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To Dara – the Spark in my Life







Introduction: The Power of You

When I was younger and more idealistic about life, I read an extraordinary essay that changed my whole view of the world. Until about two years ago I had forgotten it and the amazing insights it contained. I found it in the basement, among the boxes of research for my as-yet-unfinished PhD. It is really only a matter of luck that I came across it at all. The box was worn and the bottom finally crumbled under the weight of all those long-unopened binders and papers. I was searching at the time for a new challenge in my life and among the many possibilities on my list was the option of revisiting that doctorate and the early work that had begun in London more than a decade previously. But there, among the papers that tumbled from the now bottomless box, was the essay that had once captivated me. As I sat down on the stairs to the basement and read those long-forgotten pages, I could feel the stirrings of something new inside me – a new way of thinking, if you will, that has remained a constant companion since then: sometimes it’s like an annoying tune that gets tangled up in your brain in an endless loop; at others it’s the little spark that lit a fuse that kept me going through some tough times. I promise to share with you the incredible essay that lit a tiny light inside me if you will allow me to explain why I wrote this book.

It’s not easy to lay yourself bare. One of the hardest parts of living through the moments, hours and days since my husband, Richard, died has been the isolation. It is part of our journey through life that we experience catastrophic events, and none is more devastating than the loss of the person you love. I am an honest person at heart. By that I don’t mean that I’m a slave to the truth at all costs. I am, however, true to myself, and in my personal and business life I have a reputation for telling it how it is. Bluff, bluster, semantics – I have no time for them. So, it was hard for me to keep up the banal responses when people asked how I was doing in the aftermath of Richard’s death. I found myself saying the things people often say to ensure the moment is not too awkward for either party to the conversation. ‘Time is a great healer’ was always my favourite, and we would nod at each other and move on to the order of business, whether it was buying the groceries or doing a deal.

Some time after his death I decided to do a radio interview with a woman I admire, Marian Finucane. She has had her own dealings with personal tragedy so I agreed to talk about me and my life, but I knew, even if I didn’t admit it fully to myself, I would be talking mostly about the terrible tragedy that had happened. I don’t remember thinking too much about it. I went into the studio and chatted comfortably about my magazine-publishing business, my boy, Dara, and the trajectory of my life from childhood, growing up in the Phoenix Park, to becoming a nurse, a journalist, a boss and a business owner. Inevitably, the conversation turned to Richard’s diagnosis with cancer and the months we endured while it progressed relentlessly through his body until his death.

I wanted to be honest. I didn’t want to whitewash the emotions I’d experienced and pretend they weren’t real and devastating. I managed to remain somewhat composed until I reached Richard’s final moments. I began to cry – in the studio – full-blown tears. I was embarrassed. Marian, ever the professional, filled the silence and went to a break. I drove away shattered, but also lightened – just a little – by speaking honestly about something that happens to all of us. Since then I have spoken many times about grief, about those emotions we are often embarrassed to share, even with those close to us.

Recently I was on my way into Newstalk to do my weekly radio show and a woman stopped me in Drury Street. I was late and thinking only of getting to the studio on time. She grabbed my arm and said, ‘I know you’re probably in a hurry but I just wanted to tell you that you could have been speaking for me because that is exactly how I felt and I could never tell anyone.’ We hugged. I have had thousands of letters and talked to many people about their loss, strangers like the woman on Drury Street, who felt a connection. I stopped opening the letters because they were difficult emotional accounts of loss and sadness.

Being honest and brave enough to admit my vulnerability and the cataclysmic impact of Richard’s death wasn’t the easiest of things to do. For one thing, people knew me as a ‘Dragon’ from Dragons’ Den. I had built up a persona in the public eye as a formidable business woman (tremendously helpful if you’re negotiating, by the way). But sometimes when you take a courageous step, life rewards you in other ways. That is why I wanted to write this book and share with you my own extraordinary journey from there to here.

Spark! seemed an apt title. It was from that little flicker on the basement stairs, rereading that essay, that I reignited my life and learned how to live again. This book is about my experience. Put aside any pre-conceived notions of ‘self-help’ – Spark! is as far as you can get from that. There are no blinding flashes of brilliance. I’m a graduate of the University of Life, and where there is evidence, I try to share. What I offer you is my own story and how I found a different way of thinking about who I am and how I could be better at being me.

