


For my father Sean,

with love
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In my work I have been privileged to meet many women and men over these past years who have travelled a journey similar to my own. Those people who came before me made it possible for me to speak out so publicly. The courage and resilience of all those I have met sustained my conviction that I could not be silent in the presence of such great injustice.

But telling the story of one’s own life is a daunting thing to attempt. Not least because in telling one’s own life story, one must also tell the stories of others.

I hope that the telling, and indeed the retelling, of this story does not cause distress to any of the people involved. I hope and pray that they will see the value of it. There are many victims of the events described in the pages that follow; and not all of them are obvious ones. There are families that have been scarred in a great many ways by what happened many years ago and for whom those scars remain raw. It is not my intention to cause them any further pain; I hope that I will not.

I spent years working to reclaim my lost life, to reclaim the history I had banished in order to survive. I used to feel like my life was a series of books that I’d once read. My connection to the truth of my life was so tenuous, so detached, that I didn’t relate to it in any felt way, or even in an intellectual way. I knew for instance that I had lived on a farm until I was eleven years old. I knew where and when, I knew who with and some of the things that would have been part of the day-to-day of that life, but I didn’t relate it to myself in any real way. I knew it to be true, to be fact, but had no real connection to it. And so it was across most of the first thirty years of my life. It broke down into a series of chunks of time, of living, that were each like books I had read. From the farm to rural small town life, to runaway and life on the streets to a final halting engagement with adulthood … each a separate volume and not interconnected.

Over this past decade I have worked to reclaim my ownership of that history, so that now finally, my life is known to me and fits together. Ironic then that it has now become a series of chapters, but it is at last one volume, one connected, reclaimed life. And it is my own.
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Bright Lights

It was a whole new world. Moving to Dublin from Wexford had been a big change, but London was on an entirely different scale. A real twenty-four hour city, there was always something to do or see. Ireland was still a nation of emigrants back then and very much a mono-cultural society. London was alive and buzzing, a melting pot of sounds and smells and cultures. I loved it from the moment I arrived.

I thought, when I first got there, that I might stay for a few months, or at most a few years. It was only the second time I’d ever been outside Ireland, the previous time also being a visit to London when I was in sixth class back in primary school in Wexford.

The bus ride, first across Wales and then England, took an age. I thought it would never come to an end. We travelled overnight through town after town, and I hadn’t a clue where we were most of the time.

Then, as morning broke, we entered another built-up area and I saw a policeman on patrol wearing one of those weird-shaped London police hats. I had arrived!

I stepped off the bus and was met by the landlord of the house I would stay in. I felt once again like a very small-town boy indeed. London seemed vast, even bigger than I remembered. I was excited and exhilarated, pleased to have finally arrived.

The landlord arranged a room for me in the house he owned in Earls Court. It was a massive building on the corner of Warwick Road, backing onto the busy A4, the dual carriageway leading into the centre of the city. There were five floors in the house, each divided into individual rooms to let with shared kitchens and bathrooms.

Over thirty guys lived in the house, all of us gay. It was known locally as ‘Fairy Towers’. My first room was an attic room known as Esmerelda’s. For some bizarre reason I shared a kitchen and bathroom with the basement floor, which meant I had to heft up and down ten flights of stairs to use the kitchen or if I needed a pee in the middle of the night.

The house was a mad place. Every single one of us had come to London to get away from something, usually a small town or a difficult family. But in Earls Court, we were at the epicentre of the London gay scene. Someone in the house always knew someone who was throwing the best party, or could get tickets to a great club night. There was always someone to head out to the pub or go clubbing with. It was a riot.

Massive clubs like Heaven on Charing Cross and the Hippodrome on Monday nights drew huge crowds. Heaven especially, which was open until six in the morning, was at the cutting edge of London’s emerging dance culture. It was a fantastic cathedral of a place, with enormous lighting rigs and various levels of bars and dance floors. I’d never seen anything like it.

I loved the music, the environment, the buzz of it all. My friends and I would dance all night, having a ball, then leave at six in the morning and head off back to someone or other’s place to listen to more music and wind down after a mad night out. I was a very, very long way away from the farm!

My first job was working on the coat check in a club called Copa’s on Earls Court Road. It was a well-known venue and packed every night. I checked coats and jackets and made a killing in tips. I only had to work three nights a week to make enough to live on and have a great social life. It was a dream start.

