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Prologue


March, 2012


IT WAS AS IF IT had been lying in wait, ready to pounce when the opportunity presented. For days before The Voice live shows I walked around with a mounting discomfort, beginning in the pit of my stomach, rising into my throat and leaving me short of breath, while at night, my thoughts rushed so fast I couldn’t sleep. I didn’t have much experience of television so I put my unease down to performance anxiety. When my legs came from underneath me inside the dressing room just minutes before we were due to go live, and my breath stopped coming, I knew this was panic at its worst.


For many years I’d struggled with attacks of this kind, as part of a condition I have called generalised anxiety disorder, but it wasn’t ever something I talked about. Not even those closest to me knew the extent of my condition, and I had been fiercely protective in my efforts to hide this part of my life from everyone around me.


Curled on the floor in the private confines of the dressing room, gripped by overwhelming fear, time seemed to come to a halt and when I willed myself back to reality, I moved through slow motion. I could hear the sound engineer rapping on the door, ever increasingly as the minutes to transmission ticked by. I tried to call out but not a sound came, it seemed nothing could pull me back as I folded up tighter, breathless, choked and apoplectic with terror.


I didn’t know how I could survive this one, punching my chest to try to find a breath, pulling my shirt until it tore. But in the midst of this madness, something new became clear to me. I knew that if I got past tonight, I could not go on like this. Something had to give. The secret I had kept for years and guarded with all my life for fear of stigma and alienation could not remain secret for much longer.




1. The Holy Land


I WAS BROUGHT UP IN Mullingar, a rural, regional midlands town, by an army officer father and a music teacher mother. Nothing existed or mattered outside my town. It was the centre of the earth. I got a nose bleed if I went past Kinnegad on the N4, and a holiday meant being dragged to Dublin Zoo in the depths of winter for a school trip, or if you were feeling really adventurous, an expedition to the Natural History Museum, followed by a Happy Meal in McDonald’s. I am not saying I was sheltered, but I certainly wasn’t Phileas Fogg. So when my parents informed me that we were going to move to Israel for an extended period of time I thought to myself, whereabouts in Dublin is Israel?


My dad was often stationed overseas for up to a year at a time, when the Irish army were sent to work as peacekeepers for the United Nations. I vividly remember as a child being woken in the middle of the night along with my brother and three sisters, to say goodbye to him. He would be collected in an army van at dawn, and I would watch him break down into tears before having to leave his wife and kids and go to often hostile and dangerous countries. Watching my father cry had quite a profound impact on me. Dad would always assure me that wherever he was going was safe, but seeing this strong and powerful figure in my life become vulnerable and emotionally volatile stirred a sense of insecurity in my otherwise blissfully ignorant and carefree existence. I used to ask my father to say goodbye to me before I went to sleep so I would not have to be part of these nocturnal goodbyes. As he would leave in the early hours, I would pretend I was asleep and put the pillow over my ears so I would not hear the door shut behind him. I would then come downstairs and try to support my mother, a calm, creative and beautiful Glaswegian woman.


Only as I grew older could I make sense of this. The sadness of a father having to say goodbye to the people he loved the most in this world, and miss a year of their journey through life. I am not a father but I can still empathise with how incredibly challenging emotionally this must have been, not just for my father, but for his wife, my mother.


My father had to go overseas so often that it was a welcome opportunity when he was in a position to invite his family to spend a portion of his duty with him. I had just turned 12 when he was stationed in Southern Lebanon with the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon, and we were to join him for a number of months. As it was still a relatively unstable environment we decided we would stay in Nahariya, a sleepy coastal town just inside Israel on the border with Lebanon, and about a 45-minute drive from the camp where Dad worked.


So on 14 May 1993, my family and I departed the centre of the earth and began our exciting quest to the Holy Land. I had just left primary school, and left behind that jittery time when you establish who your friends are going to be in secondary school. Who was I going to hang around with in Israel? My older brother had decided to stay behind. The two older girls were hardly going to hang around with their teenage brother, and my younger sister and I were engaged in some pretty animated rows. But there was no choice but to go, and I was a curious kid, fascinated by new places and people. My father was already in Israel preparing the town for the onslaught of the Breslins.