The more I know about life, the more amazed I am that we achieve what we achieve. My life was far from mundane up to that pivotal turning-point, but I was driven to succeed without truly thinking about the value of what I was achieving.

I gave myself permission to choose life. I like the simplicity of that idea. Most of us don’t get to make the decision about how we live our lives. For the most part, that is not because we are denied the right to do so: many on our planet have no choice, but most of you reading this do. You have probably never thought, really thought, about what a privilege that is. Conscious living is the most important lesson I have learned.

Mostly we go through life on autopilot. We live carelessly, as though life is disposable: if this one doesn’t work, another will be along soon – not in a flippant way: we just don’t think too hard about the passage of time or the imprint we want to leave behind. Then something unexpected happens. It could be the loss of a parent, a sibling, a loved one, which is often the first time we face our own mortality and the fleeting period of time we have on Earth. It could also be the loss of a dream, a shattering blow to our ambitions or the devastation of physical or mental impairment. It may paralyse us, rather than being a catalyst to action. We get lost in the emotional aftermath.

I don’t meditate. I’m not a fan of contemplation. I have always worked through difficult emotions: it seems healthier to accept and move beyond the debilitation they cause.

What makes us uniquely human is the ability to learn from our experiences, to work through them and move on. We live this extraordinary life and are the only species to understand fully how miraculous that is. Yet it is often our emotions that cripple us and make us incapable of being the best we can be. I have faced loss before – my dad and my sister – but nothing prepared me for losing the other half of me. I constantly find myself saying, ‘I am no different from anyone else,’ because I’m not. But I found a compelling reason to live life even more fully than I had lived it before.

To start with, I lived in a sort of frenzy – as though time would run out when I had only half finished what I set out to do. At times I adopted a more leisurely pace, as I took stock of where I had got to. And now? Well, now I strive for just beyond the level I feel I can attain because to strive for what I know I can achieve would be no challenge at all.

Let me tell you about that extraordinary essay. Back in 1948 a man who studied economics at Yale University in Connecticut, and in London, was working for the forestry service in Pennsylvania. He had the perfect credentials to write a story that put me, you and the whole of humanity into context. Many have tried to retell it or put their own twist on it, but he was the genius who painted this vivid picture in my mind. He called it: ‘ “But a Watch in the Night”: a scientific fable’. His name was James C. Rettie. In it he talked of a fictional planet, Copernicus, created five billion or so years before the birth of the Earth. On that planet there was an intelligent species who learned the art of film-making. From their unique vantage-point, using time-lapsed cameras and super-powered telescopes, they made a film about the history of the Earth’s 757 million years.

A team from Copernicus arrive on Earth and show the movie at midnight on New Year’s Eve. It plays continuously until midnight on 31 December a year later. It plays at twenty-four days a second, 1,440 years per minute, 86,400 years per hour, two million years per day. What unfolds is an extraordinary account of the history of time, from the pre-Cambrian period and the advent of a living organism up to the present day. It describes the desolate months of January, February and March, with raging torrents, mountains melting and new ones thrusting upwards in seconds. With the onset of April, the first single-cell living organisms appear in warmer waters. By the end of May the first vertebrates are swimming in the oceans, and by June, oil and gas deposits are forming. July sees the first land plants fighting against constant erosion to gain a foothold – paving the way for land animals. Early August sees multitudes of fish appear in the seas, and by September, crude lizards appear – the first amphibians. A few weeks later the dinosaurs arrive – lasting 140 million years. Feathered creatures take to the air in October and animals who have babies that look like smaller versions of themselves emerge – the first mammals. Flowers, trees, insects arrive in November, and a little later mammals have taken control of animal life. December arrives: rivers are formed and mountains that we know today have risen out of the seas.

By now the humans in the audience are beginning to wonder if the Copernicans have forgotten to include them: up to Christmas Day and beyond, they have not been mentioned. Then on 31 December, about twelve noon, a ‘stooped massive creature of man-like proportions’ is seen – Java Ape Man. He uses wooden clubs and crude stones for tools. Massive ice sheets cover most of Europe, Asia and America. Woolly mammoths and caribou fight for survival in the cold, inhospitable climate. It’s time for dinner on 31 December and still no sign of man. At 11 p.m. Neanderthal man arrives, and at 11.30 Cro-Magnon man is living in caves and drawing crude animals on the walls. A quarter to midnight sees Neolithic man with stone tools. At five or six minutes to midnight civilization dawns, and in the final fourth, third and second minute before the clock chimes midnight, the Egyptians, the Babylonians, the Greeks and Romans make an appearance. At one minute and seventeen seconds to midnight the Christian era begins, Columbus discovers the New World at twenty seconds and in those final moments, humans ‘swarm’ the planet.

