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Prologue

The Start of Goodbye

It is 31 December 2018 and my husband Eamonn and I spend the final morning of the year packing for a couple of nights away in Mum’s house, or 108 as we affectionately call my childhood home in Dublin. I’d left its comforts for Cork almost thirty years ago, when Eamonn and I married. In 108, along with my 87-year-old mum, and my cousin Eileen, we will ring in the New Year. Our grown children are of an age to make their own New Year plans and are eager to see us off.

I give each of them a kiss and we say our goodbyes. As I sit into the car and pull the door closed, I reach down as if to fix my shoelace, unable to look them in the eye as they wave us off from the door, for fear my veneer of faux happiness will slip. Ours will be nothing like the New Year they have planned. We drive off in silence as I know that if I open my mouth, the sobs I am holding back will escape. Thankfully, after three decades together, Eamonn hears what I cannot say. 2019 is fast approaching, the year that will take Mum from us.

I know this, but I wonder, does she? Mum is running out of steam. Recurring infections are weakening her. In the past twelve months she has broken her ribs, her shoulder and her hip. She has missed my younger brother Michael’s wedding, and spent four months in hospital. Yet, I remind myself, she is still here. I must try to keep that as my focus.

A few hours later, I open the door to 108 and inhale the scent of my childhood. As a teenager, my swimming medals and trophies had been proudly displayed in the hall and all available shelves, and the sitting room walls were festooned with family photos of my two brothers, Ben and Michael, two sisters, Doris and Caroline and our cousin Eileen, who lives with Mum, and has taken on much of the caring for her in the last two years.

With the passing of time, my medals have relocated to a cupboard in my home in Cork, and First Communion and Confirmation photos have been replaced with those of graduations and grandchildren, forever reminders of many happy, joyful days in 108.

I greet Eileen, also my beloved godmother, who has been with Mum since her own mother died when she was a baby, 11 years before I was born. We go into the kitchen where Mum sits, her tiny frame dwarfed by the size of her chair. She is wearing the pale blue jumper I love, her obligatory pearls around her neck. Not one snow-white hair is out of place and her make-up and lipstick are perfectly applied. I match her broad smile of welcome, delighted to see her looking so well. She throws out her arms and, as I bend towards her, she enfolds me in a hug. It’s only been ten days since my last visit, but her welcome is as warm and enthusiastic as if I’d returned from months abroad. We hold each other longer than we used to, as I inhale the sweet scent of Estée Lauder. Stepping aside, I let Eamonn through and can almost hear Mum purr as he says, ‘Agnes, you look terrific.’

There is much chat and catching up to do as Christmas has come and gone since last we met. At her usual bedtime of nine o’clock, I note that she makes no move to go to bed, and as the New Year approaches she is still up. I smile. 2019, she is determined to stay up and look you direct in the eye.

At the stroke of midnight, we clink glasses around her chair, but I struggle to celebrate, the words ‘Happy New Year’ sticking in my throat. For a moment I panic, battling tears, which collectively I sense we are not entertaining. Holding my breath, I lean forward to kiss Mum. She holds her head up high and smiles. No trace of sadness or worry for the future shows on her face. Her first battle of 2019 is over at one minute past midnight. It has been hard won, but as myself and Eamonn return to Cork the next day, we are not to know how short-lived will be its victory.

Just ten days later, I make the journey back to 108. Mum is very unwell with, I suspect, another kidney infection. In the early hours, Eileen and I call an ambulance and follow behind it to the hospital. There, over the next few hours, we find ourselves discussing painful realities with doctors. I am brought back to my beloved dad’s demise, thirty-two years earlier, from motor neurone disease (MND): a time when unthinkable decisions had to be faced head on; a time when his courage never failed, despite the worst of circumstances. Now, as a new day dawns in the busy accident and emergency department, I entreat Dad to intervene. She doesn’t deserve this, I whisper. Help her.