I distinctly recall the flight from London Heathrow to Tel Aviv Ben Gurion International Airport. Going through airport security with our enormous suitcases, I was amazed at the extent of the security operations, as military men body-scanned and searched us. I was very innocent about the conflict going on in Israel, and thought I could just breeze onto the plane. I hadn’t realised a 13-year-old with a rucksack from the midlands could be a potential security threat entering the Middle East. On the plane, we made our way to the smoking section where my mum, a smoker at the time, had slyly booked our seats. I had just settled into my seat for the five-hour journey when I was asked by the flight attendant, who was robbed of any personality or patience (especially for an overzealous Irish kid pepped up on duty-free Haribo Bears and Toblerone) would I mind moving to the front of the plane to let a smoker sit in my seat. She more demanded than asked, but either way I found myself sitting alone, beside two Orthodox Jews who seemed rather disconcerted that some sour-faced teenager was occupying the seat next to them. I was more perplexed by the fact that they were wearing long black dresses and oversized bowler hats. I quietly cursed the smoker that had me pulled from the pleasant fog of the smoking section. About an hour into the flight one of the men beside me fell into a deep sleep. His head gradually started tilting towards my shoulder and I knew what was going to happen next.


Here I was, away from the comfort of my mother, with some random chap drooling on my shoulder in the depths of sleep while my sugar buzz faded. I missed Mullingar. I was praying for turbulence so he would be jolted from his slumber and I could have my saliva-stained shoulder back. Luckily as the food was being served the odour of the delight that is airline cuisine hit his senses and he woke, oblivious to the fact that he had used me as a human pillow for the previous two hours. As he was eating his breakfast, I informed him that I liked his hat and dress. I was completely naive to the culture I was about to spend the coming months in, its religious and ethnic divisions. He smiled and asked me where I was from. I told him I was Irish and was going over to live with my dad who was stationed in the Lebanon. In a very considerate tone, without condescending to me, he then explained the fundamentals of the history of Israel and his religion. I was like a sponge. He explained to me his beliefs, and I informed him of mine, Christian, the single belief system I was aware of. He also educated me on the hostilities and complexities of the situation in the Middle East, and I thought to myself, why are my parents bringing us here? I told him that where I was from, the only hostilities we ever witnessed were when some lad annoyed you in school and you hit him a box.


When we landed in Tel Aviv I was so thankful I hadn’t had to choke down in the smoking section and also that I got to learn quite a lot about this intriguing but complicated country. We disembarked just as the sun was rising, and already the intense heat I’d been warned about hit my face like I had just opened an oven. All my family had managed to sleep on the flight but because I was burning the ear off my Jewish friend for the entire flight, I did not sleep a wink. It started to catch up with me as we dragged ourselves through the airport and waited for our luggage. I was like Damien from The Omen.


As we came through the arrivals gate, my father was waiting, palpably excited to see us. Unusually for him, he wasn’t in uniform that day. You could see the relief on his face that we actually made it to Israel. It was an emotional moment, and the polar opposite to the early-hour tearful goodbyes I so hated. I was just about sleepwalking by the time we made our way to the United Nations minivan dad had borrowed to pick us up. Nahariya was about a two-hour drive north. Sitting in between my sisters on burning hot leather seats I peered out the windows, mesmerised by the scenery, the absolute beauty of this desert landscape. It was a far cry from the N4 to Dublin.


Driving into Nahariya I half expected to see a town wounded by the legacy of warfare and conflict, but what I witnessed was a charming coastal region that was modernised and, surprisingly, quite normal. We pulled up to our new home for the foreseeable future, a high-rise apartment block that looked like it had been built in rebellion to elegance, or as my mother called it, ‘practical’. A nice way of saying it was a shithole. Myself and my sisters tore each other to shreds trying to get through the front door to mark our territory and claim the more appealing bedroom. I lost the battle and ended up in a tiny room I would share with my younger sister, Andrea. At this stage the heat of the early-morning sun was sweltering through the windows of our first floor apartment and I was immensely eager to explore my new surroundings. Through the midst of exhaustion I was excited to discover the unfamiliar world I now found myself in.


Aesthetically, the town was very appealing and with miles of beach surrounding it, it almost felt like paradise. However, there was a tangible tension in the air, an underlying unease that was hard to ignore. Young adult men and women walked around with semi-automatic weapons, dressed in full military attire. The war ships were anchored menacingly in the bay, while Apache helicopters patrolled the skies above us. I looked for constant reassurance from my mother, who was sure to offer it every time. But no doubt about it, I was slightly shaken.