Later, I got work with a temp agency, usually as a waiter in hotels or as a barman. There was no shortage of shifts so I made decent money and continued to have a good social life. Then I was offered a full-time job in a hotel, as a supervisor in the restaurant.

Life took on a more regular routine then. I was working shifts on a rota, rather than just calling the agency whenever I wanted to work. It was fun though, I enjoyed the job and was pleased to have a role with some responsibility. I was twenty, time perhaps to start thinking about a career.

My family were on my mind a lot. I was happy, but now I was really beginning to miss them and wonder how they were. I thought that Mam and my three youngest siblings, Deirdre, Joy and Eamon, were probably home by then, but I didn’t know for sure. I didn’t know how any of them were.

I’d settled a bit, had a job and was doing well, so I decided it was time to make contact.

I wrote a long letter home. I explained where I was and that I was well and safe. I told them about my job, that I had plans to do better and that I missed them all. Then I talked about being gay. I asked them to remember I was their son, their brother and that I loved them, that hadn’t changed and I hoped they could still love me too. I asked them to contact me, and said I wanted to see them soon.

I put my return address on the back of the envelope, stuck a stamp on it and walked down the street to the bright red pillar box. I stood there for a moment, reading the times of the next collection. It was 11am and the next collection was at 5pm. I worked out that the letter would arrive at my family home in Wexford in the morning in two days’ time. I imagined the postman driving up the road, stepping out of his van and pushing a pile of letters, mine included, through the letterbox.

I imagined them landing with a soft whoosh on the carpet inside the front door, before someone, Mam maybe, walked by and picked them up. I saw her shuffle through the letters, seeing the usual bills and business letters, before she paused at my blue Belvedere Bond envelope, a stamp showing the Queen’s head with a date mark smudging her profile. I imagined Mam’s intake of breath as she read the return address when she flipped over the envelope. And then … who knew? That’s as much as I could imagine. I had no idea how she might react to my letter, but I needed to send it anyway.

My hand was shaking as I held the letter to the slot at the top of the pillar box. I couldn’t let go. Then I took a really deep breath and released the letter. My stomach lurched as I heard it flutter down and land on the waiting pile.

I started to panic. What the hell had I done? I had to get the letter back! What did I think would happen when they got it? After all, if they wanted me back then surely they would have looked for me? The fact that they hadn’t should have told me they didn’t want to. And now I’d written to them, how stupid was I? I was in danger of opening up all that old hurt just as I was getting my life sorted.

I stood there berating myself for about twenty minutes, trying to work out what to do next. I considered waiting for the postman and then asking for the letter back. But it would be six hours before he got here. I could come back … except I knew he wouldn’t let me have the letter. Once it had been posted it had to be delivered, he wouldn’t be allowed to give it back to me. There was nothing I could do about it now.

I went back to the house and tried as best I could to get on with things as normal. Then four days later, my letter slid back under my door. It had been returned, stamped ‘Return to Sender. No longer at this address.’

I was both dismayed and relieved. My family had moved, heaven knew where to. I had no chance of finding them now, not unless I went back to Wexford and looked for them. And I wasn’t going back there any time soon. I was worried about them, wondering why they’d moved, what they were thinking about me, and most especially, if they had moved, why they hadn’t tried to find me or left a forwarding address in case I tried to come home.

At the same time, the return of my letter spared me the agony of a direct rejection. At least I knew I was still safe. I breathed a sigh of relief, tore up the letter and put everything behind me once again.

In early 1987 I was offered a job in a hotel in Bath, in the south-west of England. My former manager from the hotel in London had moved there and was looking for an assistant. It was a great opportunity and I decided to take it.

Bath is a gorgeous place, a Georgian city like Dublin, with rows and rows of beautiful terraces, all built from Bath stone, a kind of limestone. The town was very proud and protective of its architectural heritage and practically every building is listed. Situated on the River Avon, just where the Kennet and Avon Canal join the river, it is a truly lovely and very English city.

I settled in well, enjoyed my new job and made friends with the staff. All the local hotel staff generally socialised together, there was an OK local club and lots of very quaint pubs, but London it wasn’t. After the buzz of the capital, I took a little time to adapt.

There was no gay scene of note in Bath, which to be honest didn’t bother me especially. I was happy for the break from all the manic partying and clubbing, content to slow it down for a while.

In late January that year I decided to head back to Dublin to see friends. I’d only been back once since I left and I was eager to catch up with old friends.