There is an important insight before the end of the essay, but I would encourage you to read it for yourself and make your own judgement (http://wedelenglish.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/02/But-a-Watch-in-the-Night.pdf). The author signs off: ‘We have just arrived upon this earth – how long will we stay?’

Squeezing the history of the world into this timescale makes me consider how precious and precarious life is. How unbelievably fortunate we are to live here, now, at this time. I looked back on what I had done and how I had come to be me, and made a conscious decision to live differently. I encourage you to do the same. I want to be a speck in the next time-lapsed motion picture of Earth because I can be. For all the Richards who didn’t get to fulfil their potential and all the people who, through illness, disability or disadvantage, don’t get a choice to be who they want to be, I must take the precious gift of health and life while I have it and use it in the best way I can.
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1. Losing Your Spark: So Here’s What Happened to Me …

I had the idea for this book one day when I was contemplating the enormous seismic shift in my life over the previous three years. I have been fortunate and unfortunate. That makes me no different from anyone else on this planet, of course, but that seismic shift unseated me, pushed me out of my comfort zone and robbed me of the future I had anticipated. All of that led to a great deal of thinking, reassessing and adapting. I felt a strong urge to sit down, write the book and put it out. I’m sure many people will ask, ‘Why? Why should Norah tell us about life and living?’ I’m not claiming to have special knowledge on life, but I can give an insider’s view on grief, its effects, its aftermath, and its twin powers of destruction and creation. And as for why I should tell it, well, I’m a huge believer in honesty. I think honest, upfront communication is the best way to confront life, death and everything in between. If we don’t talk about these things, we’ll never get to grips with them, and the sad fact is that we must because death comes to all of us.

This, then, is my story, and that’s all it is: a personal account of one life. In order to tell it, I have to go right back to the beginning of me, and me and Richard, and my hopes for the future we would share. I need to do this to show you the journey I had been living during those three years: to show you how my life was decimated and how it was rebuilt. I’m going to retrace those steps so that the things I’m discussing throughout the book are made real in the example of my own life.

One of the key things about my personality is that I’m a stickler for strategy – it’s the philosophy I live by. In my professional life I don’t obsess over the past or wallow in the present, I’m always trying to picture the future, the possible and impossible, the maybe and the definite wants – that’s where my head naturally spends its time, dreaming up new goals and working to make them happen. I was no different when it came to my private life – much to Richard’s amusement, I was constantly envisaging and planning our wonderful future, all that we would do and see together. And we all know what they say about the best-laid plans.

Life with Richard

I met Richard Hannaford in May 1991 and my first impression was of a man who was handsome, funny and charming. We had been seeing each other for a year when he got down on bended knee, in the muddy grasslands of the Phoenix Park, among the deer, and asked me to marry him. Of course we both knew what my answer would be because we had already declared our love for each other. I couldn’t imagine a future without him.

Before we met, Richard and I had both left difficult relationships, so we spent many months getting to know one another before we even held hands, let alone kissed. And maybe because of that – because we connected on a deeper level, before physical intimacy – we were as one. I have been challenged many times in interviews and discussions on whether it is possible for humans to pair for life – do ‘soul-mates’ exist? I am not certain that a word or phrase can describe a strong partnership built on trust, loyalty and commitment. And I struggle to find words to describe the person who completely ‘gets’ you – who understands why you are who you are, who doesn’t judge, who makes you laugh, holds you when you cry, shares your dreams and passions. It’s impossible to describe that sense of togetherness unless you have experienced it. Richard and I were the real thing. We were the other half of each other. We thought the same way, laughed at the same things, and it was a struggle, on occasion, to allow others to share our space. Whatever the word is for it, Richard and I were bonded in the best possible way.

Although we were both living in London, we got married on New Year’s Eve in 1996 at the University Church in Dublin’s St Stephen’s Green and had our reception at the Shelbourne Hotel. It snowed. It was one of the best days of my life. It wasn’t just the trappings of the wedding, it was the deep commitment we made to each other on that day.