The first few weeks in Israel were a steep learning curve of cultural confusion combined with an internal uneasiness that was an entirely new experience for me. One morning my father brought us over the border into Southern Lebanon to visit his camp and to shop on the run-down thoroughfare that was aptly called Mingy Street. It was a street where you could buy cheap knock-off goods, with deep baskets of fake Nike, Adidas and Reebok runners, fake designer clothes on rails right onto the street, and boxes filled with pirated cassette tapes. The street had been badly bombed by the Israeli Defence Force (IDF), with some of the shops blown down at the side. Their walls were riddled with bullet holes, which I rushed to, putting my index finger into the holes to see if they could be real. I filled my arms with pirated tapes and pleaded with my parents for more dollars; I had my heart set on a pair of Reebok pumps which were huge at the time but way outside the price range of most teenagers. I got myself a pair for $30 on Mingy Street, delighted with myself. Back outside I wondered what the war ships were doing, bobbing on the water. Apart from its air of menace, the coastline had an untainted beauty that reminded me of West Cork.


Although Nahariya was only 20 miles south, it did not bear a remote resemblance to the towns and villages in Southern Lebanon. The years of conflict and war in this region were clearly evident in the craters in the ground left by the air strikes, in the derelict houses half standing, in the landmine warnings on the verges of every road, and the burnt-out cars and tanks lining the fields. When we were out for dinner, we got used to the sight of soldiers swaggering through the doors with guns slung over their shoulders. Sometimes I joined a group of soldiers playing five-a-side football on the beach, still on duty with their weapons slung about them. I learned not to throw a dirty tackle when there was a guy with an M16 around his shoulder – though unfortunately in later life, such caution wouldn’t serve me. One day, going into a shopping centre with my parents, we discovered there had been a bomb threat inside, and the whole town was shut down by the army. We found out later the device had been real, defused just in time. The people lived in constant fear of retaliation attacks between the Israeli Defence Force and Hezbollah, an organisation with its roots in Lebanon. What a beautiful, troubled region, I thought, with a dark shadow of fear and tension lurking over its landscape.


I was finally beginning to settle in to our new home, when one night I was woken by a lady jabbering into a loudspeaker outside the block of apartments. She was a soldier, I gathered, speaking in broken English as she ordered all residents to vacate their homes and make their way into the bomb shelters situated in the basement of the apartment. At first I thought I was dreaming and brushed it off, until my sisters came into the room to get me out of bed. I knew it was serious, because nothing other than an emergency could get my sisters out of bed. My parents seemed to be downplaying the situation as my dad then appeared at the bedroom door, telling me it was a relatively normal occurrence. I wasn’t to be afraid, he said. We decided to stay in the apartment and I was encouraged to try to go back to sleep. Hold on a second here, go back to sleep? Two minutes ago some lady was roaring through a loudspeaker to get into the bomb shelters, and now my mum was telling me to try to get some sleep? I wasn’t buying it.


I lay awake for the next three or four hours feeling deeply confused and strangely nauseated. When you’re physically sick, you find a position in your bed where you are comfortable but I couldn’t find comfort anywhere. I can safely say that this was my initial introduction to anxiety. I felt so exposed to danger. For the first time in my life, the invincibility that I courted through my early years was robbed from me.


The next morning at breakfast I quizzed my father on what had happened. He told me that Hezbollah had begun shelling northern Israel but that I wasn’t to worry, as they only had two types of missiles. One that could not reach us, and the other one that would go over our heads. Oh, well, that’s grand so, stuck in no man’s land hoping the missiles land where they are supposed to. I was greatly confused. On the news that morning we heard that the Israeli Defence Force had begun retaliation proceedings in Southern Lebanon, naming the mission ‘Operation Accountability’, marking the commencement of the 1993 conflict between the IDF and Hezbollah in which countless civilians lost their lives. In our ‘practical’ tower block in the heart of Nahariya, my family and I found ourselves stuck in the middle of an army campaign. I grew to hate that apartment. Its roaming cockroaches and the cold, sterile tiles, and the boredom of turning on the TV to remember that, yes, everything was in Hebrew.


