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Foreword


I first met Paul in a hospital in Manchester more than twenty years ago. I had just been transferred from Blackburn Rovers to Newcastle United for a world record fee of £15m. Every transfer in football entails a medical examination but the scale of the fee ensured this was one big medical. 


There were various representatives of Newcastle United present and Paul was there as the physio. He did not push himself to the front, he was a little bit shy, but when he spoke he was warm and engaging. He was very professional. 


We struck up a relationship immediately, not least because I had to fly off on Newcastle’s pre-season tour directly from the hospital. That meant Paul was given the task of driving my car to Newcastle. It was a Jaguar and Paul was laughing, bemused: ‘What are all these buttons?’


Looking back, Paul was obviously a seriously talented footballer when he was a boy. He came over from Lisburn when he was sixteen, and physically and emotionally you could almost say he was a child. I know from my own experience there is a massive difference between being sixteen and seventeen in professional football. 


Yet just look at the company he kept: in that Newcastle United squad of 1982–83 there were four forwards – Kevin Keegan, Chris Waddle, Peter Beardsley and Paul Ferris. No wonder Paul found it hard to get into the team, and in an era when there was only one substitute. In the Rothman’s Football Yearbook for that season, there is also a Newcastle apprentice called Paul Gascoigne.


Paul Ferris was part of the excitement of all this, but by the time I met him that career opportunity had been cruelly ended by injury. I was not meeting Paul Ferris: footballer, I was meeting Paul Ferris: physiotherapist. I soon discovered I was meeting Paul Ferris: good man.


I always feel the need to know if I can trust someone when I meet them. I quickly found I could with Paul. He is honest, reliable, intelligent, likes to laugh, likes to be serious and is incredibly hard-working. He’s all that.


When I sustained a bad ankle injury a year after joining Newcastle, it meant I had six or seven months’ recuperation. Every day of those months I spent with Paul, so our bond, our friendship, deepened. 


In terms of my playing career, I felt robbed of those months, so I can begin to understand how Paul must feel about his lost playing career. 


We remained great friends after I stopped playing. It was no surprise to me that he left medicine for the law and immediately immersed himself in it and made a success of it. It was also no surprise to me that he wrote a book and started talking about writing a second one while doing the first.


Then, I interrupted his legal progress when I was offered the job of managing Newcastle United towards the end of the 2008–09 season. 


Paul came with me, back to St. James’ Park. Officially his role was as Head of Medical Department but he was much more than that. He is a person I trust, whose judgement I trust. 


It has not been good to see his health suffer, but I know he will come through because he is a fighter. A fighter and – as you will see – a writer. 


 


Alan Shearer


Newcastle upon Tyne


November 2017










Chapter 1


The day I nearly died started like every other day. That’s the thing about dying. It comes along right in the middle of living and ruins everything. The other thing about dying is that sometimes even when you are in the middle of doing it you don’t truly believe you are. It’s not like I thought: This is it. I’m dying here.


But I was. And I nearly did. I was forty-eight.


It’s not as if I didn’t have warning signs. I did. I had plenty. I didn’t ignore them either. I’d been getting severe chest pains for two weeks. I’d been to the doctor and even the cardiology clinic at my local hospital. I wasn’t a smoker or particularly overweight and I was a regular exerciser. What I did have was a very bleak family history of heart disease. But in spite of my history, the cardiologist had assured me that all was well. He had checked my eyes, taken my blood pressure and I had had an ECG. He was pretty unequivocal:


‘You seem a bit anxious Mr Ferris, but I can assure you there’s only a one in a hundred chance these pains are caused by your heart. We will book you in for further tests to put your mind at ease. Please don’t worry, though. We’re only doing them to put your mind completely at rest. Get on with your life as normal.’


So I did; as much as the chest pains would permit. I basically carried on with my life as if I’d be here forever. I worked as hard as I could, drove the length of the country for a family wedding – I even travelled to Dubai and back in one day for business. On the morning I nearly died, I did what I always do. I had breakfast in a rush, told my kids off for squabbling, kissed my wife and raced off to work. I sat in traffic like everybody else that day. Flicked between the channels to try and find a song I recognised, which is considerably less often the older I get – thank God for Spotify. Van Morrison eased my journey. I got to work with minutes to spare and prepared for another day in the office.


I was, and still am, the MD of a new health and fitness company. It has been a long and very winding road to get here. My friend and colleague, Rob Lee, formerly of Newcastle United and England, was in the office that day. He was a manager of one of our new centres and was in Newcastle ahead of playing in a testimonial game that evening. I offered him a lift to a local golf club to meet the others so they could have a catch-up on old times ahead of the game. We turned into the tree-lined drive of the club and were discussing a work-related issue that was causing me some stress at the time. I’d previously been Rob’s physiotherapist for many years at Newcastle United, which had also led to us becoming good friends. But on this occasion I was talking to him as his boss. We were both struggling with the new arrangement. We were speaking calmly enough on the surface, but on the inside I was definitely feeling irritated. My chest began to let me know just how agitated. As we parked outside the golf club he looked at me.


‘You all right?’