As Mum’s condition continues to deteriorate, a doctor who seems no older than my eldest child suggests we consider a DNR order. Do Not Resuscitate. The magnitude of this is hard to bear, yet as I absorb his words I have no doubt Mum would have only one request in such a scenario: Bring me home.

I know it is what we must do. By lunchtime, Eileen and Michael arrive to take over my shift, as do my two sisters. I drive back to 108 and, exhausted, let myself in to the quiet, empty hall, with only the dog to welcome me.

I sit for a while in the strange silence, scrolling through text messages and emails, when I see a name in my inbox that gives me a start. Johnny Watterson. My heart jumps as I put down the phone and close my eyes, the past crashing into my present.

Johnny was the journalist who, twenty-four years previously, had broken the explosive story in the Sunday Tribune that Irish swimming coach George Gibney had abused young swimmers in his care for over twenty years. Swimmers such as myself. As the fallout rained down in endless discussion and debate in the media, it almost broke my 28-year-old self. The impact of the events of that time lasted for many years. Just a year ago, my path had crossed with Johnny’s once more, when he wrote a follow-up piece 25 years after Gibney was first charged, in 1993. When agreeing to be quoted in that article, using my own name for the first time, I had hoped I might finally see the end of the interest in our story. I must have been wrong.

What can he possibly want now? I wonder. I close the inbox without reading the email. Later will be time enough.
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Number 108

Returning from the hospital that day, 108 had seemed empty, less like the home it had always been. Was Mum’s presence the missing link without which our home would become soulless? A house without a heart? Could 108 feel Mum slipping away?

Some may think this foolish, believing a house to be just bricks and mortar, but I had grown up knowing differently as I listened to Mum and Dad’s many tales of their first home in Killybegs, County Donegal, the ‘Little White House on the Hill’.

Returning to Donegal from London as a young couple, Mum and Dad had watched their house being built, brick by brick, and imagined it a palace when they moved in, the perfect home, where they could raise their two young daughters among the hills of Dad’s childhood.

Just a few years later they had to make the difficult decision to relocate to Dublin when Dad was offered a ‘good’ job – leaving boatbuilding behind for management with Bord Iascaigh Mhara. Ahead of Mum and my sisters, Dad moved down to start the new job and find accommodation. During this time, he was desperately lonely without family or friends and every night, and often in the mornings too, he wrote home to his wife and girls in Donegal.

No one listening to those stories, or Mum reading some of those letters to us when we were young, could ever doubt that the Little White House on the Hill captured their hearts, but it was Dad’s final letter before they cut ties with it forever that had really spoken to me of home from my earliest days. This was the letter we most frequently requested Mum to read.


Dearest Agnes,

Before I began to write this letter, I made a point of addressing the envelope, addressed to home, for never again will I write to you, to the same address. There is no need to go over all the happy memories, there is no writing pad big enough to write them all in. Soon, very soon, we will go, we will go as quickly and as quietly as we can. If houses had feelings, we would have to tip-toe out and close the door softly to save being heard …



It would be a few more years before they would buy a house in Dublin, but when they did, they managed to once again create a special home in 108.

I could never remember the house being as quiet as it was now, as if it was holding its breath. Entering the kitchen to make a cup of tea, my eyes were immediately drawn to Mum’s empty chair in the centre of the room, her glasses and iPad beside it. This was the same spot where my grandfather had sat every day when he came to live with us, contentedly smoking one cigarette after another, the ashtray beside him overflowing. Before that it was where, on the rare days when as children we were too unwell to go to school, we would lie on an old comfy armchair covered by a blanket, as Mum filled the kitchen with the smell of dinner, brown bread and cakes as The Gay Byrne Show and Dear Frankie marked time on the radio.

Pained by the sight of her glasses and iPad, I moved into the sitting room, the largest room in the house with a big window running almost its full length, looking onto the front garden. As a child, I’d thought it to be enormous. A large couch and two chairs now took up most of it, the ‘good table and chairs’ for Sunday dinners and special occasions long since gotten rid of. A fireplace and sideboard sat at either end. I sank back onto the couch, drained by tiredness and sadness. Various photos of happier times were framed about the room. I lay my head against the back of the couch, wondering how Mum was doing. Above me, a large crack on the ceiling caught my eye. Despite my morose mood, I smiled.

