knew a couple, so ‘Words’ would get another outing as well as ‘When the Going Gets Tough’. I probably repeated them a good few times and annoyed some of the other kids but Miss Murphy was always very supportive of me singing. She was another one of those people in my life who would be quietly encouraging me. Every time I sang she’d say, ‘Ah, you’re great, Stephen, that was really, really nice’, and that made me feel good about myself too. I kind of enjoyed those Fridays. After being the quiet one all week it was my opportunity to show everyone, ya know, look what I can do. It was one of the few times that I felt comfortable because it was something I knew I could do well. So that had a big impact on my confidence, singing-wise at least.


And I suppose that’s how I became known as ‘the singer’ in school. I’d go on to sing at communions and confirmations in the church. I was still this super-shy, reserved kid but whenever people asked me to sing or perform, even in front of a small crowd, I could do it without even thinking about it. I found it easier to sing, truthfully, than to talk to someone. Talking made me really nervous, but when I’d sing, I would be away.


I was so shy and anxious as a kid that I remember when I was about 11, walking to school and I’d cross the road if I saw anyone I knew coming towards me on the same side. Interacting with people made me nervous so I’d try to avoid them as much as possible. As weird as this sounds now, it wasn’t a big deal for me then. I just adopted these little coping strategies, like crossing the road and trying to avoid places where there were too many people, like shopping centres. I’d always just try to keep my head down and maintain a low profile, as much as possible.


But looking back now, I can see how that’s a symptom of social anxiety. I didn’t know at the time that what I was doing was avoidance, running away from what made me uncomfortable, but this kind of behaviour creates other bad habits such as rumination, overthinking, and in particular, ‘all or nothing’ thinking. Or catastrophic thinking, where if one thing goes wrong, it makes you think everything has gone wrong. It can really lead you down into a spiral of negative thought patterns and then it just builds up and up until, in my case, it flared into one big panic attack. And even when that happened I ran away from that too. That’s the problem with anxiety, you can always try and avoid dealing with whatever it is that makes you anxious, and you get by and everything is fine and it’s not an issue, until it gets to a point where you have no choice but to go, ‘Okay, this is a problem.’


Maybe my parents sensed this but they never said anything to me at the time. It was years later that my mam told me that they had decided to send me to stage school, when I was about nine, to encourage myself and my sister Fiona to ‘come out of our shells a bit’, as she described it. This made sense to me at the time because I did love singing but I found it incredibly difficult when I first started going there.


They enrolled us in the Helen Jordan Stage School, which at the time was in the basement of Findlater’s Church, on Parnell Square. I remember walking in the first time and there were all these loud kids there, singing and dancing. I just gave my name and immediately sat down quickly at the back and didn’t say anything to anyone.


I’d go there with Fiona every Wednesday evening. There were dance classes and there was acting and singing but it took me weeks before I got involved in any of the activities. I’d just sit and watch while all the other kids were going through their routine with the teachers. By their very nature, stage school kids are outgoing and confident and I’d sit there comparing myself to them and feeling even more like the odd one out. I’d be thinking, I want to be more like them, why can’t I be more like that?, and that, no doubt, added to the feelings that I just wasn’t good enough. The stage school people were trying to get me more involved but I didn’t like dancing, so I thought I’d try the acting instead. That didn’t work either. I just didn’t understand the concept. I was like, Oh, I’m supposed to try and be someone else and get into character. But I just didn’t get it. I remember having to get up in front of all the other kids during the acting lessons and pretend I was someone else. I would be standing there, a big ball of nerves, stuttering and shaking. And then, when I got to sit back down, I’d put my head in my hands and go, ‘Oh my God, that was horrible,’ and beat myself up. Even if everyone else was saying, ‘Well done, well done,’ I’d still be curling up inside.


And that’s very revealing to me now because that’s what I did, all the time. I’d beat myself up horribly. It was a habit I got into. If I felt that something didn’t go right, I’d be relentlessly hard on myself.


But I kept going, every week, because I knew, deep down, that if I ever got the opportunity to sing, I could show them what I could do. But I never did get the chance because I never put myself out there. I found myself just being one of the backing singers. Sometimes, like at the end of the year, the stage school would put on a show in the Olympia on Dame Street or wherever and myself and Fiona would get to go along. There’s a picture of both of us, about nine or ten, and we’re all dressed up. I think that was taken at one of those shows. I remember being on stage singing, with 50 or 60 kids, but I’d stand right at the back behind all of them.


Now and again, some of the other kids would audition for different roles that came up and lots of them were getting awesome parts in big musicals or dramas, and I felt even more left out. But then my mam got a call, I think from a friend of the woman who ran the stage school, saying they needed someone for something to do with Pokémon, which was huge back then. For some reason, they asked me. I don’t know why, maybe they felt sorry for me because I wasn’t getting anything else, but I was excited. Pokémon was massive, every kid loved Pokémon and I was a big fan and had Pokémon cards and the game and everything. I was like, Oh my God, I’m going to be in something to do with Pokémon, and I couldn’t wait to find out what it was all about. We went in my dad’s car to some town, where I realised I had to dress up in a bright yellow Pikachu costume and walk in the local parade. I was a bit tubby at the time so I fit the bill. So there I was, barely able to breathe, wobbling off down the road in this feckin’ giant Pikachu costume with all these other people dressed as Pokémon characters. It was really hot and uncomfortable in there and I was sweating. My dad said to me years later that he felt really sorry for me because he saw me struggling and trying not to fall over. It wasn’t the most glamorous start to my performing career but it was my first paid gig and I got 50 quid for it, which was a lot of money for a kid back then.