While I was there I met up with Alan. I was pleased to see him, pleased we were still on friendly terms, though I still had a bit of a thing for him. We were out for a drink one night when I ran into someone from home. Stephen was the older brother of a boy I went to school with.

He gave me a wave and made his way across the crowded bar towards me, looking eager to talk. I was freaking out a little; I hadn’t seen anyone from Wexford for a long time. What did he want?

‘How are you? I haven’t seen you in ages. I have news for you. You are about to become an uncle.’

I was stunned. This was my first news from home since I’d seen Barbara that night in Maynooth three years earlier.

‘Barbara is having a baby?’

‘No, Deirdre is.’

The news floored me. The last time I’d seen Deirdre she was fourteen years old and heading off to an ashram in India. Now she was having a baby?

‘There’s more,’ said Stephen. ‘It’s Terry’s baby.’

‘Terry? Terry your brother?’

‘Yeah.’

Stephen told me that Deirdre had been having a rough time of it. My father’s plans for me hadn’t included being gay, homeless and all the rest of it. And his plans for Deirdre certainly hadn’t included becoming a single mother at eighteen. She’d moved out and was staying with friends until she had the baby.

I decided on the spot that I was going home the next day. I wanted to see that Deirdre was all right. Being a young, single mother in small-town Ireland in 1987 wasn’t easy. There was a lot of stigma still, and it would be very tough to cope with that. I loved Deirdre dearly. She was a loving and gentle girl with a big heart. I couldn’t bear the thought of her being alone and having to deal with all of that. I suppose looking back I identified with her too, as the object of both societal and parental disapproval. I knew how that felt, and I knew how to get away from it too.

I made up my mind that if Deirdre wasn’t OK, then I would get her out of there. She could always come back to London with me and I could help her manage somehow.

The next day I hopped on a train. I was determined to find Deirdre and didn’t give much thought to seeing everyone else until I started to get near Wexford. As I gazed out the window and the towns rolled by, I realised I was actually going home. A short time later I looked out across the reed beds that line the River Slaney. I was only minutes from Wexford and started to feel really anxious.

I stepped off the train at Wexford station. It was all so familiar. I walked along the platform and out into the square, half expecting to run straight into someone I knew. Luckily, I didn’t. I needed to get my bearings first.

Stephen’s youngest brother Colin was working in a fast-food restaurant on the Quays in Wexford. Stephen told me to go and see him when I got to Wexford. He was good friends with Deirdre and would know where she was.

I walked the five minutes or so to the restaurant. Colin was a year below me in school and recognised me as soon as I came in. I asked him about Deirdre: Where was she? When was the baby due?

It turned out Deirdre had already had her baby, a little girl, a week earlier. She was staying with Colin’s parents while she waited to move into a flat she’d just rented in the town.

Colin arranged for a friend of his to bring me straight over to see Deirdre. His mother Kathleen brought me into the living room and there was Dee, looking gorgeous and maternal with her baby daughter in a rocker beside her. She was busy with the baby and didn’t hear me come in.

‘Deirdre,’ Kathleen said with a big grin on her face, ‘there’s someone here to see you.’

Her face lit up with a huge smile as her eyes filled with tears.

‘Colm, Colm, it’s you.’

I reached down and we gave each other a huge hug, squeezing tight.

‘It’s me,’ I said.

‘Meet your niece,’ Deirdre said, laughing with a shaky and emotional voice.

It was great to see her. She was doing OK, as was Ashleigh, her beautiful blue-eyed, blonde baby girl.

I stayed on a mattress on the floor of her new flat that night. I’d spent the day catching up on three years of news from Deirdre. I discovered that she, along with Mam, Joy and Eamon, had returned from India as planned in late 1984. They had no idea where I was, only that I’d gone to Dublin and lost touch. Dee had tried to find me a few times, putting out an appeal on national radio, the ‘Gerry Ryan Show’, but to no avail. I hadn’t heard it, though was heartened to know that she’d been trying to find me.

Things had been tough. Dad’s business had failed and the family home sold. Mam had left with Joy and moved to Cork, a few hours away. Barbara had finished university and was now working. John and Eamon were living with Dad in a flat over a shop on Wexford’s Main Street. Eamon was still in school, Dad and John were working together, in a new business they were trying to get off the ground.

Barbara had told John about Fortune and about me being gay, and together they told Dad. It had always been Barbara’s burden as the eldest to be the responsible one and deal with such difficult issues. Everyone knew now, but it had never been discussed after that as far as Deirdre knew.