We lived for five months in the Holy Land, though not long enough for me to attend school. After the retaliation began, every day we would feel the ground vibrate viciously as the Israeli Air Force relentlessly bombarded targets in Southern Lebanon just a few miles north from where we were staying. You could clearly hear the powerful explosions and the snaps of gunfire. One day the windows of our apartment began violently shaking while the walls began swaying, and I thought, either we’ve been hit with a missile, or this is an earthquake. It turned out to be a sonic boom from one of the Israeli Air Force jets passing overhead. Sonic booms occur when the jet breaks the speed of sound and causes shock waves that affect the areas below the aircraft, I learned, though it gave me no pleasure to receive this information.


I had felt nauseous in my bed the night we were ordered into the bomb shelters; now, I felt sick to the pit of my stomach with worry, not just for my own safety but for my father’s safety. Every day he was travelling up to the border and into his base camp in Southern Lebanon, and I used to fear he wouldn’t come back. Every night I would lie wide awake, feeling the weight of something pressing on my chest. I was becoming suffocated with nerves. Sometimes, I would drag my mattress to the door of my parents’ bedroom in the middle of the night as I felt a little safer when I was closer to the two of them.


This relentless unrest was a new experience for me. No longer was I a carefree, sociable and adventurous kid, and I hated the realisation that my youthful invincibility had turned to deep insecurity, and to existing constantly on edge.


But in many ways teenage life went on as normal. I had my first real growth spurt when I was in Israel. I went from being a chubby, slightly uncoordinated, awkward kid, to being six foot in what felt like overnight. I inherited my height from my mum’s late father, my Glaswegian grandfather ‘Bumper’, a six-foot-six juggernaut and a devout Celtic fan. Gaining ground like this was, I guess, the beginning of my lifelong love of sport. In the dry heat of Nahariya I started playing basketball, football and tennis, often with the Irish soldiers. I was comforted in the realisation that sport and physical activity could momentarily mask my worries and anxieties, something that has served me fruitfully throughout my life – though at times with mixed results. And despite my perpetual state of distress, I started to emerge from my shell.


I liked hanging around the kibbutz where my sister went to live and farm the land. I liked the wreck houses on the beach where the military and their ex-pat families came to eat dinner and have a drink at the bar, because there I discovered the delights of entertaining people. On ‘Irish nights’ I’d step in as DJ, putting my illegal cassettes from Mingy Street into a dated stereo in the wreck house. At the time, ‘Informer’ by Snow was the big hit, and I continuously played the song trying to figure out what the hell he was rapping about. I never did figure it out. The United Nations families did not share my fascination with that tune and it was quickly banned from the playlist.


Israel opened my eyes and my mind. I travelled to incredible places like the West Bank, Gaza, the Dead Sea and Jerusalem. There was a world beyond the boundaries of Mullingar. A world so unstable and complicated. A world where war and conflict were part of daily routine. I feel privileged to have had my eyes opened at such a young age. Although it may have put an end to my youthful innocence and marked the birth of my anxiety, it educated me in ways no teacher or school could do. It ignited curiosities and made me appreciate the comfort of my hometown and the fact that I was born and able to live in a country where I didn’t have to fear for my life, or the lives of my family.




2. Teenage kicks


I RETURNED FROM ISRAEL A different person, physically and mentally. Mullingar seemed like such a different place yet nothing had changed, I was the one who had changed. Disproportionately tall and particularly awkward, I felt like an imposter. My friends and classmates barely recognised me. I barely recognised their new identities. In my absence, they had discovered the appeal of the opposite sex, the possibilities of drinking and stealing smokes. Much of their conversation now revolved around getting the shift and fictional stories of awkward sexual experiences, whereas before, it was about football and the price of Mr Freezes. Socially, I found myself isolated and unable to relate to their interests. I felt they were trivial and infantile compared to what I had been exposed to over the previous months. This town that I had thought was the centre of the earth almost became a source of personal resentment, for its simple perception of everything that existed outside its claustrophobic grasp. It seemed like nothing else mattered outside this town to these people. But I had grown too fast, been exposed to too much. Everything I’d heard and seen I’d taken on in my mind and heart and gripped onto. I felt paranoid among friends and ultimately decided there was more comfort in being alone.