I don’t think I really understood what marriage meant until the moment when we began to recite our vows. Ever the strategist, I had got caught up in the planning, the organizing, the guest list, dress, flowers and food, all of the event’s trappings. And, as I’m being honest about everything else, I may as well ’fess up to the fact that I wanted to get married in a church because it added to the magic, rather than because it was a house of God. None of that mattered on the day: we could have been on a windswept cliff in the West of Ireland, or in the bustle of London’s Oxford Circus at the moment when we tied ourselves together for life. It was more important than anything I had ever done in my life until then and yet it wasn’t until we made those promises – practised so often they’d lost meaning – that I got it. The chill on my neck, the hammering of my heart, the sweat on my palms, my eyes locked on his – I can remember every second of the dawning realization that I wanted to be connected, bonded and attached to someone who meant everything to me. My life would have been a shadow without Richard, and it frightens me sometimes to think that I might never have understood that. Now I am beyond grateful that I lived that life – not for as long as we both wanted but we still experienced something many people will never understand. Thankfully.

The day didn’t go unfailingly to plan, though. Great weddings – especially Irish ones – are made even greater by the mishaps. As you might imagine, with my eye for the minute detail, I thought I had anticipated every eventuality and weeded out anything that could tarnish the memories. I had been managing the whole thing from London with military precision – well, the army I relied on, my family, felt that way.

I like to think that it was only those things outside my control that let us down on the day. My brother, Leo, had organized a vintage Rolls-Royce to take me and my dad to the church. We lived in a lodge in the Phoenix Park, and when the Rolls arrived, it backfired and died. Everyone else had already left for the church so we were stranded. Wet snow was falling and my father, Harry, was not known for his handyman skills. While he and the driver stared dismally into the engine, hoping for divine intervention, I watched helplessly from the porch. It was New Year’s Eve in the 1990s in Dublin, and even the buses couldn’t be relied upon. After many dire warnings from the cleric at the church, I knew that the bride being fashionably late was not an option. There is no delaying at the University Church or you are in danger of butting into another wedding and missing your slot – the thought alone was enough to make my head spin.

Leo had stayed behind to film his angelic sister gliding off in the vintage Rolls. Sadly, the first footage he took was of me swearing profusely into the camcorder – nothing angelic or ladylike about that, other than the lovely white dress and veil. Sometimes only the F-word will suffice to vent your frustration. Eventually, the Rolls was persuaded to start. It creaked as the combined weight of my father and I settled into the narrow confines of the back seat (were people really that small in the olden days?).

After a shaky start, the driver – not used to the neighbourhood – decided to take a detour through some rundown housing estates nearby. After the first hundred yards we had acquired a few small passengers, who were hanging off the back and balanced precariously on the bumper – until it broke and began scraping along the ground. The driver was keen to stop to investigate but, after a few snowballs with stones embedded in them hit the window, he decided to drive on.

We pulled up at the entrance to the University Church – the bumper dragging noisily along the ground and the engine smoking. During the journey, something else unexpected had happened. Perhaps it was because of all the ranting and raging, the storming up and down the hall, but my hold-up stockings had fallen to my ankles. I hadn’t tested them in advance – my mistake – so I didn’t know that the elastic bit at the top was not as effective after you had applied copious amounts of body lotion to your legs. Now, I was distracted by the uncomfortable sensation of wanting to hike up my stockings and not being able to do so. The dress had an enormous bustle and I feared not just my father but also the driver might be treated to an eyeful if I tried to deal with my stockings. I hatched a plan to get them back where they belonged, which hinged on finding a quiet space in the vestibule of the church before I had to walk down the aisle. Given the delay, however, we were now two minutes over our arrival time and the priest was waiting outside on the pavement as we drew up, anxiously checking his watch. He hustled us straight into the vestibule and signalled for the music to start. Not only were my stockings now sagging around my ankles, they were also soggy and black, having trailed from the car to the church. I couldn’t even lift the hem of my dress in case the assembled onlookers saw the state of them. The elastic rim was now draped over my beautiful white silk shoes as I shuffled up the aisle, trying to look dignified and swan-like.

Worse was to come. My father handed me over to Richard as we reached the altar, then took his seat. With that, the priest motioned for us to kneel. There was nothing I could do. I hesitated for a fraction of a second, then plunged to my knees. The only saving grace was that the first few rows were the only people who could see the tragedy of my wet, dirty stockings wrapped around my ankles and shoes. To this day I am comforted by the thought that most of them wouldn’t have realized what they were looking at – perhaps a new fashion trend in footwear? On that most precious of days, I spent an inordinate amount of time thinking of the cold wet mess at my feet and how many people could see the travesty. Richard kept nudging me, with a sixth sense about my distraction.