The next day I went to see John and Eamon. It was great to see them again. Eamon was only eleven when I last saw him. Now he was fifteen and growing up fast. John was the same as ever, slagging me off good-naturedly, laughing and gently ribbing me. I’d changed quite a lot. I was taller, much slimmer and had long thick hair, very 1980s, with earrings in my left ear, all very New Romantic.

I was watching carefully, listening to every word, waiting to hear some indication of how they felt about me and what they knew.

Dee stood up. ‘Has anyone seen my handbag?’ She needed something for the baby.

‘Your handbag,’ Eamon said with a grin. ‘Which one is it? I thought that one over there was Colm’s.’ And he started to giggle.

When Eamon laughs, no matter how silly the joke, everyone has to join in. He laughs with his whole body, his shoulders shake and he cracks up. He finds himself very funny does Eamon. And he is. He rarely gets to the punchline when telling a joke, he just loses control, shaking with laughter as tears roll down his cheeks and he tries to catch his breath and finish his story. The joke is never quite as entertaining as Eamon telling it.

So there we all were, laughing along with Eamon. The nerve of him, breaking the tension of the moment and naming out loud the elephant in the room. I was delighted; that was that over with, at least with my brothers and Deirdre.

Then we heard the front door open. Heavy footsteps up to the kitchen on the floor below the living room.

‘It’s Dad,’ John said. ‘He’s home for lunch and to collect me to head back to work.’

I could hear Dad down in the kitchen, moving about and opening the fridge. I realised I was holding my breath and let it out in a rush.

‘Oh Christ, I don’t know what to do.’

‘Go down to him,’ Deirdre said. ‘Just go down and see him on your own.’

‘I don’t think I can face him.’

‘Yes you can,’ John said, ‘and it would be better if you went by yourself and had a minute alone with him than if he walked in here with everyone else around.’

‘Go on,’ Dee said again. ‘Go and say hello to him.’

I knew I had to. It had been more than three years since the day I left home, three years since I’d seen him and so much had changed. And now I knew that he knew about Fortune … and about my sexuality. I was scared witless.

My legs were trembling as I stood up and walked across the room. My hand shook as I tried to open the door. My palm was sweating and my hand slipped on the ceramic doorknob as I tried to turn it. I wiped my palms on my jeans and took a breath, opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

Through the banisters I could see Dad in the kitchen. He was bent over slightly with his back to me, taking something out from under the grill of the cooker.

I made my way towards him, and as I started down the stairs I heard him call my brother.

‘John, come on, let’s go.’

I heard him start up the stairs, and as we reached the half-landing between the two floors, we met.

Dad looked at me, stunned for a moment. Then he grabbed me, pulling me to him and holding me tight.

‘Where were you? Where were you Colm?’

It was the first time I can ever recall Dad holding me like that. Everything I had worried about fell away. I was home.
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Mam

I was only in Wexford for another few days before I was due back at work. It was a very strange experience being home. Everything had changed. Our family home was gone and the family now scattered. Only Dad, Dee, John and Eamon were left in Wexford, and now Dee had a baby daughter too. Ashleigh was the focus of those few days. I couldn’t believe my little sister had grown up and had a baby herself. Ashleigh was beautiful, and Dee was a devoted mother. I was so very proud of her dignity and the power of her devotion to her infant child. Single parenthood still carried a stigma then in Ireland. Dee though, brushed it off and got on with the job of motherhood. She was fantastic.

After that first emotional meeting Dad and I found ourselves back in our old familiar pattern. In truth, things were more difficult between us than ever. My siblings and I easily incorporated the knowledge of my sexuality into our relationships, but Dad really struggled. He didn’t know what to say or how to deal with it, let alone my abuse by Sean Fortune.

His silence was caused by that internal struggle, his own trapped feelings. For me though it reinforced my belief that he was ashamed of and angry with me, that I had failed him yet again. We avoided each other as much as possible. If we were in the same room together we didn’t talk unless we absolutely had to, and avoided meeting each other’s eyes.

I had very little contact with Mam at this stage. She was living in Cork, trying to build a new life with my sister Joy. She learned about Fortune and me being gay on her return from India, but I’d disappeared by then. I wrote to her a few times after I visited Wexford, but it wasn’t until the Christmas holidays that I got the chance to see her again. It was more than four years since I’d last seen her, at Dublin Airport.

