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      For Jordan,
 who has left this life for ever.

      For Sebastian,
 who has all his life before him.

   
      
      Introduction

      This book is a product of deeply personal tragedy – 
the worst thing that has happened to me in my life.

      I lost my son, Jordan.

      He died from cancer on 27 June 2008 when he was 
just thirty-five years old.

      It was December 2007 when Jordan, who was living in London, first began to feel unwell. He was diagnosed with influenza but,
         despite various treatments, the symptoms continued and became more acute as his general physical discomfort grew. Jordan continued
         to work, however, and, in March 2008, he went on a business trip to Sydney, Australia. While he was there, he felt extremely
         ill. Deeply concerned, he sought help and was admitted to St Vincent’s Hospital, Sydney, where cancer was diagnosed.
      

      After he was diagnosed, Jordan was advised by a friend, who is a psychologist, to write a final goodbye letter to Sebastian,
         his nine-year-old son, giving a father’s advice about how best to live a happy and successful life. This was to be his last
         paternal gift. While considering his letter, Jordan decided to ask many notable Irish people, from various walks of life,
         to write similar letters, which could be compiled into a book for Sebastian to keep.
      

      He wished to give something special to Sebastian to cherish all his life. He also hoped that it would be of benefit to other
         children facing the loss of a parent.
      

      Jordan had begun this book as a diary, starting with his journey to Australia. His health deteriorated very quickly, however,
         and I have finished the story to the best of my ability with just the bare facts about the events leading up to his death.
      

      I have not tried to describe in detail my feelings during this time for two reasons: it would be too painful for me and it
         would not be in keeping with the character of the book of letters that Jordan wanted. Those who have contributed come from
         all walks of life: the arts, religion, business, sport and politics. Many have shared very personal and sad stories but, in
         spite of setbacks, they have all achieved success by putting their various talents to best purpose. I hope that Sebastian
         will gain comfort and inspiration from them.
      

      Jordan was, even as a small child, independent. He had a free and creative spirit which showed itself in his love of travelling.
         He was a determined person, resolute in achieving success in any projects he set himself, but he was also compassionate and
         sensitive with a generous nature – often to the point of extravagance! He lived for the moment, and was positive and optimistic
         until the day he died. This is meant to be a positive book.
      

      Sadly, the work was only in the initial stages when Jordan died very suddenly – and without having written his own letter.
         I gave him my word of honour that I would finish the book if he did not have the time to, and I now have fulfilled my promise.
      

      This is Sebastian’s legacy from his father.

   
      
      The week that 
everything changed

      Jordan wrote the first part of this chapter. It is the story of the days before he was diagnosed. It is unfinished.
      

      I try to piece together the events that happened in the second part and the chapter concludes with a letter from Clodagh Ross-Hamid,
         a great friend of Jordan’s from his childhood days in Kinsale, who lives outside Sydney. She visited him on the day he was
         diagnosed and tells of his response to the frightening realisation that, at the age of thirty-four, he was terminally ill.
      

      10 March 2008

      The Oriental in Bangkok has always been my favourite hotel in the world. While there are more luxurious five stars in existence,
         the Oriental, on the banks of the Chao Phraya River, has a unique, old-world glamour. My being at this hotel normally means
         one of two things: either I am passing through Bangkok en route to a business meeting or I am on holiday with my son, Sebastian.
         Business trips tend to entail wild nights in a myriad of different drinking dens along Sukhumvit Road and elsewhere. City
         tourist boards the world over may overuse the phrase, but Bangkok truly is a city that never sleeps. It’s only when the garish
         neon lights fade and the immaculately turned out Bangkok school children begin to appear that I know it’s time to make it
         back to the relative sanctuary of the Oriental.
      

      Trips with Sebastian are different, but better. His fascination with the city is contagious. He loves to spend his savings
         in the outdoor markets of Patpong. Sebastian, along with the thousands of other tourists, pores over the watches, computer
         games and ornaments in the early evening heat, while I try to distract his curious gaze from the strip bars that line these
         famous streets. Sebastian hasn’t quite mastered the art of bargaining yet, so we tend to perform as a duo, with me baulking
         at the requested prices. He likes to chat about the successful negotiations and low prices we achieved while we make our way
         back to the Oriental by taxi (my preference) or tuk tuk (Sebastian’s preference, despite the fumes, heat and dubious driving).
      