Finally, we were invited to go into the sacristy to sign the register. I got my sister, Carissa, and my nieces to shield me as I shuffled to the corner to remove the damn stockings – even on a freezing day in December, bare legs were preferable to malfunctioning nylons. And darling Leo caught the second camcorder moment of the day: me huddled in the corner, flanked by the bridesmaids, fiddling with my undergarments and finally handing over the grubby stockings to my sister. Lovely.

Later, as Richard and I were sipping champagne at a window on the first floor of the Shelbourne, watching our guests – in evening dress – winding their way through Stephen’s Green, with a light dusting of snow falling as the dusk settled, we wondered at the perfection of the moment. We were only an hour married. We laughed like crazy about the Rolls and the stockings, to the point of embarrassment for the Shelbourne staff, who kept smiling politely trying to understand the joke. And now we were in each other’s arms, eyes moist from the beauty of that scene – where everyone we loved was on their way to be with us on the day we had made the supreme commitment to a life together.

We were, of course, the last to leave our wedding party – we couldn’t miss a moment of it. As we changed for the evening, which we would spend with even more friends, Richard took a photo of the wedding dress. The lovely silk bow that was carefully attached to the back had come undone and someone had spilled a large glass of red wine on the train. It was exactly how a wedding dress should look after a great wedding. I bundled it into the Selfridges box it had come in, and I have never opened it since.

That day was a good demonstration of how different Richard and I were and of how that difference had brought us together. I planned and strategized, tried to anticipate things before they happened, while Richard took each minute as it came and laughed when things went ‘wrong’. I’d never have thought I’d end up with someone who approached life so differently from me, but it’s the old classic of opposites attracting and contrasts blending. Richard tempered my need to control, showed me how to bend with the unexpected; I taught him how it could be beneficial to be a little more organized when it came to planning a future we wanted to share. In the early days of our relationship, Richard used to tease me constantly about my need to look ahead in our lives, to imagine our future and work towards it. The phrase ‘what will be will be’ couldn’t have been further from my thinking. He, on the other hand, was more relaxed about us and where we would end up: he had a quiet confidence that we would get married, have lots of beautiful babies and live a long and happy life. On more than one dreamy evening in the early stages of courtship, he would paint a beautiful picture of our life. He always said that radio made better pictures than television, and maybe it was because of his long years in radio broadcasting that he had an incredible ability to use words magically. While I relied on logic and science, he always had an unwavering faith in us.

It wasn’t that I obsessed about pushing strategic thinking into my personal life, but it’s an inevitable consequence of buying into that way of thinking that you end up with no demarcation between personal and business. It’s just how your brain is wired. And the then business environment was conducive to strategy. It was possible, in fact, to determine the future and predict certain patterns. I had discovered this new-found theoretical base to my life shortly after I’d met Richard. He would visit me at Ashridge College of Management (on Sundays only), where I was studying strategic management, and marvel at the alien world of business that I lived in. He was a BBC correspondent and, while he worked incredibly hard, he didn’t have an in-tray. It was one of the first differences we saw in each other. My evenings were spent worrying about the items on the list I hadn’t got through – weekends meant the car boot was loaded with files I had to digest before Monday. Richard lived in the moment: he broke news stories, did interviews, wrote commentary and comfortably worked between radio and television, but when the day was done, it was done. His motto would have been ‘Be the best you can be in that moment.’ There was no sense in worrying afterwards if you’d got the right news snippet or chased the best lead: what was done was done and the following day would bring new challenges. Richard was practising mindfulness – the mental art of living wholly in the moment – before it became a buzzword. In us, the strategist and the mindful met. It produced interesting results and gave us a different perspective – not just in the early days, but also in the final days. It is only now, with the perspective of time, that I can see how differently we coped with the adversity we were forced to face.

Losing Richard

Richard and I were out one Saturday night in early May. We were with some good friends, Margaret (Mags) Nelson, who runs the radio station FM104, and her husband, Joe Nally, whom I had known for years in London. In the months that followed I came to look on that evening as the last time we were both truly happy. Afterwards life changed utterly. It was one of those wonderful dinners, filled with the laughter and chat that only come when you can truly relax. Among Irish people, such evenings always involve some singing.