After school, I used to strategically map my journey home so as to avoid any possibility of coming into contact with friends or classmates. When I got home I would invent elaborate excuses as to why I did not want to go out and socialise with my friends, and if they knocked on the front door I would get my mother to tell them I wasn’t around. Israel had brought me closer to my mother, and I knew she would cover for me. For a 13-year-old, it really should be the other way around – pleading with your mother to let you out of the house. I rebelled against my own extrovert nature and developed into a painfully reclusive character. I would make up stories about my friends and embellish their bad sides to justify to myself why I had disowned them. I distorted in my mind the characters of my friends, just to keep as far away as possible.


I could not make sense of this polar transformation in my character, and as each day went by I grew more and more frustrated with the seeming lack of control I had in reversing it. Of course, puberty had its part to play in my moody state, but I felt its contribution was relatively secondary to something a little more nocuous. Being alone so much, I knew this behaviour was not sustainable nor was it healthy. It was having a profoundly negative impact on my self-esteem and confidence. I felt ashamed and embarrassed, completely unable to understand or rationalise my own behaviour.


For Christmas that year my parents bought me a cheap electric guitar. I got myself a book of guitar chords and started to teach myself, spending hours on end in my tiny box room – which I had outgrown, considering I was now the length of the room. I would learn my chords and scales until my fingers literally bled onto the fretboard. There was always music in our house, often coming from the grand piano my grandmother, my mother’s mother Granny Mac, left us before she died. Now with my own electric guitar, playing Oasis and Nirvana songs that were so easy to pull off, you felt like a rock star. Every day after school I would climb quickly up to my room, sit on my bed and play along to Green Day and Oasis cassettes as if I was part of their band. I would actually picture myself being out on a stage playing to thousands of people. I created my own little imaginary venue in my room, and managed to occupy hours of the day pretending to play to huge crowds. My guitar became my best friend and that brought me great solace and comfort as I fell deeper into a social Siberia. It still provides that same comfort today, in happier circumstances.


I would spend five or six hours a day in that little bedroom, learning the notes until they were perfect. As isolated and reclusive as I became, I still felt completely content in my own company. Two was a crowd. I always had a vivid imagination and I was able to fabricate situations that made me feel like I was anything from a professional footballer to the best guitarist on the planet. I would listen to music for hours on end, everything I could find: Pearl Jam, Nirvana, The Red Hot Chili Peppers, Abba; before the heavier days of Faith No More and Metallica kicked in. Bolted into that little room I would sing and play, and when I wasn’t being the frontman, I’d imagine myself in the crowd while my favourite band played on stage.


I will never forget the shock of hearing that one of my musical heroes, Kurt Cobain, had taken his life. My sister came upstairs to tell me, ‘The guy from Nirvana has been shot.’ We rushed to watch the news, where it transpired he’d shot himself, and that he was dead. I couldn’t fathom how a man could actually kill himself. I did not have the mental capacity nor maturity to rationalise what had happened. I had never really heard that word before, suicide. I was very curious about why he would have done this. Why would a guy with the biggest band in the world throw it all away? At a time when the majority of my school worshipped Kurt Cobain and Nirvana, it was a pity that our teachers never even mentioned his death. One day a teacher pacing the class saw the words ‘RIP Kurt Cobain’ carved into a school desk with a compass. ‘A shameful and cowardly way to die, and with a wife and child,’ I remember him mumbling.


During the summer of 1994, the contentment I enjoyed while alone started showing signs of wear and tear. I became slightly uncomfortable in my own skin. It was as if the vivid imagination I had been blessed with had started to turn on me. My thoughts became irrational and an uneasiness set in when I was alone. Gaining a strong appetite for catastrophe, I made ample room for worries to creep in. My mother had this Encyclopaedia of Health that she left on the sitting room table, and I would find myself ensconced at the kitchen table for hours reading it and relating to symptoms of serious physical illnesses. One day I would be convinced I was having an appendicitis attack and my appendix was going to burst, while the next day I would be dying of a brain tumour; I think I was even pregnant at one stage. I began thinking about my mortality, accepting the realisation that we were so exposed and vulnerable to many dangers and threats. Now, I realise I was almost fantasising about my death, entertaining truly morbid worst-case scenarios. The one thing I did suffer from, I didn’t look up in this exhaustive volume of diseases. If I’d seen the word anxiety, it wouldn’t have meant anything to me. I thought anxiety was just for old people. Or something that happened when you got butterflies in your stomach before a test.