Eamon had by now also moved down to Cork to live with Mam. I decided to surprise them all by flying to Cork on New Year’s Day. I had three days off work after the busy Christmas period and thought it was the perfect time for my trip since Joy and Eamon would be off school and I’d get to spend time with them both.

Mam had rented a large detached house on the outskirts of Cork and was running a yoga centre there. I caught a taxi from the airport. The driver was a typical Cork man, very friendly, curious and chatty. Never short of words myself, I told him all about the reunion to come. The son of an Irish Mammy, he was aghast that I hadn’t seen my own mother in so long, and became more and more excited about the unfolding mother–son reunion he suddenly found himself involved in. By the time we headed up the hill leading to my mother’s house, we were both feverish with excitement.

‘It’s just up here now,’ he said, ‘at the crest of that bit of a hill in the road, on the left.’

I craned my neck, trying to see that far in the gloom of the darkening evening.

‘We’ll have you there in a minute,’ he said. ‘She’ll get a great surprise when she opens the door and it’s yourself standing there, won’t she? Four years, that’s an awful long time to not see your mother. Be the Lord, my own would kill me if I stayed away more than a week. It’ll be a great reunion all together.’

He spoke at machine gun speed while I, for once, was wordless. I just wanted to get there.

We reached the top of the hill and as I looked to the left, there were two or three houses in a row. I was bobbing about on the seat. Which one was it? Where were they? I looked out for a give-away sign, a notice about the yoga centre or one of those window stickers that looked like stained glass, a Hindu symbol like [image: ] for Om, or maybe wind chimes blowing gently in the breeze.

Then the car pulled up in front of a house in total darkness.

‘This is it. Ah Lord, the lights are all off. Would they be in the back?,’ asked the driver.

‘I don’t know, I haven’t ever been here, remember? I hope so, I hope they’re here.’

I got out of the car and knocked on the door, waiting to see a light hit the mottled glass. Nothing happened. I knocked again, louder. Nothing. I went to one of the windows to the side of the door and peered in, trying to make out some sign of life or movement. I knocked on the window. Still nothing.

I was crushed. Where were they? Maybe out for a walk, or at a friend’s house? Maybe they were away. I should have called, made sure they’d be there when I arrived. What was I going to do now? I could wait at the house, but what if they were away for days and not just a few hours?

My taxi driver was almost as disappointed as me. But as luck would have it, he had a solution. Ireland is really a village, everyone knows everyone else, and he knew the woman who lived next door. So in we went to the neighbour’s house, a lovely older lady who immediately insisted I come in for tea and something to eat while we tried to figure out this dilemma. She had no idea where Mam was, but she did know the owner of the house, my mother’s landlord.

She called him and he said he would come right over. The taxi driver headed off, confident I wouldn’t be left by the roadside and that he’d done his bit to deliver me back into the arms of my Mother. I sat waiting for the landlord to arrive as I was fed with freshly-made sandwiches and slice after slice of home-made apple tart, being spoiled rotten by Mam’s neighbour.

When the landlord arrived he let me into the house next door. I recognised Mam’s presence immediately, the smell of sandalwood and incense, the warm and colourful silk hangings, some driftwood on a shelf and hand-painted chakra charts on the wall. The house was entirely silent. I used the phone to call Deirdre in Wexford who told me that Mam, Joy and Eamon had gone to Dublin for Christmas to see Barbara. Mam had the flu and they’d stayed on. She had no idea when they might be heading back to Cork. Worse than that, the phone at Barbara’s place was down so there was no way of making contact.

‘Why not come down here tomorrow?’ Deirdre asked. ‘You can stay with myself and Ashleigh, we’d love to see you.’

‘I would, but I have to fly back from Cork the day after tomorrow. I could only stay one night and then travel back to Cork airport again, it wouldn’t be worth it.’

I was gutted. I was in Mam’s place, her home, and she was away. All around me I could see her, see the life she had built here, see Joy’s and Eamon’s things too, but they were miles away and not contactable in Dublin. So much for my surprise.

Luckily, having spoken to Deirdre and confirmed that I was in fact my mother’s son, the landlord gave me a spare key and allowed me to stay. I went to bed in Eamon’s room that night, falling asleep cursing my desire for the drama of a surprise visit.

The next morning was spent wandering about the house, feeling like an intruder in a place that wasn’t my own, but felt like home in so many ways. There were reminders everywhere of my life years earlier, not so much items from that time, but smells and images. The scent of spices in the kitchen, reminders of foods, exotic for the time, that Mam introduced us to. Cardamom pods, cumin seed, fenugreek … spices she would roast and then grind before adding to a big pot with ginger, onions and garlic, the base for a great veggie curry fortified with red lentils. The teapot from home sat on the stove and a few other small items from the past were scattered around the house.