When I first met him, singing was not Richard’s strong point. Unfortunately for him, I had grown up in a musical house – my father was a great piano player, his brother played the accordion, my older brother the concert flute, younger brother the guitar, and we all sang, outdoing each other most of the time. So when poor Richard came to visit me at home, he would be cajoled into singing when his turn came – in fact, the Casey siblings were only being polite and never expected too much by way of a tune from my Englishman. And Richard didn’t disappoint. I had forewarned him about the necessity to have a party piece if he was to survive the first weekend at my family home, and having lived in Lincolnshire, he had learned a version of ‘The Lincolnshire Poacher’. If you know the song, you will understand that he only made it as far as the first few lines before my fellow Caseys barrelled in with, ‘’Tis my delight on a Friday night …’ We were all spared the ordeal of his singing.

I’m telling you all this because Richard underwent a transformation during our first few years living in Ireland. He took singing lessons, learned a few solid crowd-pleasing songs and became the most sought-after performer at dinner parties. So on the night in question – lubricated by a few glasses of wine – he sang his personal favourite, ‘The Taxman’ (a.k.a. ‘Sunny Afternoon’ by the Kinks), followed by the Beatles’ ‘Back In The USSR’, then Otis Redding’s ‘(Sittin’ On) The Dock Of The Bay’ and Sting’s ‘An Englishman In New York’. He was the toast of the restaurant that night.

The following day we were in the kitchen cooking lunch for my mum, Mags, and my sister, Catherine. Richard had started the day with a fuzzy head, and he was now complaining about a bad pain in his back. With not a jot of sympathy for his self-inflicted state, I continued to rib him about the old liver having to put up with one or two glasses too many the night before. But he began to look very pale, and as the pain worsened, he went up to lie on the bed. I checked on him every now and then that afternoon and evening, but the pain wasn’t getting any better. By the following morning, I knew it was something serious: he had bright red blood in his urine and the pain was very severe. We called his doctor and he was admitted to hospital.

There followed a series of tests and procedures. On his birthday, 17 May, Dara and I visited him in the hospital with a cake and presents. The Queen had landed in Ireland for her first state visit and for Richard, in particular (being British), this was hugely significant. We had been involved with the British Embassy in arranging one of the key events planned for her visit, and enjoyed reviewing her first day in Ireland. Richard had been in hospital for a week, and although they were doing tests daily, there was nothing conclusive in the results. Yes, his kidney was enlarged, but the medics felt he might have a virus or some lingering kidney-stone problem. The day before they had used a scope to take a look inside it to try to find out what was happening.

We dissected every nuance of Her Majesty’s first day, and Dara and I were happily sitting next to him, eating his birthday cake and encouraging him to open his presents. The doctor came in with a nurse and asked if Dara could leave for a bit. Dara wasn’t happy because he wanted to be with his dad, but I asked him to go to the car to fetch something. Richard and I both knew that we were about to be told something very bad. We squeezed hands and held our breath as the doctor told us that Richard had a tumour in his kidney. He said it was a bladder cancer in the wet lining of the kidney and that we had two options: to undergo a course of chemotherapy and then have surgery to remove the kidney, or to do it the other way round. On balance, he felt chemotherapy first would be the best course of action.

We were devastated. Before we could even assimilate the news, Dara was back in the room and the doctor and nurse were leaving, saying they would talk to us further the following day. We kept our composure in front of Dara and tried to reassure him that it was only about further tests. We couldn’t tell him his dad had cancer when we had only just found out ourselves. Later I had to leave Richard alone in that bed with lots of hand squeezing and hugs to signal my distress and worry.

As soon as Dara was asleep that night I called Richard. We talked in circles, speculated about what each word and inflection in the doctor’s voice could have meant, and wept. It was utterly terrifying.

Like most twelve-year-olds, Dara was intuitive: he knew that something was wrong and was worried we were keeping it from him. The following day we went to visit Richard, and together Richard and I explained to him about the cancer – we drew diagrams of the kidney and where the tumour was located. We got books for him about living with a parent who has cancer and what side-effects to expect from chemotherapy. Dara was very frightened. He had lost one of his closest friends to cancer when he was nine years old.