As the months went on, the endless free time of summer holidays became fertile ground for the worst anxieties. At first, I found myself struggling to fall asleep, unable to calm my mind and park these nonsensical thoughts. My body would lie down, my mind would ignite. I was avalanched with a million thoughts a second. I wondered if I would lose my mother or my father, if one of them might die from a terrible illness. I wondered this deep into the night, in blind states of exhaustion. The more I tried to sleep, the less chance I’d get. I would lie in my bed grinding my teeth, irritated with myself for not being able to nod off. I would design problems that did not even exist and dread the following day, when I knew I would be zombie-like with exhaustion.


One warm summer evening in late July, I lay staring at the ceiling in my box room. I could feel my throat starting to close up, as if I had swallowed something and it went down the wrong way. I began frantically thumping my chest to try to relieve this tightness. There was a gut-wrenching pressure in my stomach that led to a cloud of nausea that ached and crippled me. I tried to vomit but I was unable, because I was choking. I fought for breath but it just would not come. I tried to call out but no noise came from my mouth, only the terrifying sound of suffocation, the sound of gasping breath. Tears were streaming down my face, my head was spinning and my heart pounded at the walls of my chest. I was dying. This was it. Game over.


Caught up in a tangled mire of terror within my body, it felt almost as if I’d been possessed. My skin was ghostly white, I could see the veins in my arms swell. Clasping the bed with my shaking fists, head mashed onto the pillow, I went to attempt one last breath. I was in contest with my lungs, which were obstinately closed and out of reach to my feeble respiratory attempts. As I sucked in I managed to catch a tiny bite of air. I could inhale, just the smallest passage of precious air. I felt the pain in my chest ease slightly and soon, gradually, I felt my heart return back to its relatively normal rhythm. I lay face-down on that bed, paralysed with terror and devoid of hope, as whatever demonic spirit had entered now exited my body. Every cell in my body had believed I was going to die. The physical pain in my chest was a reminder of the strange and unbearable experience I had been dragged through, seemingly in slow motion. I had watched plenty of shit horror movies, but seen nothing like this before.


Back then, there was no Google search to find out what the hell had just happened to me. Had there been one, I would not have even known how to explain it in words. I went downstairs and checked the Encyclopaedia of Health for any clues. I came across a page on asthma and having read the symptoms, I told myself that I must have asthma, and I had just experienced an asthma attack. I asked my mum whether she thought I had asthma. I didn’t tell her precisely what had just happened, because it was too strange, too exhausting to explain. I told her I sometimes have trouble breathing. Concerned, she told me we would keep an eye on it and see if it progressed.


I did not realise it then, but I went to bed that night having experienced my first panic attack. It’s a night I will never forget until the day I die. It marked the physical beginning of my journey with anxiety and mental illness. A long road with many twists and turns. A volatile and hostile relationship with the thing that had no name, that ultimately, many years later, I gave a name to, Jeffrey.


The aftershocks of that panic attack arrived, an array of strange new complaints that ensured I would not be able to brush off what had happened. I associated night time and my bed with this horrific experience. I would dread going into my room at night when everyone else was going to sleep. This sanctuary I had been so content and peaceful in became somewhere I feared. It felt like I had nowhere to go. I did not want to socialise with my peers, yet I could not hide in my room and strum guitar and fantasise about playing to thousands anymore. I felt like there was nowhere to go, an utter helplessness. When I lay down flat on my bed, I would immediately feel this rush of panic to my chest, as if a flood was coming and I was drowning. When I closed my eyes I would start sweating from every pore, my heart rate would increase dramatically and I would fight for half a breath. Sleep felt like my enemy and I would lie wide awake at night going through the list of diseases I probably had. Appendicitis, brain cancer, tuberculosis. I became a chronic insomniac, floating into school in a state of confused exhaustion.