My chest was getting tighter by the second. ‘Yeah, I’m all right. My chest’s a bit sore. Why don’t you go and have a cup of coffee and I’ll follow you in a minute when it settles down?’


He moved to get out of the car. ‘You sure you’re all right?’


By now the pain was getting severe. Maybe that was the point when I should’ve realised something was seriously wrong? But I had had the cardiologist’s reassurance. I also had an image of heart attacks that involved left arm pain, sweating, breathlessness. None of these symptoms were mine.


‘Yeah. I’m fine.’


So I sent him away.


I tried to relax my breathing as I’d done the previous times the pain had come. I got out of the car and leant on it for a little while to see if the change in position would miraculously ease the vice-like grip in the centre of my chest. I got back in the car and the vice became a burning spear that was pushing right though my chest and pinning me to the chair. My eyes welled with tears without my permission. I picked up the phone and found Rob’s number. It didn’t ring. I tried again. Nothing. I didn’t think I’d get from the car to the club. I sat. I wiped the uninvited tear from my cheek and tried again.


‘Hello I thought you’d . . .’


‘Rob, you’d better come. I think I’m having a heart attack.’


I crawled over the gear stick. My chest was on fire.


Rob jumped into the car.


‘Jesus, you look awful. What d’you want me to do?’


I stared straight ahead. ‘Take me to the nearest hospital please.’


I wasn’t thinking straight. The nearest hospital was 10 miles away. A clear head would have asked him to call an ambulance. A clear head would have asked him if he knew CPR just in case. But I wasn’t a clear head. I was a frightened child. In a situation that was beyond my comprehension. The sun flashed on and off in my eyes as we sped through the trees. We turned out of the club towards the village of Heddon. Something about the pain changed. It didn’t necessarily get more severe but something about it changed. I felt fearful and tearful at the same time. I wanted to throw up. I knew 10 miles was too far.


‘Please pull over and call an ambulance, Rob, and call Geraldine. I don’t think I’m going to make it.’


I heard him speaking on the phone. He was asking me questions and answering the operator’s questions. I could hear panic in his voice. I was annoyed with myself that I’d put him in this position.


‘How old are you?’


‘He’s forty-eight.’


‘How would you describe the pain?’


‘He says his chest is burning. He feels like he’s being pinned to the chair.’


‘On a scale of one to ten, how severe is the pain?’


When I told him he panicked. ‘It’s nine and a half. It’s nine and a half!’


Rob was grey at the best of times but when we pulled the car over he looked white from his head to his boots. The paramedics arrived. An ECG, four aspirin and some morphine later, I was signing a form to undergo an emergency angioplasty. I signed under the line that read: This procedure can lead to dizziness, headache, stroke and death.


I tried to lighten the mood. A bad habit of mine.


‘Have you got one that stops at dizziness and headaches?’


The pointy registrar looked unimpressed . . .


‘You really have little choice but to sign this one.’


I took the pen. Stopped with the wisecracks and signed the form. I kissed Geraldine. I told her I’d see her shortly and was wheeled to theatre to have a stent inserted into my main coronary artery and stop my heart attack from killing me. It wasn’t until everyone had gone home, and I was left in a ward with three men all over seventy, that the gravity of the day’s events fell heavy on my aching chest. As I lay in the half-light, listening to my neighbours having a world-class farting competition, uncomfortable questions began fighting their way through the fog of my medication. Why me? Will my life be shorter now? Old before my time?


It felt as if life as I’d known it had changed and I could never go back to how it was. The illusion of certainty that convinced me I’d live forever was obliterated on one cloudy September morning. I’d been introduced to my own mortality. I fumbled for my phone on the cabinet and nearly knocked over the jug of water balancing on the edge of it. I sent Geraldine a message.


I loved her, really loved her, and was grateful for the life we’d shared till now. I was proud of the three boys we’d created and nurtured.


I pulled the curtains around my bed. I lay there in the darkness – wired up, tearful, and inhaling seventy-year-old shit. I tried to sleep but the pain in my chest and the restlessness in my head wouldn’t let me settle. My mind was in overdrive. It was determined to take me on a journey. It darted here, there and everywhere, but then settled on a destination. It wanted to take me home. Not to Geraldine and my boys. Not to our home in the Northumberland countryside. But home to Ireland. To the place of my birth. To where I came from.


 


I could see a boy. He was six years old. He wore a red shirt and black shorts. His face was covered in mud and freckles and his knock-knees rubbed together with every step he took. He slipped unnoticed out of the back door. He looked at the big wall of the shed, tall in front of him. He wanted to climb it but he was scared he wasn’t big enough yet. He was frightened he might fall. But he needed to climb it. He had no choice. He put his foot on the first step. His fingers found a gap and he slipped them in. He pulled himself up. His foot found its hold. He was on his way now. Halfway there his foot slipped. His knee collided with the concrete and it tore his skin from his kneecap. His blood trickled down his shin and into his sock. He thought of going back but was scared to look down. His knee was throbbing now. But he couldn’t go back. He had to keep climbing. It was the only way. He wanted to cry but big boys didn’t do that. On he moved. One step at a time. He felt for the lip at the top. To get both hands on it he had to let go of the wall. He took a deep breath and jumped. He caught the ledge with both hands. His other knee made contact with the wall and he had a matching pair. He pulled himself to the safety of the roof and lay back to stop his heart from leaping out of his throat. He sat up and tucked his muddy bloody knees under his chin. He was where he needed to be now. He looked down through the kitchen window and breathed a sigh. He could see her.