But it was the feel of the place, the sense of peace and calm that reminded me most of Mam. I could feel her there, her quiet gentleness. I’d forgotten how steadying that sense of her was, and I missed it.

Later that afternoon, I sat reading a book in the living room. Mam had always sworn life would be better without TV and she often hid it away for months when I lived at home. I resigned myself to the fact that I was now likely to leave the next evening without actually seeing Mam, Joy or Eamon at all. I decided to leave a note, welcoming them home and promising to come back soon. I’d already drafted one, trying to be funny and light and not play up how disastrous and disappointing the whole trip had been.

Then I heard a key in the door, and as the door opened I could hear Mam’s voice chatting to Joy.

I walked out and met her as she stepped through the door.

‘Hi Mam.’

I wrapped her in my arms and gave her a big hug. Mam is only five feet two and I’d towered above her for years.

‘Oh my God, Colm!’ She laughed and hugged me tight, Eamon and Joy grinning with delight at the two of us. Suddenly, the trip wasn’t a disaster after all.

I had a great twenty-four hours with them all. Mam and I got to talk a bit. I could see that she was happier than I’d seen her in years, enjoying her new life in Cork and finally living the life she’d wanted for so long.

For years I’d known she was unhappy. Her life had taken a somewhat unexpected direction when she first began to discover yoga and the spiritual path to which she subsequently dedicated much of her life. She and Dad had grown increasingly apart and it was clear to me that they would have been happier separated but that wasn’t so easy in an Ireland where marriage was supreme; divorce didn’t exist and even separation was still taboo.

They were both great people but they needed not to be married to each other anymore. As their son it’s not for me to dissect their relationship; I’m not sure any child can ever do that reasonably or fairly. I loved them both but they were very different and needed to find a way to leave each other in order to find their own individual ways forward. The slow and gradual ending of their marriage was an issue for me all through my teens. It wasn’t nasty or cruel but it was sad to witness, and obviously painful for them both. In truth, given the time during which it happened, I’m not sure they could have handled it better than they did.

In any case, I was just happy to be back in touch with Mam again, and I focused on the good, ignoring all that had happened over the years, deciding instead to be happy about the present and make the most of the future. I was now back in contact with all my family.

I never asked them any difficult questions. I didn’t ask why they hadn’t tried to find me. I didn’t ask them if they’d missed me or worried about me. And they didn’t raise it either. It seems incomprehensible to me now that I was gone for so long, and in such circumstances, and that we never really spoke about it.

A rare occasion when my past almost forced itself on my present was my twenty-first birthday. I was out for a meal with my family when I spotted Sean Fortune in the same restaurant. I saw him heading towards the exit on a route that would take him right past our table. I was terrified he might see me and stop to say something, scared witless that he might try to re-establish some kind of contact with me. I remember shrinking into my seat and turning away as he approached. His voice boomed as he spoke to his companion, but he kept walking and headed out the door: I let go of the breath I’d been holding from the moment I noticed him. I tried not to show how rattled I was.

By now my parents knew about Fortune and they knew I was gay, but it was never mentioned. I was back and that was that.

Abuse is only possible in a silent world. And just like the rest of society, my family was silent; there were certain words that were never spoken for fear of what consequences they might bring. Instead, we demanded the silencing of truths that would inevitably tear apart our idealistic view of ourselves. The truth demands action while secrets and lies allow us to avoid taking action, they allow us to continue to pretend that everything is fine, even when it is most definitely not.

Words can cause trouble, and I was raised never to cause trouble. I never brought up anything that might cause difficulty or upset. I never once asked if they had tried to find me. I tried very hard to be good. I was just glad to be back, and I worked hard to please my family in every way I could.

That was my pattern. I was a pleaser. I didn’t like anything unless the other person liked it too. If I was going to dinner with someone I would insist that they chose the restaurant. It was all about trying to make the best possible impression. I watched and waited, trying to work out what the other person might want of me, and then I gave it to them.

I related to other people as the person I imagined they wanted me to be, rather than as myself. That was one of the most difficult and frustrating legacies of the abuse.

I remember Barbara telling me once that Deirdre had said to her, ‘Colm’s a lovely person, but I just wish he would be himself.’