Academically, I was reasonably bright, certainly not Stephen Hawking, but well able to apply myself. But now I would fall asleep at my desk in the middle of class, which often brought the wrath of the Christian Brothers’ old-fashioned punishment methods on me. One of my major loves, music, was given to me by a Christian Brother so it wasn’t all bad, but there were teachers in that school still holding on to the legacy of corporal punishment, who would send a knuckle to the back of your head or a piece of chalk aimed like shrapnel with the precision of William Tell. Their perception of me was no doubt of a lazy, disrespectful waster that was going nowhere in life. Little did they know the acute hell I was staring at, every day. I wonder how much has changed in the education system nowadays, regarding the understanding teachers have of their pupils.


Slowly, the emotional stress I was enduring began manifesting itself physically. I started to lose clumps of hair. I had no appetite. I would often force-feed myself, trying to ignore the constant nauseating pain in my stomach. I would eat packets of cheap crisps and chocolate, anything to give me the energy to stay awake in class. My panic attacks became a lot more frequent. Like a vicious circle, the lack of sleep and exhaustion along with my poor diet led to a breakdown in my immune system, which further led me to believe I was dying of some other disease, which even further translated into nightly terrors and crippling anxiety attacks. The frustration was magnified with each attack and I became so low that I would want, honestly, to tear my own skin off. Every inch of my character was being slowly shredded within me and I felt soulless and completely alone. Nowadays, I always think to myself, imagine if I was from a dysfunctional family or had other social pressures, like being bullied at school, compounding these issues I dealt with. Could I have survived? Of course we all can survive, but having a loving and stable family was, at the time, my saviour, and I am so thankful for that.


I was born with a desire to win bound up with an innate stubbornness, and this seemed to be the only personality trait that was holding on. My stubbornness was very stubborn. I believed I was strong enough to fight this mental distress alone, and in time I would get over it. Because of this, I never felt it necessary to tell my parents a thing. I knew it was irrational behaviour and I did not want to burden them with something I didn’t really understand myself. This silence is one of my biggest regrets in life. I am sure they were aware I was wired differently to the average troublesome teen, but I did an incredible job trying to disguise my worries from them. I became a pro. I was always extremely close to my mother. When my father went overseas, we had to pull together and support each other. I really was a mammy’s boy. I always had a very strong relationship with my father even though he spent so much of my early life overseas. I respected him immensely. Although he was army-man strict, he was massively open-minded and liberal and always passionately promoted any interest or hobby I presented him with. I had great parents growing up. But this stubbornness that nurtured my silence stopped me seeking help when I needed it most.


One day, a few months before my Junior Cert, I sat in my room in a dangerously low state. The pressure of exams and my ongoing struggle with anxiety and insomnia combined to create a nasty cocktail of frenzied panic. I’d had enough of this madness that was propelling through my head, thoughts crashing into each other at a million miles an hour. I needed someone to tell me I was going to be okay, that they knew what I was going through. I needed answers, I needed help, yet I was too afraid to ask for it. It occurred to me that the only way to get help was to go to hospital and there, someone could tell me what was wrong with me. And to go to hospital, I had to be sick.


I swallowed a handful of painkillers. Feeling completely calm, I grabbed the chair beside my bed to anchor my arm. I then proceeded to smash my other forearm against the base of the bed with every ounce of strength I had in my body. As I made the initial contact, I felt a sharp pain dart up into my shoulder. It is painful for me to admit now that it felt amazing. It felt euphoric. That is the false and fleeting relief associated with self-harm. I continued to strike my arm with aggression until I could feel the bone just below my elbow move. The outrageous pain that pulsated through my body made me feel alive, and that sense of relief came over me. Relief that I could go into a hospital and tell the doctor what was going on in my head and let them know I did this to myself. A more foolish kind of help-seeking behaviour there couldn’t be.


It was clear that I had broken a bone in my arm. The swelling was immediate and the skin had changed colour to a dark shade of blue. I fell back on the bed and lay there in a contemplative dream state. The relief outweighed the considerable pain, and that night, bizarrely, I slept a deep sleep, better than I had in months.


The next day I crept out before anyone in the house had woken, and walked into school cradling a throbbing arm. I told our vice-principal, an understanding fellow, that I had fallen while walking backwards and that my arm had got caught behind me. Having accepted this elaborate lie, he drove me to the hospital where I was X-rayed and told I had a fracture just below my elbow. I was put in plaster and given some powerful painkillers to mask the agony I was experiencing. I was like, fuck, I did a good job. I’d like to do that again, I thought. Needless to say, I really wasn’t in a good place.