She was smiling and singing to herself. He was happy now. He knew that if he could see her then she couldn’t leave him. God wouldn’t take her from him if he was watching over her. God had already tried. Tried to take her while he was sleeping right next to her. God gave her a heart attack when he wasn’t watching. He’d tried to steal her away from him before he was ready. He wouldn’t let God do that again. And God wouldn’t be so cruel as to take her when he was watching. He needed her to stay. It was his duty to keep her safe. To make sure she lived. Today was his first climb to the top. He knew if he was there, watching, then she would never leave him. Her name was Bernadette and he climbed the shed every day.










Chapter 2


I was born in the summer of 1965 in Lisburn, Northern Ireland. Just before the onset of the Troubles in 1969. I was the youngest child of Patrick and Bernadette Ferris. We lived in a 1960s council house on the edge of the town. We were one of the few Catholic families who lived on the Protestant Manor Park estate. Lisburn was, and still is, overwhelmingly Loyalist and staunchly Protestant. Like everywhere else in this tiny remnant of the British Empire, the town and its people were tossed in the wind of political turmoil during that dark period in Ireland’s recent past. My childhood was framed by it.


We were a happy family. My father worked as a labourer for Ford Motor Company in Belfast and my mother, like most of the town, worked in Hilden Mill, until her first heart attack, aged forty-one, meant she could no longer walk any distance without severe pain in her chest. I wanted for nothing. Love and affection were available in abundance. While money clearly wasn’t, it never felt that way. Four themes ran through my childhood. Dominated it, shaped it, and sculpted the person I would become. They’ve at times cast a murky shadow or shone a bright light that has determined the paths I’ve chosen. I’ve battled against their influence on many occasions but I know that more often than not I’ve failed to overcome their grip on me. I’ve made life-altering decisions based on these four constants of my childhood. I’ve fought against them, but have never been able to outpunch them. They’re unconnected in many ways and intertwined in others. Some have had more influence than others but each is indelibly woven into my life’s journey. So what were these four cornerstones that have dominated my outlook and framed my world view?


The first was my mother’s ill health, which I became aware of as soon as my consciousness was developed enough to appreciate how fragile life can be. I lived my entire childhood in fear that my most precious gift – her love – could be gone at any moment.


The second was the Troubles, which scarred my childhood and adolescence and helped shape my political beliefs to this day.


The third was the Catholic Church into which I was indoctrinated at an early age and I’ve been fighting against its dogma ever since.


Finally, there was football. It seems so trivial when I write it here next to the other three. But football has dominated my life since I first played for my school team, aged eight, because I was the only ‘left-footed’ boy available that day, until I left Newcastle United for the third and final time in the summer of 2009 having spent a total of eighteen years of my working life there over a twenty-eight-year period. I played for the club between 1981 and 1985. I was a physiotherapist there between 1993 and 2006. I went back as part of the management team in 2009, even though I’d left in 2006 vowing never to return. Football has been far from trivial in my life. Despite crying myself to sleep every night as a lonely sixteen-year-old boy all those years ago aching for nothing more than to go home to the love of my family, I still live in Newcastle upon Tyne because of football. My children were born and live in the city because of football. I’ve lived for thirty-one years in exile from the country of my birth because of football.


I sometimes wish it were more trivial but football and Newcastle United have had an enormous influence on my life. I was the youngest player ever to play for the team when I made my debut as a terrified sixteen-year-old boy. I was an integral part of the medical staff under Kevin Keegan, Kenny Dalglish, Ruud Gullit, Bobby Robson and Graeme Souness. I was the invisible man in Alan Shearer’s management team and stood beside him as he took what I hoped would be his first steps into a long and successful managerial career. When he accepted the challenge of trying to keep Newcastle in the Premier League during the disastrous season of 2008–2009, I was proud to be there with him. I have some unforgettable memories of my time at Newcastle United. I’ve met some remarkably talented people. Great people. Decent people. There have also been many dark periods – unsavoury characters, unchecked egos. I’m grateful that my livelihood no longer depends on the whim of a failing manager or the prevailing mood of the moment at the club. Football was a big part of my life but I’m glad the page has turned.


 


I was three years old when the Troubles began. They were so much a part of my life that it’s been all too easy to look back on them and think I wasn’t really affected by them. But undoubtedly I was. My whole family was. My brothers, Joseph and Eamon, left Ireland in the early 1970s – not to find work, but because they’d been left with no other choice. When walking through the town one evening they were stopped by a group of men wearing balaclavas. They had hoods placed over their heads. Guns pointed at them. They thought they’d be shot there and then. They were forced to do ‘press-ups’ to exhaustion and were told if they stopped then the trigger would be pulled. Their crime? They were Catholics in the early 1970s, and had fallen in love with Protestant girls in Lisburn. They were ordered to end their relationships, or they’d be murdered. Rather than do so, they fled Ireland with their girlfriends. One minute they were in my life and the next they were gone. Lisburn wasn’t a big town in those days. It was one of those places where everybody knew everybody. My brothers recognised the voice behind the balaclava. It was someone they’d known all of their lives. It was also someone they knew to be a member of the newly formed UDA (Ulster Defence Association) – an organisation originally created to defend Protestant Ulster from the threat of the IRA. They knew the threat was serious and they knew they had to go. Whispered conversations and my mother sobbing at the kitchen table after they left for the airport were my only indications that anything was wrong in my world.