      This trip to Bangkok is very different, though, as I am here to recuperate. I am on my way to Sydney from London for work,
         but have decided to stop for a weekend in Bangkok to see if I can shake off my two-month-old flu. My doctor has assured me
         that ‘if it’s a virus, the warm weather will clear it up’. My two days are spent lazing by the pool, soaking up the hot Thai
         sun, nibbling on keng massaman and other nutritious local dishes – and wondering if my heavy fatigue is a result of jet lag
         or my ongoing illness. A pretty American girl smiles at me from her lounger opposite and repeatedly follows me into the pool.
         Normally, this sort of thing has a fairly predictable and pleasurable outcome, but, this time, I simply leave the pool or
         roll over on my lounger. This can’t be jet lag – I really must be sick. Evenings are spent enjoying Thai massage. I have given
         up on the most luxurious of Bangkok’s spas, like the Banyan Tree, and reverted to the more authentic low-key Thai massage
         parlours, where ten or more clients, separated only by thin curtains, lie on mats in one open room. I practise my Thai with
         the chatty masseuses from Isaan (Thailand’s northeastern region), who giggle and chat in equal measure. When our banter moves
         on to discuss family, it makes me wish that Sebastian was here, lying on the next mat. He is ticklish and often breaks into
         loud uncontrollable laughter, much to the annoyance of other weary customers and the amusement of the masseuses.
      

      11 March 2008

      The Sydney Marriott Hyde Park is basic but pleasant. I have chosen this hotel because it fits my company’s budget (although
         very well funded, we are a start-up and it’s inappropriate to luxuriate in Orientalesque establishments) and because of its
         location, a stone’s throw from our Australian partners, who are in the American Express building on the other side of the
         park.
      

      I am currently the European managing director at a company called Videoegg. We like to think of ourselves as a smart bunch
         of internet entrepreneurs and, although we are not changing the world (online video advertising within social networks), it
         feels good to be breaking new ground and creatively helping a start-up company to grow. We have managed to raise many millions
         from well-known investors and are confident that we can succeed in building a huge company, making ourselves wealthy and our
         investors wealthier. The other principals of the company work in San Francisco, while I look after international expansion
         from London.
      

      Rob, Nik, Ruud, Anthony (our Australian partners) and I sit down to lunch at an outdoor restaurant in Hyde Park. They are
         a good bunch and we are pleased to see each other. After some preliminary personal chat, we talk excitedly about our plans
         and prospects in Australia. Owing to my lost luggage, I look like a tourist among business people, but I am quietly happy
         to be wearing a T-shirt in the warm Sydney weather. Although our conversation is punctuated by my incessant coughing, we cover
         quite a bit of ground and talk about the next day’s conference at which we are exhibiting. Following lunch, I decide to nip
         to a chemist for more medication. After a short conversation with a pharmacist, I decide to go to a nearby walk-in doctor’s clinic. This leads to a long wait, a series of questions about my symptoms and a
         blood test. This is an almost identical sequence of events to the two doctors I have recently visited in London. This doctor
         thinks I have glandular fever, but he tosses me an HIV leaflet to read in advance of the following day’s results. I mentally
         check off each symptom before leaving the surgery in a state of terror.
      

      These were the last words Jordan wrote for this book. I must now, from details sent to me from Australia by Clodagh and his
         colleagues, try to piece together the sequence of events that unfolded. It is most distressing for me, and I cannot write
         with Jordan’s eloquence, but I shall try to explain what happened.
      

      During the next few days, while waiting for the results of the blood test, Jordan attended the exhibition called AdTech in
         the Hilton Hotel and planned to rest at his own hotel over the weekend. He talked to his business partners about feeling unwell
         and the possibility that he might have glandular fever.
      

      On Saturday, 15 March, however, he received the results from the blood tests, and they indicated the possibility of some form
         of cancer. He was admitted to St Vincent’s Hospital for further tests. He also had a strange lump on his shoulder.
      

      It was only at this stage that Jordan phoned me in the middle of the night (Irish time) to tell me what was happening. I cannot
         describe the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as he told me the dreadful news. Through many phone calls and emails
         to his Blackberry, we both clung to the thought that it was glandular fever or, at worst, that he had a lymphoma, both of
         which meant that his illness was curable. For several days, we both spent a lot of time checking the internet for answers
         and questioning any medics we knew about the implications of these two possible outcomes.
      