You know, going to stage school exposed all my insecurities and brought them to the surface, but it would ultimately help me with my confidence and I’ve a lot of appreciation now for the opportunities that came through it. I couldn’t act and I couldn’t dance but I did start putting myself out there a bit more. Now, while I was never going to be an actor and never even wanted to be one, I did go for a few auditions for some small roles that came up. There was one I did, when I was about ten years of age, for the director Jim Sheridan’s daughter Kirsten, out in their big house on the southside. I can’t remember what it was for but there were all these other kids going for an audition. I sat there listening while they gave me the gist of the character they wanted me to play but I didn’t understand what they were asking me to do, and I didn’t get the part.


But I did get to be an extra on Fair City, the RTÉ soap, when I was still about ten. It was through the stage school and some of the boys were picked to be part of a football team and I was one of them. I remember going into RTÉ for the very first time and going into the canteen, somewhere I’ve been many times since, and sitting down and getting free lunch, you know. It was pretty exciting.


And then we went outside and they had cameras filming us as we ran around kicking the ball on the grass. We hung out for the whole day and we got paid for it, like 40 or 50 quid. And then it was on TV but it was a ‘blink and you missed it’ moment. I think I was there for like a split second in the background.


That did lead on to getting a part in the movie Agnes Brown that was based on a book by the comedian Brendan O’Carroll, when I was 11. I think most of the kids in the stage school were extras of some sort in Agnes Brown and my sister Fiona was in some of the scenes too.


It was shot out in Bray, I think, and they had this whole movie set there. It was like a mock seaside village with a Punch and Judy box and everything. We were in the background walking along the seafront. It was on TV there a little while ago and my sister sent me a clip of it and we were like, ‘Oh look, there we are,’ but yeah, it was another very, very brief moment.


It was still exciting to be on TV as a kid and I suppose that’s really when the stage school did start helping me to come out of my shell.


I started doing these little talent shows that used to be on in towns and villages all over Ireland. If you were a kid then, you could enter your local talent show and maybe even win a prize. I vaguely remember doing one in Dundalk when I was about 10, and I think that was the first one I ever did. We all travelled up in the car, and in the show I sang ‘Unchained Melody’ by The Righteous Brothers. I remember there was also a group of teenagers there and one was dressed as Britney Spears and they were doing that song ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’, with all the backing singers in matching outfits lip-syncing. There were a few other acts as well and they were all pretty good. I didn’t get anywhere but they did give me a certificate for taking part. I remember coming off stage and feeling the same way I had that time in Courtown. There were people clapping and cheering and it felt really good. It was a boost to my confidence and it made me think, Okay, this is cool, maybe I am good, you know?


I really enjoyed it and after that I got well and truly into doing these talent shows whenever there was one on. Now, don’t get me wrong, I would still be incredibly nervous. Like, before I sang, I’d have to introduce myself and say, ‘Hello, I’m Stephen Garrigan, from Swords,’ and I’d be so nervous that my words would be all shaky. For me, those first few moments on stage were the worst. But then, as soon as I started singing, I was grand. Now I was looking for any excuse to go and get up on stage.


My mam has this scrapbook and it’s mad when I look through it. In among all these family holiday photos are clippings from newspapers of different things I was doing in the stage school from around that time. There’s one clipping of me and Fiona in an article in the local newspaper, titled ‘Swords Brother, Sister in Talent Finals’. That was a competition in Pontins in Prestatyn. It was kinda like a Butlin’s but in Wales. Myself and Fiona had entered a talent show here, in Mosney, and I came joint first with the Irish boy who was later in the Harry Potter movies, Devon Murray. He was dressed up as the Artful Dodger and he was doing the ‘Consider Yourself’ song from Oliver! while I was singing ‘My Heart Will Go On’ by Celine Dion. It was from the movie Titanic that had come out that year and it was this massive hit. It was absolutely everywhere and I kinda picked it up because it was on the radio all the time. All these family parks would host a talent show and the winners then got to go to this big final. We didn’t win but the whole family got a free trip over to Wales and my parents were delighted.


From doing these talent shows my confidence grew and I started getting more involved in stage school. It mentions in that article that I was in the middle of recording a song for National Children’s Day. It was for charity and the stage school put together a little group of me and four girls to record a cover of the Eurythmics song ‘Sisters Are Doing it for Themselves’ that was called ‘Children Are Doing it for Themselves’. The idea was to get all the kids in Ireland to buy it and make it number 1. And then all the money would go to these charities and children’s hospitals. We recorded it in a studio and I remember it was very brief. We just went in and sang a couple of lines from the song. I had to stand behind the mic and sing my bit and then it was over. But when the single did come out we went on a little tour around the country.