I remained largely protected from the polarisation of the two communities and the unspeakable atrocities that were a part of daily life in Northern Ireland in the 1970s. Lisburn was eight miles from Belfast, where most of the trouble was occurring. It was a pleasant market town that had grown around a once thriving linen industry. The large Protestant community lived in harmony with the very small Catholic minority. But in spite of this relative peace, it still had its share of bombings, sectarian violence and brutal killings. We were in the unfortunate position of being part of the small but very visible Catholic minority. We occupied a larger four-bedroomed end-link property on our street of eight houses. Almost all of the end-links on our estate housed large Catholic families. We mixed freely with our Protestant neighbours most of the time. But then there was the ‘Marching Season,’ the time of year leading up to the celebrations of the Protestant King William of Orange’s victory over the forces of the Catholic King James in 1690. Everything was different then.


‘What’s a Fenian bastard?’


I would have been around seven years old when standing at the sink peeling potatoes next to my mother on a sunny day in early July.


‘You’re wasting half the potato cutting it like that.’


At 4 feet 11 inches tall, she was small in stature, but big in heart and personality. Kind and loving in one sense, but fierce, protective, and argumentative in another. I never once remember getting the better of her in any discussion or argument. I don’t recollect anybody doing so. If she was frightened of anyone or anything she did a remarkable job of hiding the fact. She would allow you to have your point, she’d listen, and then let you know why she was correct in the first place. She had a strong sense of right and wrong and was a shrewd judge of character. Because of her ill health, I felt an urgency to be near her and I could sense she felt that way about me. Her biggest fear was that she’d not live to see me grown up and independent.


‘What’s a Fenian bastard?’


She took the knife with half a potato on it from my hand.


‘Where have you heard that nonsense?’


I started to cry. ‘The older boys at the bonfire told me I wasn’t allowed to collect wood ’cos I was a Fenian bastard.’


She sat me down and provided me with my first understanding that I was born on a troubled island and that we lived in a world that was dominated by religious and sectarian bigotry. I was called a ‘Fenian bastard’ on many occasions after that. Sometimes I’d be chased home from the Catholic school by gangs of kids shouting the limited number of obscenities they knew. They never caught me, but I can still feel the fear when outrunning them all the way to my back gate. Leaping over it to the sanctuary of our patch of back garden. (Some of them would be playing football with me in the park an hour or two later as if the ‘chase’ had never happened.) My mother sitting at night in the tiny kitchen listening to the ‘police messages’ on the transistor radio, and the snippets of news reports on the latest bombings or shootings were my main inklings to the desperate times we were living in. That all changed on a warm August night in 1976.


It was one of those brilliant summer days that seemed to last forever. I’d played football for hours with my friends in the park next to our home. I got to stay up late to watch Guns for San Sebastian, where fugitive Anthony Quinn disguises himself as a priest and helps villagers fight against a group of violent Indian intruders. I’d witnessed my first on-screen hero. My mother made ‘potato-apple bread’ – my favourite – apples, wrapped in flour and potatoes, baked, then smothered in butter and sugar. I shared a bed with my brother Tony in those days, much to his distress – he was four years older than me and spent his night’s drawing imaginary lines down the middle of the bed. My straying limbs could never cross the line on pain of a swift knee to the thigh that would render my leg well and truly dead. We’d only just settled down, after our regular telling-off from my father, who had his own nightly ritual of threatening us with his belt if we didn’t go straight to sleep. The threat never actually worked as he didn’t once ever go through with his promise. As I was drifting off, the bed, the walls, and the entire house shook like we’d been hit by an earthquake. We jumped out of bed and raced downstairs. There was no one in the house. The front door was wide open and we could see the street was full of people. I could see my mother talking to Annie, our next-door neighbour.


‘Get back inside you two.’


‘What was the bang?’


She moved towards us and pushed us back though the front door.


‘Get off the street. Standing there in your underpants.’


‘Mammy, I’m scared.’


To my surprise the words came from Tony. I looked at him. He was shivering. She put her arms around him as she ushered us off the street.


‘Was it a bomb, Mammy?’


‘I don’t know. Annie says she thinks it happened somewhere in Lambeg.’


She walked into the kitchen and put on the police messages. Through the crackling reception we could hear the panicked emergency services mustering and heading for the site of the enormous explosion. It had occurred 5 miles from our home but was big enough to make my bed shake. My mother peeped around the kitchen door to where we were seated side by side on the bottom stair.