      Everyone in Australia was incredibly supportive. Clodagh emailed and phoned Jordan constantly. His friends from Videoegg visited
         him every day, taking him DVDs to watch. They felt that he was ‘definitely staying strong, although his voice was a little
         different’. He also emailed me to say that his ex-wife, Teena, who was in England with Sebastian, ‘had been absolutely amazing’.
         I felt totally inadequate being so far away. Videoegg offered to pay for me to travel to Sydney, but Jordan, with his usual
         independence, insisted that I waited awhile because he would probably be home for treatment very soon. Little did I know how
         prophetic these words would be.
      

      On the next Wednesday, 19 March, the Australian doctors decided to do a biopsy on the lump on his shoulder. I think at this
         stage they had already discovered a number of tumours in his body. Although Jordan told others that he was fairly confident
         that the now-probable diagnosis of lymphoma would be highly treatable, he emailed me otherwise. ‘I am trying to think positively
         but I get waves of being uncontrollably petrified (in which case I ask for sleeping tablets) but there’s nothing to do other
         than wait for a diagnosis now.’
      

      Holy Thursday, 20 March 2008 was the day all our lives changed for ever. The diagnosis of terminal cancer was so devastating
         that I could hardly comprehend it. While the primary cancer had been very small, it had spread aggressively. I have no recollection
         now of what we said to each other. Jordan told me that the doctors had said he must fly home the next day or else ‘he wouldn’t
         make it’ – this reality was incomprehensible. In my panic, I think I probably just talked about the details of what flight
         he would get back to England and that I would be at Heathrow airport to meet him.
      

      Later that day, he phoned Clodagh. I shall be ever grateful to her for ‘being there’ for him on what must have been the darkest
         day of his life. I will now share with you the story of that day as she wrote it to me.
      

      Dear Christine,

      In response to your letter regarding the details of Jordan’s time in Sydney, I will outline my memory of the 20 March to you.

      Jordan phoned me at 4 p.m. His voice was very shaky and he talked very quickly, asking me to come to the hospital straight
            away. I asked him to slow down and tell me what had happened. He then told me that eight doctors had just left his room, having
            told him that he had a cancer so extensive that there was no hope for successful treatment and that the prognosis was very
            poor. I told him I would be there immediately. I dropped everything at home, left my children there, and caught a train to
            the city. Unfortunately, I live about twenty-five miles from Sydney and it took about an hour and a half for me to get to
            the hospital. I was absolutely disoriented with fear at what Jordan had told me. When I arrived, he was waiting outside the
            hospital. It was a dark and warm evening and he looked almost his usual self in cargo pants and a Lacoste polo shirt. The
            only giveaway was the padding on his neck from the biopsy. We walked to a park across the road and sat under a tree and underneath
            a huge depiction of the Menorah candles painted on the side of the Sydney Jewish Museum next door.

      We were both crying. Jordan told me that when he saw such a delegation of doctors coming through the ward door, he knew the
            news would not be good, but that he never thought for a second that they were coming to tell him his life was coming to an
            end. They spent about an hour with him and all through that time, they tried to reiterate the extent of the cancer, while
            Jordan tried to talk about treatments. From what I understand, they gave him no hope at all, with a prognosis of six weeks
            to three months without treatment and the possibility of nine months with palliative chemotherapy. They were obviously aware
            of Jordan’s status as a visitor to Sydney and I think they were careful about what they said, as they knew Jordan would go
            through all this again in Ireland. As far as I remember, they recommended no treatment other than pain relief for his symptoms
            because they thought he would have a better quality of life.

      After the doctors left, I think they sent in the hospital social worker (Rose or Rosalie – I spoke to her once about Jordan’s
            belongings) and they also sent for the Irish chaplain in Sydney, Fr Tom Devereux, but I am not sure if Jordan met him or not.
            Jordan was given anti-anxiety medication by a nurse he was friendly with. When he jokingly asked if he could have some more,
            she told him that because his status had changed to terminally ill, they would restrict the sleep and anti-anxiety medications
            they had been giving to him since he was admitted, in a bid to prevent any suicidal behaviour. Jordan saw some black humour
            in this and in the horror of the situation, sitting under the tree, we actually laughed about it.