I got upset and said, ‘What the hell does that mean? Be myself … what’s that about? Just tell me who to be and I’ll be it!’

The very idea that I was failing to live up to my sister’s idea of who I ought to be caused me extraordinary anguish. I had ceased to exist as a person in my own right. I was a mess.

I was also a tightly-bound control freak. I didn’t dare let my guard down or lose control and let people see who I really was. I believed that the real me would be unacceptable to them. I avoided getting drunk at all costs. If I felt myself starting to get drunk I became paranoid. I remember once going home and getting into a shower and turning it from hot to freezing cold for a full forty-five minutes in a desperate attempt to sober myself up after I discovered the bar I was in was serving doubles instead of single measures and I’d drunk much more than I realised.

All this meant that I didn’t have a real, honest relationship with anyone. No one really knew who I was, and I didn’t know myself. I was so scared of who I might be, of who I had been, that I didn’t go there. I lived from the neck up and the face out, avoiding the feelings that lived in my body. My focus was always on the other person, making them like me so that I’d know I was likable.

The only time when all my fears and insecurities were allowed to surface was when I was asleep. Then I would dream, dreams that had been with me for years.

In the most regular one I was back in Adamstown, living on the farm. There was no one else in the dream, I was alone apart from a huge giant who chased me across the fields, through the grove and up into the village. The giant wanted to kill me and so I ran. I had no one to run to, I was alone. The giant would tear me apart if he caught me. I ran and ran.

Up the laneway by the side of the grove, I ran past the first few houses until I got to my primary school teacher’s house. I ran around the back and found a trapdoor and opened it. I threw myself down into the hole beneath the trapdoor and lay in the dark holding my breath, terrified to move. I could hear the giant crashing about outside, stomping and tearing at everything as he looked for me.

I waited, frozen in fear, not breathing, praying and hoping he would run by, tears running down my face as I lay still in that hole in the ground. Then his foot came crashing through the trapdoor, crushing me to death.

I woke from this dream many hundreds, possibly thousands of times over the years, drenched in sweat and crying. I could keep my demons at bay during the day, but at night the monsters in my past came back and got me, again and again and again.
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The Big Decision

This was a strange time for me. Being back in touch with my family was good in many ways, but it often left me feeling like a failure, a reminder of who I wasn’t more than of who I was or might be. Having reinvented myself so fully, I was now struggling to integrate my new life with my old one.

Being in touch with home also meant being reminded of the past, and I wasn’t yet ready or equipped to deal with that past honestly.

Bath was a lovely place, but at twenty-one it soon became just a little too quiet and sleepy for me. I decided to head back to London and got a job in Heathrow Airport, working as an assistant manager in one of the catering outlets. I was doing OK but still had no particular sense of purpose. I didn’t much like the job at the airport, and after a few months I left.

I was drifting now; I hadn’t lined up a new job so I decided to go back to agency work for a while. It paid reasonably and meant I was free to work when it suited me. I was back in touch with friends I hadn’t seen much since I moved to Bath and started to get out and about again, and to have a social life.

One night I was in a pub called The Royal Oak in Hammersmith with some old


















































Afterword

Gorey, County Wexford – March 2009



In 2006 I set out again with Sarah Macdonald to make another film on the Roman Catholic Church and child sexual abuse. Sex Crimes and the Vatican set out evidence of a common approach adopted by bishops in Ireland, America and right across the world to child sexual abuse perpetrated by priests. It again highlighted the role of the Vatican at the heart of the scandals.

In making this latest film I wanted to explore this common approach to demonstrate a universal system at work, with the Vatican at its core. I also wanted to see what was happening in countries where the voices of abuse victims had not forced the media spotlight to expose the failures of the Church.

Sarah and I went to Brazil, the largest Catholic country on the planet, home to 125 million faithful. Like many developing countries it has extreme poverty, illiteracy, sex tourism and enormous child protection concerns. The Catholic Church may have been forced to learn hard lessons in the western world, but was it applying those lessons in Brazil?

We discovered it wasn’t. In Brazil we found many cases of children abused by Roman Catholic priests. But these were not historic cases, they were current and we found the same pattern of cover-up and denial we’d seen in Ireland and the US twenty and thirty years earlier.

We spoke to the grandmother of a five-year-old victim. Donna Elza told us how a Roman Catholic priest, Father Tarcisio Tadeu Spricigo, had raped her grandson Warley. We discovered that the priest had first been accused of sexual abuse in 1991 and was moved at least four times following that, continuing to abuse in each parish he was sent to.