Thomas and Dara had known each other since they were very little. Thomas was diagnosed with neuroblastoma when they were at primary school and had endured unbelievably tough treatment regimens and long spells in St John’s Ward in Crumlin Hospital for Sick Children. Having been in remission for a while, his cancer returned when he was nine and there was nothing more they could do to prevent its spread. It was a traumatic time, devastating for Thomas’s mum and his dad – he was an only child. Most of us who were close to them did the best we could to offer comfort and support. Dara was with Thomas during his final months, playing games with him when he was able, or quietly lying on the bed with him to watch a movie or read a book. Words can’t describe the sorrow we all felt when Thomas died – such a lovely, courageous young boy.

His parents, Marie and Plamen, shadows of what they had once been, tried to come to terms with their little boy lying dead in their living room as they prepared for the final parting. Dara came early to see him, to say his own private goodbye. There is nothing in this world like the pain of a child whose heart is broken at such a young age. He cried and grabbed hold of his friend, trying to wake him up, begging him to come back. It was a catastrophic moment in his life and it changed him. His grief for Thomas was heart-wrenching and impacted on every aspect of Dara’s life.

It had a huge impact on my relationship with Dara, too, because it bred mistrust. Thomas’s mum and I had discussed whether Dara should know that Thomas was terminally ill during the months leading up to his death. Thomas didn’t know he was dying, and I felt it would have been too big a burden for Dara to know such a terrible truth about his friend and have to try to hide it. So we decided that he was better off not knowing. Although it was painful to hear the two boys talking animatedly about what they were going to do when Thomas was better, it was good to hear them laugh and joke about football training, new movies or birthday plans – normal boys’ stuff.

As Thomas’s illness progressed and his weight dropped, I assumed that Dara would notice that his friend was now very sick. In the final days, as Thomas mostly slept and wasn’t able to talk for long, I thought that, deep down, Dara knew he was dying. The day before Thomas passed away, I talked to Dara. I knew it was only a matter of time now and I wanted to prepare him. But I was totally unprepared for what happened next. As I was quietly explaining that Thomas was not going to get better, Dara started to laugh. ‘You’re joking, right, Mum? Thomas and I were just playing together last week. There’s no way he’s dying – this is just a joke, right?’ As I continued to explain, Dara flipped. He began screaming and running round the house, shouting, ‘You’re lying! You’re lying! Thomas is not going to die!’ And I knew that Dara had not seen his friend’s fragility, that he was totally unprepared for his death and, despite lots of people telling me that ‘children just know’, he didn’t know.

After Thomas died, Dara continually questioned why we hadn’t told him. He felt it was a betrayal – not those words, but the words of a nine-year-old boy who feels his mum and dad kept a huge secret from him.

That was the backdrop to our conversation with Dara about Richard’s cancer. He quizzed us endlessly about whether it was the same type of cancer that Thomas had had. Would his dad die? When we reassured him, he reminded us that we hadn’t told him about Thomas’s cancer. Over those first few days, we told Dara several times that his dad’s cancer was different, that his was the kind you could treat. We explained about the operation and the chemotherapy, and how Richard could survive with one kidney. We were in the dark ourselves, of course. We just didn’t know it then.

Sometimes, even though you know that the most important thing in the world to you is your family and their health, you can’t turn off the ticking clock that keeps urging you to keep moving, keep working. The demands of business – particularly when you are the owner – are relentless. At least, that was what I felt that first week after Richard received his diagnosis. We were privately trying to come to terms with his illness and weighing up the treatment options. We weren’t ready to share the news with anyone. It was odd and stressful trying to maintain our outward composure, especially as all of our friends and work colleagues knew that Richard was undergoing tests. But we agreed that we would keep it to ourselves until we had come to terms with it. The stock answer to questions was, ‘No news yet – still waiting for test results.’

Magazine publishing is not for the faint-hearted. In 2011 we were in the grip of the recession and fighting for every ad page, so keeping close to clients was a priority. It was enormously difficult to be me during that period. By that I mean I was expected to bounce into meetings, brimming with ideas, plans and energy – that’s my style and has always defined me. I’m not sure I pulled it off completely, but I know that while there was a battle raging inside my head, I remained outwardly composed. Also the sheer number of pages and relentless deadlines for print mean you have to carry on. And then there was the enormous project I had taken on a few months previously: working closely with the British Embassy on the Queen’s visit to Ireland. I was organizing a series of fashion shows at the Convention Centre in Dublin, where we showcased the best of British and Irish designers. She was to attend a fashion show prior to a special concert being organized by Harry Crosbie. So much planning had gone into the event and such a large team was involved that I felt I could not absent myself. Typically, I had made myself pretty much indispensable to the whole show. Richard and I agreed that I would throw myself into it and we would continue as best we could, while not discussing his diagnosis with anyone else.