      Jordan immediately began talking about Sebastian and yourself. Both of you were his predominant concerns – though his feelings
            were different towards each of you. Where Sebastian was concerned, he talked about how he believed that Sebastian would ultimately
            be OK; he was young and resilient, and how he was glad that Teena had a relationship with a man whom he felt would be a good
            father-figure to Sebastian. We talked about the day Sebastian was born, about how helpless he had felt after Teena had given
            birth, how he had known it was time for him to take on the mantle of being a parent, and how overwhelmed he had been by all
            that that entailed. He remembered being horrified by the blood on the floor that no one came to clean up, and the desolation
            and loneliness he had felt in that London hospital where Sebastian was born, of his feeling that events were being taken outside
            his control. He talked about his feelings of failure and the sense of aloneness when his marriage had ended in Singapore,
            and how hard it was to lose his little family and start life again as a single man. He also spoke of his own father passing
            away in a car crash when he was nine years old, and how he felt that Sebastian’s youth would help him to cope with Jordan’s death. He broke down again
            when he said that he didn’t know how he was going to tell Sebastian that his father was going to die.

      I think he had already spoken with you and Teena before I had arrived at the hospital and I was worried about you because
            I know that a phone call like that from twelve thousand miles away must have been agonising, so I asked Jordan if I could
            call you later that night. He agreed and asked me to stay in touch with you after his funeral as you did not really know his
            work colleagues and he was very anxious that you would have someone to talk with about him. At that point, I was trying to
            deflect any talk of dying and funerals, but he was adamant. Although he was obviously under the influence of anti-anxiety
            pills, he was very clear-headed and precise about what he wanted. He told me that he expected that you would have a brave
            face throughout the grieving process, but that, inside and at home, you would crumble. And he was desperately worried about
            that. He told me that you had absolutely adored him all his life and he told me how much he loved you.

      Jordan had been very happy with the level of care he had received at St Vincent’s and I think he would have considered staying
            for treatment if they had given him any hope at all. When he realised that this was not the case, he was anxious to get to
            you as soon as possible. He wanted to stay until the following Tuesday after Easter to travel, but the doctors told him that
            they could not guarantee that he would be in any condition to travel by then, and they recommended that he leave as soon as
            possible. Jordan called his airline to change his flight plans, and when he asked for an upgrade from Economy to Business
            Class, he was told flatly by the telephone operator that ‘This airline does not give upgrades on the basis of a terminally
            ill passenger’ and we had a bit of a joke about what someone had to do to get an upgrade from an airline. That was another
            thing that Jordan found blackly funny, especially when the operator went on to ask if he would still like his pre-booked,
            three-day stopover in Bangkok. ‘Under the given circumstances,’ Jordan told her, ‘I think not.’ Later, he told me that maybe
            he should have taken the stopover in Thailand as one last hurrah!

      He went on to talk about how he had been so grateful for the life he had led, for the travel he had done and everything he
            had seen. And even though he would probably be dead at thirty-five, he was so happy that he had led his life the way he had.
            That he would have preferred it to working in an office all his life and living until he was eighty. He told me, though, that
            he had never once considered the possibility that something like this could happen, and had always thought that if he were
            to pass away early, it would be through a plane or car crash. He thought this was more likely, given the kind of life he led.

      He was very concerned about his financial situation and about the financial legacy he would leave Sebastian. He had already
            telephoned his company’s head office to check whether he had a death benefit policy, with Sebastian listed as the main benefactor.
            He was very anxious that he should not leave you with any financial and administrative entanglements to have to sort out after
            his death.

      He talked about male friends he had in the UK who were still living as bachelors without children and how he was so thankful
            that he was leaving a son behind him. Sebastian was his most proud achievement, I think, in the final analysis. He was confident
            about a bright future for his son, but was very worried about how he was going to prepare Sebastian for his death.

      Jordan knew that he would have to undertake the whole testing process again when he returned to Ireland, and told me of his
            aversion to the injections and the treatment. He said that, in a way, the diagnosis was a vague relief, as he was beginning
            to feel that some of the doctors had thought his symptoms were psychosomatic. I asked him how he felt physically, and he said
            that he could feel the cancer everywhere, and could feel it actively moving as we sat there, and how he woke up nearly every morning with a new symptom. We talked about
            why it hadn’t been picked up earlier in England and he told me about the timeline of events there – that he had been feeling
            unwell by the end of 2007 and, in February, they had told him it was a bad dose of the flu and had sent him for blood tests
            based on the possibility of a blood disorder or an exotic disease like malaria (owing to his extensive travels), but how the
            doctors never once mentioned the possibility of cancer.

      Initially, when I saw him, he had told me that he didn’t want to speak to anyone else that evening apart from yourself and
            Teena, but after we had talked, he said that it felt cathartic and that he would call a couple of his close friends in the
            UK. He was very tired, and I was anxious that he should get a good night’s sleep to help prepare him for his journey the following
            day, so I walked him back to the hospital.