It was utterly bizarre to me at the time, going around on a bus and getting up on these makeshift stages that would be set up in all these shopping centres. Every weekend we’d go off to some other part of the country, to Cork, or Offaly, and then me and the girls would sing the song along with all these backing dancers. We did a few in Dublin as well, including a performance at the Ideal Homes Exhibition in the RDS.


We even got to go on The Late Late Show, Ireland’s biggest talk show, where we performed in front of a live audience in the RTÉ studios. I think my parents enjoyed that more than I did because they got to hang out in the green room and meet the presenter, Pat Kenny. But by this stage we must have done the same routine dozens of times and I was getting used to it. When you’re in stage school with all these other kids dancing and singing, after a while it just becomes the norm. But it was a really great way to gain confidence and experience.


There’s another newspaper article with a picture of me with four other lads in Boyzonly – ‘the world’s youngest tribute band’. We were part of a panto, Sleeping Beauty, that was on in St Anthony’s Theatre on Merchant’s Quay around Christmas 1999.


My grandad lived in Santry in north Dublin, next door to Alan Hughes, the TV guy, who was one of the producers of the panto. And my grandad had decided, unbeknownst to me, to give Alan a tape recording of me singing ‘My Heart Will Go On’ at the talent show in the UK. My grandad knew Alan had a panto coming up and he thought I was a pretty good singer so he dropped this tape in, just to see what would come out of it. Alan must have liked it because we got a call from him asking me did I want to come in and audition for the part of Ronan Keating, the lead singer of Boyzone, who were huge at the time. I got the gig and was paired off with four other lads for our different roles. We all dressed up like each of the members of Boyzone, in our white suits and all, and I wore the same round glasses that Ronan did. We had it down to a tee. We did songs like ‘When the Going Gets Tough’, which I knew well, ‘No Matter What’, which was a big hit for Boyzone at the time and their cover of Tracy Chapman’s ‘Baby Can I Hold You’.


One of the kids in Boyzonly was Johnny Ward, who would go on to do loads of stage stuff and TV. Johnny was much more outgoing than me. He was that typical stage school kid, cool and confident and very talented, while I was still the shy one in the corner, but it was good experience, I suppose, in the hard graft of working and performing. We would do two shows a day, a matinée and one in the evening, and we did some short interviews as well, on breakfast TV and, I remember, The Den, which was every kid’s favourite show back then. We’d do a few rehearsals and then go on stage. I loved the singing and performing, but offstage I’d just fall back into myself. I’d just kind of sit there and be really, really quiet.


I also remember auditioning for a part in Les Misérables, which was going to be on in the Point Theatre, and there were rounds and rounds of auditions over three days. I was still there on the last day and I remember thinking, Holy shit, I might have this, but then when it got down to the last few kids I was sent outside the room and I suddenly realised that I hadn’t got it. I didn’t appreciate it then, just how well I’d done to get down to the last few out of hundreds, which is amazing, but I’d thought I really had it and I was gutted. But what was even more devastating was finding out later that it was because I was a little bit overweight. I was going for the part of Gavroche, and I suppose it makes sense that I didn’t get it because this character is a skinny little street urchin. I don’t know if it was said to me, or if I overheard, but it was heartbreaking and I remember crying about it with my dad.


When I look back at pictures of my time in stage school now, it makes me cringe a little bit and sometimes I think, What was I doing? Because once the band started off and I was getting into all that, I swept all of this under the carpet and tried to forget about it. Years later it just didn’t seem to be cool to be talking about being in stage school and I was a bit embarrassed by it. But for me, back then, it was an outlet for a very shy kid.


My family thought this was great fun, and while my parents were very encouraging, they didn’t take it too seriously. The likelihood, at this stage, of me making anything out of myself, through music or performing, would have been very slim. There was no conversation at home about me doing this for a living. It was just a fun kid thing to do. Like, even my grandad, even though he had sent that tape in to Alan Hughes, would have been very much of that traditional Irish mentality of ‘do well in school, get a decent job and do a solid day’s work’. He left school at 12 and worked on the family farm, and at 19 he got a job and he stayed at the same job for the rest of his life. But apparently he was proud of me being on TV.


I remember we did one of the breakfast shows, like Ireland AM, where we performed our little routine. I think we sang ‘No Matter What’, and at the end of it the presenter came over and asked us a few questions. When it came to my turn, he asked me what would I like to be when I grew up and I answered, ‘A singer.’ I just said that because I couldn’t think of anything else to say.


Afterwards we looked back at a recording of the show with my grandparents, and my grandad couldn’t hear it properly. When I said, ‘A singer’ in answer to the presenter’s question, Grandad turned to me and said, ‘What did you say you wanted to be? A fireman? Aah, good lad, good lad, you’d make a great fireman.’ I started laughing and then he said, ‘Or a garda. You’d be a great garda.’
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