‘Go to bed and I’ll be up in a minute. There’s nothing to be scared of. It happened in Lambeg. Say a prayer that no one is hurt.’


I don’t know how long we lay awake in bed after that. It felt like minutes, but it must have been longer before I finally drifted off. I awoke to the sound of glass breaking and a loud explosion. I could hear footsteps on the stairs and my father appeared at the bedroom door. He was waving his hands.


‘Get up, get up, and get downstairs now!’


His fear became my fear. I jumped out of bed and followed him the few steps to the half landing of the stairs. He stopped before we turned the corner to make the rest of our way.


‘Go straight out the back door and run to Agnes’s house.’


Agnes and Felix O’Neill, and their eight children, occupied the four-bedroomed-link directly behind our house. The houses consisted of four small bedrooms upstairs. A staircase that turned on a half landing. A back kitchen that couldn’t accommodate the smallest of tables without blocking both the doorway in and the doorway out. A thin hallway with a bathroom next to the front door. Off the hallway were two rooms. One was our living room and the other our sitting room. The sitting room was at the front of the house and was used only for special occasions. When we turned to head the rest of the way downstairs I could clearly see that this was a very special occasion. The sitting room was on fire. Flames and thick black smoke were billowing into the hall where my heavily pregnant sister Denise and brother-in-law Kieran were throwing buckets of water into the blaze. I stood for a moment and watched transfixed by the dancing flames engulfing our ‘good room’. I watched the futility of their efforts as the heat from the inferno forced them back towards me in the hall.


‘Get them out of here!’


My father was shouting. I don’t know if he was worried for our safety or if he just didn’t want us to witness their hopeless efforts to prevent our home from burning to the ground. He pushed us out of the back door and for the second time that night I stood in my underpants in the street. This time there were no neighbours milling around. No one at all. I ran to Agnes’s house and banged on the door. I saw a light inside. She gave us tea and bread and put us to bed. There were six of us sleeping head to toe – me, Tony and four of her own. When I woke up I was soaking wet. I thought it was sweat at first but when I touched my underpants I realised I’d wet the bed. I felt the bed. There was a puddle all around me. I moved my body to lie on top of it in the hope that no one would know. I lay on that spot till all the others got up, then I slipped downstairs and I, my shame and my wet underpants sneaked past the three important-looking council officials standing in our kitchen. They were offering my parents a home in the Twinbrook estate on the edge of Republican West Belfast. It was a Catholic ghetto that had rapidly become a breeding ground for the IRA. It didn’t take long for the council men to realise that Bernadette wasn’t in the mood to be burnt out of her home. She had no desire to raise her two youngest children somewhere guaranteed to radicalise them. She’d rather stay in the town she was born in and bring her children up the way she wanted.


After changing my underpants and hiding the evidence. I walked fully clothed into what used to be our sitting room. The ‘good settee’ was now a hollow shell. The rest of the furniture was gone. Just black lumps of charcoal on the floor. The ceiling was black, the walls were black. The air was a mixture of smoke and chemicals.


‘Don’t just stand there with your arms the one length. Help me move this.’


My mother brushed past me, all aprons and rubber gloves. She picked up the edge of what used to be our good settee. A piece of charred wood broke off in her hand. She started to laugh but forgot to tell her tears.


‘What happened, Mammy?’


I already knew most of the answer. The older O’Neill kids had told me last night before I wet their bed. There were well-worn charcoal tracks running from her eyes to her neck.


‘We were petrol-bombed, son.’


‘Why?’


‘Why? Because we’re Catholics.’


‘Why us, though? The O’Neill’s are Catholics too. They weren’t petrol-bombed. Did we do something wrong?’


She looked at me with a mixture of helplessness and anger. ‘No. They burnt eleven other houses last night too. We did nothing wrong. We’re decent people. We’re innocent people. We didn’t deserve this. You don’t deserve this. Never forget who you are. Never let things like this change who you are. The people who did this are scum. If they knew us they’d never do this to us. But they don’t know us. Don’t want to know us. But they can never beat us. Never frighten us. Never make us like them.’


She was holding me too tightly. I could feel her heart beating fast against me. I always felt safe when I could feel her heart beating against me. I could trust her with anything. So I told her my secret.


‘Mammy, I wet the bed.’


It was the first of many wet beds I slept in. In the weeks and months that passed, I would regularly wake in the night soaking wet. When I wasn’t being wakened in a puddle of my own making, I would be stirred in the night by the red glow of my mother’s cigarette as she peered out of my window. She could barely see through it past the giant wardrobe that my father had positioned in front of it the morning after the attack. It stayed there for two years. She spent the hours of darkness standing there helping the wardrobe protect her child. It wasn’t the only window that was blocked off. My father spent every night putting boards up on all of the windows he felt were vulnerable to any attack. Every morning they would come back down and we would carry on with life as if everything was normal. But it wasn’t. The country was in the grip of violent paramilitarism on both sides and our daily life was dictated by the ebbs and flows of the conflict. If there was an IRA attack then there would be a UDA/UVF attack. In Lisburn, the Catholic community was an easy target. Several innocents lost their lives in appalling circumstances. Beatings, petrol bombings and vigilantism were part of the fabric of growing up there in the 1970s. Hooded men wearing facemasks regularly marched in drill outside our home. They were the local UDA. Often including off-duty members of the Ulster Defence Regiment, they effectively controlled the town. My father would regularly nod and say hello as we walked past the commander of the organisation. My mother would berate him for doing so.