      It was very hard, and, Christine, I am telling you these things in a matter-of-fact way, which is very different to how I
            feel inside, but I understand my place in this whole situation. Although I am devastated at the loss of my beautiful friend
            of twenty years, Jordan’s death is not my own personal tragedy – it is yours, and Sebastian’s, and Jordan’s, and I have no
            right to burden you with my sadness and grief.

      We said our goodbyes to one another and formally thanked each other for the friendship and support for one another since 1988.
            We spoke of our love and appreciation for each other. I think this was Jordan’s first farewell to life, his first goodbye
            to a friend and it was very shocking. I gave him two home-made ‘Get Well’ cards that my children had made for him and he called
            me back to the door of the hospital and said, ‘Whatever happens in your life, always take care of your children.’ Those were
            his last words to me. I came straight home and telephoned you.

      Clodagh

   
      
      The last three months 
at home

      As I stood at the arrivals gate of Terminal 4 in Heathrow airport, my mind was in turmoil. Waiting seemed to take for ever
         and, as it turned out, Jordan was last through Customs because the airline had lost his suitcase. As I waited, more and more
         dramatic scenarios went through my head. Had he been taken so ill that he’d been driven off in an ambulance unbeknownst to
         me? Had he never made it to the plane and was dying alone in Australia? A man standing beside me cheerily said, ‘Isn’t it
         marvellous to see everyone so happy coming home?’ I attempted a weak smile.
      

      Finally my beloved son was with me and we travelled back to his apartment where we both cried and promised each other that
         we would face the future together and fight this dreadful affliction to the best of our ability. It was Easter weekend and
         so my husband, Pat (Jordan’s stepfather), had made an appointment for him with an oncologist in Cork for the following Tuesday.
         After a frightening two days in London, in which Jordan was in continuous pain, we flew back to Cork on Easter Monday. By
         then, he could hardly walk and was in such agony that Pat drove him to the Mercy Hospital the second we arrived. Within one
         hour, the oncologist (whom Jordan later described as ‘direct yet compassionate’) came in, in his weekend jeans, and gave us
         the news that the average lifetime expectancy at this stage for this type of cancer was four to six months. We were shattered.
         I had no idea that Jordan had already been given a shorter time than this by the doctors in Sydney.
      

      He stayed in hospital for a few days while they alleviated the pain and then came home to Kinsale to face whatever lay ahead.
         This became a nightmare of up to thirty tablets over each twenty-four-hour period and a daily injection because of a blood
         clot that had developed in his leg. Jordan had chemotherapy which, he said, ‘wiped him out’. The pain reoccurred intermittently
         in different parts of his body and with varying severity. He tried short spells on different diets and drank a copious amount
         of fruit and vegetable juices and smoothies. Sleeping became difficult and in an email to a friend he wrote, ‘I find it hard
         to switch off at night. I don’t tend to dwell on why any longer, but I find it hard to daydream in the way I used to before
         sleep. So much of my night-time thoughts used to be about the future which is less applicable these days!’
      

      Most of his worries were about Sebastian, and this is how the idea of this book came about. Jordan was shattered at the thought
         that he would not be around to give Sebastian his love and guidance as he grew up.
      

      During Jordan’s illness, Sebastian came to visit from England several times with his mother, Teena, and some of Jordan’s friends
         flew in from England to see him too. Jordan, Sebastian, Pat and I had one lovely week together in a holiday village, go-karting,
         playing crazy golf and generally having a fun time.
      

      By the week of 6 June, everything looked a little brighter. Several replies had arrived to the trial letters which we had
         been sent out looking for contributions to Dear Sebastian, the title he had decided upon for the book. Jordan had been interviewed on Today with Pat Kenny and had met Gráinne McBride, who was writing a piece about him and the planned book in the Irish Examiner. More importantly still, the tumours had shrunk as a result of chemotherapy and the oncologist gave him a three-month respite
         to travel before his next appointment. But it was not to be.
      

      The next weekend, 14 June, Jordan travelled up to Dublin by train and flew to Zurich to go to the Italy versus Romania Euro
         2008 group match with a friend. I had hastily learned to text in order to keep in touch and to remind Jordan of the times
         when he had to take his tablets. He sounded to be in good form. However, when he arrived back on the Sunday night, he was
         in severe pain. For the next few days, his medication was increased and changed many times, but without much success. On Friday,
         20 June, he was admitted to Marymount Hospice in Cork, so that his condition could be monitored. They assured me that he would
         probably be home by the following Tuesday.
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