It’s funny thinking about that period now, because it ended up being one of the most memorable occasions for Richard.

The British ambassador, Julian King, had suggested that I select a small group of key people to introduce to the Queen at the end of the show. I asked that Richard be one of them. It created a great deal of banter between us – he was irked at the idea that his Irish wife was going to introduce him to the Queen, he being a British citizen. I thought it was hilarious and ribbed him endlessly about it. Of course, that was before we received the news of his cancer. The ribbing became shallow in the final days, but it helped us keep up appearances. Richard was released from hospital, pending an appointment for chemotherapy.

I was choreographing the final fashion show, with the Queen in attendance, and had just a few minutes to dump my radio mike and race to the side of the stage, where ten people were waiting for me to introduce them to HM and the Duke of Edinburgh. Richard was first in the line-up, looking handsome as always in a beautiful suit. The anxiety of the past few days was etched on his face and the two of us locked eyes and squeezed each other’s hands in the seconds before the Queen arrived. The ambassador had introduced me to her earlier (my first time to meet her also) so I introduced her to Richard. She shook his hand and spoke to him for a few moments, and we moved on to the designers Paul Costelloe and Louise Kennedy, the hairdresser Dylan Bradshaw and the rest of the team. As the Queen left us to take her seat for the concert, I turned to Richard and there were tears in his eyes. We hugged and held each other – we knew but didn’t say that he might never have another encounter like that. He told me he hadn’t expected to feel so emotional about meeting her: the symbolism of her presence and the significance of her being in Dublin were more momentous than actually meeting her. Richard was not the kind of person to be bowled over by royalty or celebrity – during his BBC days he had rubbed shoulders with state leaders and many members of the royal family – but this was different: he was facing his own mortality against the backdrop of a key historic moment. It meant something very personal to him. Later, as the illness took hold, he referred back to that moment many times and said how glad he was that he got to shake the Queen’s hand that day. An event that had felt like a tremendous burden just after he was diagnosed became important to him in the context of the final months of his life.

I always look back on the weeks that followed as the most tumultuous of my life. Within a few days of his initial diagnosis, we took the decision to move Richard’s treatment to St James’s Hospital, one of the regional centres for cancer. It was the right decision because the bad news was only just beginning. In less than a week, a further scan revealed three tumours in Richard’s liver and that the cancer had invaded all of his lymph nodes. While we were still reeling from that bombshell, the medical team arranged for him to have a PET scan. It revealed a tumour on his spine. It seemed incredible that only ten days previously we had been laughing and singing with friends. It was so hard to absorb the enormity of what we were facing that we found we couldn’t talk about it – we couldn’t put it into words.

We listened as the doctor told us that surgery was no longer possible: the options open to us were now limited. Other words – frightening words – peppered the conversations. There was no longer a sense of fighting to beat the cancer, the language was more about containment, remission, buying time. There was no question any longer that Richard would survive. The realization that, whatever happened, he had only a limited amount of time left – whether that was a year or five years, we didn’t know and didn’t ask – seeped into us.

We were awkward with each other. There were just no words that would work for us. It was the first thought I woke up to every day and I knew it was the same for Richard, but not once in those early weeks did we admit it to one another. I could hardly bear to admit to myself what was happening, and to say it out loud would have been to accept that it was real. When you spend much of your life being in control, it is the scariest thing imaginable to have it ripped away from you in such a brutal manner. I would try, in a ham-fisted way, to reassure him, to say it would all be okay – a farcical mantra that I kept up on the journey to and from the hospital each day. I knew there were times when he gritted his teeth and tried hard not to shout at me. If the situation had been reversed, I am fairly certain I would have been shrieking like a lunatic. But Richard was not me, and the only tell-tale sign of the strain and anger was occasional heavy breathing.

There was a plan of defence, however. As the tumour in his spine was close to the spinal cord, the team at St James’s decided it would be best for Richard to have radiotherapy first, at St Luke’s Hospital in Rathgar. This would hopefully contain and, if we were fortunate, reduce the tumour. There was no question of eradicating it. Although Richard had some pain in his spine, it was manageable, and we settled into regular radiotherapy sessions and long waits at St Luke’s. Fortune wasn’t smiling on us: at the halfway mark, after a few treatments, Richard had a scan to see how the tumour was responding. Hard to imagine that the news
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