‘How can you speak to him? You know what he is. He probably knows who petrol-bombed our house. He probably ordered it.’


He would get annoyed at her. ‘I speak to him because it’s the polite thing to do. There’s no point in going out of our way to antagonise him or anybody else. We’ve got to live here.’


My father was a well-known and very popular member of the Catholic community in Lisburn. Indeed, of the entire community. The pub and the church competed for his affection and the church often lost. I would often find him on his knees with his head buried into a cushion where he’d fallen asleep saying his prayers after drinking a few bottles of Guinness throughout the evening. He was a quiet, intelligent man when sober, and the life and soul of the party when drunk. He loved my mother with a passion and took pride in the achievements of his children. He worked all of his life and never once laid a finger in anger on me or any of his children. He left the disciplining to my mother and she was an expert at it. He was popular and friendly with our Protestant neighbours. It caused him great angst that no one came to help us on the night we were petrol-bombed. It hurt him even more that no one even mentioned it afterwards. It was as if it had never happened. My parents loved each other dearly. Despite many years of marriage they would often cuddle up on the chair and were always openly affectionate with each other and us. They would go out once a week on a Saturday night when my sister Denise would babysit me and Tony. One night there was a knock on the door. Denise opened it tentatively. It was a girl who lived at the top of the estate.


‘Come quickly, your mammy and daddy are fighting.’


Denise started to run and paid no attention to my following her the short distance to the top of the estate. I expected to see my mother and father engaged in some sort of drunken fisticuffs. At eleven years old I was aware enough to be very embarrassed even at the thought of it. We approached a crowd of maybe fifteen or twenty people forming a circle. As we got there it parted to let us through. I could see two figures lying on the ground. I recognised my mother, bloodied and bruised, and trying to get up onto her feet. My father was flat on his back behind her. Denise moved towards them.


‘Could somebody help me, please?’


She was pleading with the spectators.


‘And call an ambulance.’


My mother and father hadn’t been fighting after all. They’d been attacked and beaten up by eight men who had been drinking all day at a Loyalist marching event. They’d had the misfortune of walking out of the only Catholic club in the town just as the men were passing by. Words were exchanged and that was enough for them to break my father’s ribs, my mother’s arm, and leave them both in a bloody tangled mess on the ground for their children to scoop up.


The sitting room was crowded with people when the local commander of the UDA made his way into our home. Three of his colleagues followed. He spoke to my father first. ‘I’m so sorry this has happened to you, Paddy. Rest assured this was nobody local. I’ll do my best to find out who did this. I’ll make sure they know this is unacceptable.’


My father shook his hand and was about to answer.


‘Get out! Get out of my house! You’re not welcome here! Get out!’


My mother was on her feet in an instant. She was pushing him with her unbroken arm; all 6 feet 2 inches of him. He tried to reason with her. ‘Bernadette, I know . . .’


She just kept pushing him – screaming at him. ‘Don’t Bernadette me! Get out of my house and take your cronies with you! You’ve no place here and we don’t need you here!’


He looked at my father as she bundled him out of the door.


‘I’m really sorry, Paddy. I’ll get to the bottom of this.’


With that she pushed him out the front door with her good and bad arm. He never did get to the bottom of it. We never did find out who was responsible.










Chapter 3


These events weren’t the narrative of my childhood. Rather they were punctuations to it. Ours was a happy home and, my visits to the top of the shed apart, I was a contented child. My sisters Elizabeth and Denise helped my mother raise me. They took me everywhere with them when she was too ill to do so. We holidayed in Donegal every year. I’d look forward to these trips for months. When the day came, we’d pile into whatever wreck my father had recently bought. When he’d finished tinkering with every part of it, we’d set off three hours late on what seemed like the longest journey ever attempted. My father would sit on newspapers to help him peer over the dashboard. He’d get himself into a comfortable viewing position. This was usually hunched forward and squinting through his thick glasses and the top half of the steering wheel. My mother would spend the whole trip in a blind panic, popping angina tablets under her tongue, muttering something about Jesus, Mary and Joseph, and begging him to slow down. He loved his driving. He just wasn’t very good at it. Every car he ever drove he claimed was ‘pulling to the left’. Usually after we’d ended in a ditch or a hedgerow.


There could be four or five of us in the back seats depending on which friends we were allowed to bring. We were all elbows and corned-beef sandwiches. Whenever I dared to look out of the front window it would be just as my father was attempting to overtake another old banger on the road. I don’t think he ever fully grasped the concept of overtaking. He’d wait for the gap in the traffic on the other side of the road. When it came, he’d let the opportunity pass and only then would he commence his manoeuvre. Right at the moment the ongoing traffic approached us. We usually completed an overtaking manoeuvre to the sounds of three car horns blaring.