As the doctor left the treatment room I realised I hadn’t said what I was there to say. I had to tell the doctors about the other pain, the one I couldn’t quite as easily describe, but which was so much harder to live with, so they could offer a cure. I decided I was going to tell the doctors what had really happened. I built myself up to the point of shaking. I knew my mental anguish was something serious, that it was an illness, though revealing this had more dreadful implications than staying silent. In the Mullingar of my mind, if you had a mental illness, you were sent to an institution. There was only one in the town, a horrible old haunted-looking building called St Loman’s. People used to joke about who would end up with ‘the crazy nutters’. I didn’t realise that as well as going to a hospital there was medication you could take, or therapy you could access. To this day, I recall the quaking dread as I sat in that hospital room in my new cast and waited for the doctor to return. I can’t remember clearly what I said, or if I sold it for all it was worth but in a roundabout way I informed the doctor that I had harmed myself. I was fighting back the tears and could barely believe the words that were coming out of my mouth.


This doctor then began to tell me that as teenagers we experience changes and often can feel low or angry. He told me not to worry too much, said that it would pass. Essentially, he was informing me that puberty was the reason I could not sleep at night and the reason I choked for breath and tore my bed sheets apart in terror. Puberty was the reason I broke my own arm off the side of a bed.


I believe that was the lowest point in my life. I left the hospital in a confused and frightened state where the pain I was experiencing mentally far outweighed the physical pain of my fractured limb. The vice-principal drove me home, none the wiser about how I had really broken my arm. Neither were my parents informed of anything amiss. To all the world, I had hurt myself while joking around, but there was nothing funny about how it had happened. Later that evening, my thoughts went dark. That glimpse of hope I had experienced when I made it to the hospital was now overshadowed by crippling fear. Where would I end up? What would they do with me? What would I do to myself?




3. Hard times


I WAS COMPLETELY EMOTIONALLY NUMB, the months after fracturing my arm. In a way, I came to accept this dark and disguised part of my life. I continued to experience panic attacks, almost on a daily basis now. Some not so severe, just a discomfort with being in my own skin, but some that left my mouth clamped and throat spluttering for breath. When I wasn’t hyper-tense with fear I found myself becoming aggressive and angry for no apparent reason, which was completely out of character for me. I had little time for my parents and started to alienate myself from my mother. Up until now I had always been fairly honest and open with my mum. She was the most important person in my life, but during this time, I pushed her away. ‘You were always a worrier,’ she used to tell me, inviting me in her subtle and caring way to reach out to her, but I refused to.


My mother’s potential support and empathy was outweighed by the fear and the stigma I imposed on myself. I did not want her to have to deal with the distress of having a son who was self-harming and dealing with serious anxiety issues. Not that I had the language then to even articulate to myself, never mind others, what it was I was dealing with.


When I had room to reflect on what was happening, I felt stupid and embarrassed that I lived with this. I would watch the news in the evening and witness people dealing with famine, war and poverty, and curse myself for being so weak and pathetic. What do I have to be worried about, I’d wonder. Think of the starving kids in Africa. Think of the terrified children in Bosnia as genocide and war crimes destroy their families and country. I would emotionally beat myself to a pulp when I threw perspective into the equation, which is why today, I sincerely encourage loved ones or friends not to use the ‘Snap out of it’ or ‘Sure what have you got to be worried about?’ lines when approaching people they think are experiencing mental distress.


At age 15, the warm, everyday conversations I used to have with my mother became strained and awkward, and eventually receded into the past. This brought a new anomaly into my relationship with my head. Guilt.


Guilt robbed me of my self-esteem. I despised myself. Looking back, I feel one of the core and fundamental reasons I refused to seek help was because I felt like I was just a spoilt brat. Here I was, living in a lovely home on the outskirts of Mullingar, with an amazing family, going to a good school, while other teenagers my age were starving to death or being bombed in their beds while sleeping. I took this guilt out on others. I wanted to have a shit life, so at least I could attribute some cause to why I was struggling mentally. Maybe if my parents broke up, or I got an incurable disease, I could dilute some of this guilt, I thought to myself. I would have an alibi for the pain I couldn’t explain to myself.
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