Eventually he was sent to the tiny impoverished parish where Donna Elza and Warley lived. The bishop who appointed him knew he was facing charges of sexual abuse in São Paulo. He later defended the appointment, explaining that he believed the priest had been cured. But he hadn’t.

The priest moved in three doors away from Donna Elza and Warley. He offered to give Warley guitar lessons, and then he began to rape him repeatedly.

Warley eventually told his grandmother about the rapes in 2002. When she reported the abuse to the authorities, the Church and her local community tried to get her to drop the allegations.

What is especially significant about this case is that it happened at the same time as the scandals emerged in Ireland and the US. It also postdates a letter sent by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, now Pope Benedict XVI, instructing all bishops that every case of sexual abuse involving a priest anywhere in the world was to be referred to the Vatican. It would be the Vatican that would decide how all cases were to be dealt with.

So the Vatican either knew or should have known about the transfer of this priest to a new parish despite the fact he was facing a criminal prosecution for child sexual abuse in São Paolo. And yet Warley was abused, and his local bishop did nothing to help him or his family. Instead, they were ostracised within their own community.

The ongoing failure of the Vatican to put in place binding and meaningful child protection practices in churches across the Roman Catholic world is damning proof of how little has changed.

In Ireland, some examples of good practice have emerged. In Dublin, for instance, Archbishop Diarmuid Martin has proven he is committed to ensuring children are protected in that diocese, even in the face of resistance from within the Church.

He has adopted a very transparent policy of publicly reporting on the number of allegations of clerical sexual abuse the diocese has received. As of November 2008, 152 priests have been accused or suspected of child sexual abuse in the Archdiocese of Dublin. It is estimated they abused more than four hundred children over four decades.

In all, more than four hundred Roman Catholic priests have been accused of child sexual abuse in Ireland.

The Irish Roman Catholic Church unveiled a new child protection policy, ‘Our Children, Our Church’, in December 2005, just after the launch of the Ferns Report. It promised a new ‘one church’ approach to child protection and the establishment of a National Board for Safeguarding Children (NBSC).

The policy promised that annual audits of child protection practice at all levels of the Catholic Church in Ireland would be undertaken and the results of every audit published. It also promised the publication of national statistics of child abuse involving Church personnel.

It would be more than two years before the first annual report was published by the NBSC. That report found general adherence to the 2005 child protection policy with one shocking exception. In the County Cork diocese of Cloyne, Bishop John Magee had failed to notify the civil authorities of complaints against a number of his priests. The NBSC issued a report on Cloyne which found that child protection practice there was ‘inadequate and in some respects dangerous’.

Priests against whom credible allegations had been made were allowed to continue in active ministry and the relevant state authorities were not properly informed of the allegations.

The NBSC investigation into Cloyne and Bishop Magee was the result of a report I made to the Minister for Health and Children in my last few months as Director of One in Four. Once again it took media and public pressure to expose the gross failures in that diocese. In March 2009 Bishop Magee handed over control of the diocese to an administrator appointed by the Vatican following many months of public pressure for him to quit. This time though it wasn’t just victims, their advocates and the public calling for action, these usual voices were joined by others including other senior churchmen and government ministers.

While Magee’s eventual resignation did demonstrate that there will no longer be tolerance for such church failures in child protection in Ireland, it did once again highlight the need for a global mandatory child protection policy in the Catholic Church. For as long as bishops are allowed to interpret and implement national church policy on an individual basis, children will not be properly protected. Once again, responsibility must rest with the pope. He and he alone can insist that every Catholic bishop implement and stick to the highest possible standards of child protection policy and practice. But the pope continues to fail to do so.

What seems clear to me is that the Roman Catholic Church remains unwilling or unable to understand the need for robust child protection practice. It must therefore be of enormous concern that this Church remains responsible for the welfare and education of many millions of children worldwide.

Increasingly, the words spoken by Catholic Church leaders have moved from expressions of their personal hurt at the sins of their brother priests to some acknowledgement of their own institutional failures. But in the absence of any indication that the Vatican and the pontiff are prepared to own those failings, to acknowledge and own them fully, without seeking to blame western society, the media, lawyers, psychologists, victims or anyone else, these words are empty. What we have learned is that it is easy to speak of sorrow, of regret and of compassion.

But what of Christ? Who will speak for love and truth?



Let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action.

1 John 3:18
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