We’d drive through border checkpoints, take in the wild beauty of Barnesmore’s Gap, and head through Donegal town to our regular destination. Mrs Malarkey’s guesthouse was perched on top of a mountainous forest, 2 miles out of town. We could see the rooftop in the distance as we turned up the steep tree-lined drive to get to it. It would have made the perfect setting for a Hammer House of Horror movie. When we reached the gate, the great white structure that was her luxury guesthouse sat imposingly at the end of a half-mile gravel drive. We had a ritual. I’d get out, open the gate excitedly, and jump back in the car. I’d then get back out again, close the gate, and get back in. With the beautiful old property standing proudly in the distance straight ahead of us, my father would turn the car sharp right and park it under a hayloft next to the gate. Under the same hayloft stood what must have been the oldest caravan in current usage in all of Ireland. It lived there because the roof leaked in so many places that it needed the protection of the extra roof. My father would bring me up to the house, where the old lady would smile at me and give me biscuits. He’d pay her; she’d pass him the key and we were on our holidays. I loved everything about those days.


My mother and father were always content to be ‘down south’ – their term for across the border. Tony and I were free to roam the forest and fields. We’d play Dead Man’s Fall by throwing ourselves off the hay bales onto the other bales below. The imaginary weapon of choice would determine the theatrics of the fall. My favourite was the dagger. It allowed me to hold it in my stomach, stagger right and left and then perform a full somersault to my untimely death below. We made rope swings, carved our names in trees and used cowpats as targets to score points by dropping stones into them from all angles – we earned better scores for direct hits from further distances. I was blissfully happy. When we were in Donegal, I never wanted to go home. I would have stopped the clocks if I could. Even the chores didn’t feel like chores. I can still feel the gravel crunching under my feet as I skipped along, two steps one way, two steps the other, from the caravan all along the drive and around the back of the house. All the while, happily swinging the ‘shit bucket’ I’d just collected from the outhouse next to the caravan. I’d skip the empty bucket all the way back, just in time for my father, newspaper in hand, to rush past me to get rid of last night’s Guinness.


If the days were good then the nights were better. Every night we’d go to the Talk of the Town bar. We’d get sweets on the way in. The entrance to the bar was a shop. Not just any sweets but ‘down south’ sweets. They were different. Even Cadbury’s chocolate was a different shape and seemed to taste better. We’d find a table and I’d drink Cavan Cola and eat Tayto Cheese & Onion crisps until my stomach hurt and my mouth burned. But the best bit was the music. I got to know and love the old Irish ballads and traditional music and the stories that accompanied them. I’d still be singing ‘Whiskey on a Sunday’, ‘Carrickfergus’, or ‘Finnegan’s Wake’ weeks after we returned home. That love of Irish music – all music – seeped into my bones on those holidays and has been my trusted companion ever since. We arrived at the pub early and stayed late. The 2-mile journey home in the blackness of the unlit road was a nightly adventure, as Arthur Guinness was a big presence in the car with us – menthol sweets were never far from my father’s lips when driving us home. We only once encountered a Garda officer. When I say encountered, I mean we saw the light on the back of his bicycle out of the front window. Then we saw the light on the front of his bicycle out of the back window as we watched him pulling it out of the hedge accompanied by the familiar soundtrack of my father muttering about the car pulling to the left and my mother Jesus, Mary and Josephing. When we got back we’d light the oil wicks in the caravan. We always got supper and would always play cards. It’d be daylight when we were bedding down for the night.


The mornings would be spent preparing to visit one of the many beautiful beaches in Donegal. Leckie and Rossnowlagh were my favourites. Often we’d only just be on our way when the first drops of rain would hit the windshield. In an instant we’d change direction and head for my father’s favourite pub, O’Gorman Arms in Bundoran. There we’d spend the afternoon playing pool and, in my case, feeding the jukebox with my father’s change until he’d had enough of me asking. I heard my first Bob Dylan and Van Morrison on that jukebox. Even today when I hear songs that I first heard in that smoke-filled bar room, it transports me to the innocence of those days. Harry Nilsson’s ‘Without You’ and the Drifters’ ‘Save the Last Dance for Me’ were my mother’s regular requests. I’m with her every time I hear them.


There was a freedom and joy in those holidays that I wished would last forever. The songs and stories, the places and people – all of it – intoxicated me. The tensions of the Troubles in the north disappeared as soon as we crossed the border. They were completely erased by the long days and longer nights. I was cocooned and safe. My parents seemed younger, happier, and healthier. Nothing could spoil my bliss. Nothing. Well, when I say nothing . . . there was one thing. One thing always spoilt it for me. It was unavoidable. I couldn’t escape it. Even daydreaming my way through it didn’t help me avoid the tedium of it. Yes, the one thing absolutely guaranteed to burst my bliss bubble was Mass. Bloody Mass. Bloody boring Mass. Bloody boring bloody Mass. Even on holiday we never missed Mass. Mass and prayers were as much a part of my existence as eating and breathing. I spent half of the 1970s kneeling in the living room mumbling ‘Holy Mary Mother of God the Lord is with thee,’ as we recited the Rosary after dinner. The rest of the time was split between my nightly prayers, my morning prayers, and going to Mass. Every Sunday we shuffled into the same pew on the back right of the giant Catholic Church on Chapel Hill. The same families sat all around us. I hated going. It was an hour of pure torture. Ritual chanting, sore knees, and an occasional elbow in the ribs just as my eyes betrayed me. The elbow from the left was my mother and the one from the right was my father. I’m sure they spent their whole time just waiting for my lids to droop and then whack. Some masses were worse than others. It all depended on the priest. If you got the parish priest, Oh Jesus! His sermons could last for an eternity. He was small, rotund, red-faced and possessed a monotone drone guaranteed to get me a smack in the ribs as soon as he staaarrted speeeeaaaking reeeaaally sloooowlly. He had an unfortunate habit of dipping his head to everyone he met. That earned him the nickname Noddy. If his sermons were boring, he was worse on his regular visits to school. I attended the local St Patrick’s secondary school – a result of failing my 11-plus exams during the height of the petrol bomb, bed-wetting, and wardrobe over the window period. We’d stand in the assembly hall, the whole school, while he addressed us for an hour every Friday morning – usually informing us of the many ways we could get ourselves into Hell. Every monologue was accompanied by the sound of bodies hitting the floor as the combination of an inadequate breakfast and no air-conditioning took its toll on the regular fainters. It was an education listening to him, albeit a rather warped one at times.


‘I’d like to talk to you all today about why many of you may be breaking the sixth commandment.’


Low murmuring in the room as 600 children worked their way through the first five to get to . . . Thou shalt not commit adultery?


More murmuring as confusion took hold.


‘You don’t need to be married to commit adultery.’


He was really getting into it, in full drawl now – every single word, every last syllable being stretched to breaking point for added effect. ‘You can break the sixth commandment when you’re on your own. In your bedroom or your bathroom. Touching your private parts is breaking the sixth commandment. Breaking the sixth commandment is a mortal sin. Mortal sin is punishable by damnation to Hell.’


That was the bad news. The good news?


‘If you have broken the sixth commandment then you can still be saved from Hell’s fire. Confess your sin and genuinely repent and Our Lord will forgive your evil.’


So there it was. My first realisation that masturbation existed . . . and was an evil just below murder on the scale of dastardly deeds guaranteeing a one-way ticket to Satan’s bosom. He didn’t just leave it there though. At the end of every confession over the next four years he’d always finish with a question:


‘Have you broken the sixth commandment?’ He was asking me to add sins to my confession? I mean, Jesus Christ Almighty!


The trouble was it seemed to me that everything was a bloody sin. Every action or natural instinct was a sin to some degree. Even being born and dying before you got baptised was a sin. My whole childhood was an invitation to feel guilty. I was encouraged to feel guilty about the greatest gifts of life – falling in love, feeling passion and desire for another human being; loving and wanting to be loved in return. God forbid you had an immoral thought before marriage. When married, you were to make love only to procreate. Don’t even think about doing it for pleasure. Definition of Irish Catholic foreplay? Brace yourself, Bridget!


Priests were the rock stars of our community. They had a direct line to God Almighty. Whatever they said or did was followed to the letter not just by my parents but by everyone. The church would organise youth discos every Sunday night in a little club behind the priests’ house. I loved those nights. I would listen to the chart countdown on the radio in excited anticipation for the new Number One to be announced. Then an hour later I’d be at the disco wearing too much of my father’s best aftershave and patches of my mother’s foundation. A vain attempt to hide my ever-growing post-pubescent whiteheads from spoiling my chances of anybody even talking to me, never mind breaking the sixth commandment with me. Halfway through the night, Noddy or one of his brothers would stroll around the hall separating those of the opposite sex who were lucky enough to meet a girl and be holding hands or, better still, kissing. The end of the night was usually accompanied by an announcement that the local Protestant gang was waiting outside. We’d exit the building en masse, running frantically in all directions in the hope that the one or two thugs outside would catch somebody else and beat them up instead. Why we didn’t just walk out together, all one hundred of us, and chase them off, I’ll never fathom. The Catholic Church was all-pervasive in my childhood and adolescence. Mass – mortal sin if you miss it; confession – only chance of repenting your evil ways until the next time; sex education – don’t do it, don’t think about it, and don’t touch yourself while thinking about it; Youth Club disco – don’t stand too close, hold hands, or kiss. It was unbelievably easy to get into Hell when I was younger. I was so frightened by the prospect that I even started attending some non-compulsory masses. I think I was storing up anti-Hell points. At one of those masses my life changed forever.


The church had organised a service for all the young boys and girls from the parish. I’d gone with my friend – I think as much to see the girls as to listen to the priest mumbling. We were sitting at the end of the pew when the congregation made its way to the altar in an obedient procession to receive Communion. I recognised them all. Boys I played football with. Girls from my class. I looked to my right, just as an unfamiliar figure walked slowly past my seat. I turned away as quickly as I’d looked, but not before I’d made eye contact with the prettiest smile I’d ever seen. She had black hair, big brown eyes and a shy demeanour. When she caught my eye, I felt my chest tighten, my stomach turning, and my face flushing. She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. I was sure she’d smiled right at me. I turned to my friend.
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