‘That was caused by yourselves and the McCartneys,’ Mum used to say, referring to our Carlow cousins. ‘You were wild when you got together, jumping off beds upstairs and running all over the place.’

I looked around the room. Mum’s touch was everywhere. She’d a great eye for interiors, always keeping the décor up to date with the latest trends. Immaculate custom-made cream curtains ran the length of the window, perfectly matching the carpet and seating. Cushions scattered about the couch were updated regularly. I wondered as I looked around, what tales would this room tell? Along the length of the window was a windowsill made of a rose-tinted, dark, polished wood, wide enough for us to sit on. The same wood was used on the mantelpiece and shelves next to the fireplace, upon which sat numerous photos. Each photo told its own story. However, the story behind the shelves and the windowsill is less obvious.

Years ago, when Dad was a young father and in full health, his job involved occasionally travelling to Norway to inspect trawlers which were being purpose-built. At the time, our house was a work in progress and with a young family of five, money was tight. Furnishing the sitting room was still one of the many jobs on Mum and Dad’s to-do list. However, on arriving home from one particular Norwegian trip, Dad was very excited; he had sourced a beautiful wood to make shelves and a windowsill. With carpentry in his blood, he had an enormous love for all things wood, and this particular wood had captured his heart. This was the 1960s, a time before large DIY shops, a time when flat-pack furniture was non-existent and variety in wood, zero. Mum was delighted at his news, not so much about the wood but the fact that work was finally to begin on the sitting room. Unfortunately, as the wood was to come from Norway there would be quite a wait.

Weeks later, the doorbell rang. A man told Mum he had a delivery for her. Behind him she could see a large truck with what looked like the trunks of three enormous trees on it. It would appear her shelves had arrived, just not the way Mum had imagined! Horrified, she phoned Dad in his office to tell him our driveway was now filled with three large tree trunks, but it was of course no great surprise to him. He arranged for them to be taken to the boatyard, where they were transformed into the polished, high-quality, rose-tinted wood they are today, still largely unscratched despite the best attempts of my eldest daughter, Aoife, to write on them with a coin as a six-year-old.

As the sights and sounds of the past continued to dance about me, my mood lifted. It was in this room I’d held my birthday parties as a child and where we had sat as a family watching The Late Late Show and Glenroe. It was here Eamonn and I had announced our engagement and where family gatherings had culminated in lively sing-songs well into the night. I sighed, warmed by my memories. I08 had indeed been a loud and happy place. I checked my watch; it was mid-afternoon. If I were to get some sleep before going back to the hospital, I’d better go for a proper lie down, in bed.

The stairs seemed steeper than usual as I climbed them to my old bedroom. Weary, I pulled the duvet over me, closed my eyes and lay in the half-light, hoping in vain that sleep would come. Despite my body’s exhaustion, my brain was racing, ducking and diving from thoughts of the future, of Mum, and of Johnny’s still unopened email that lay waiting for me.
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Through the Looking Glass

Drunk on tiredness, I looked around the bedroom, its surroundings so familiar. This had been my room as a teenager. How many days had I sat on the bed pretending to study, the room a mess, with clothes discarded on the floor and books and schoolwork thrown everywhere? I smiled as I remembered coming home from school one afternoon, thrilled to discover that not only had Mum cleaned my room, she had also bought me fresh curtains and a new duvet cover.

‘I thought you might like it,’ she’d said, delighted by my reaction.

I sighed. Whereas downstairs in the sitting room I’d remembered a past filled with love and happiness, within my bedroom the memories were of loneliness and despair, centred around dark years when my life was outwardly defined by swimming, my great passion, but inwardly by something infinitely darker and more insidious, a secret life I would carry within me for a long time.

It had not always been the case that swimming was my passion, in fact swimming and I had had a bumpy start. I’d attempted to learn the skill as a four-year-old, but it was not love at first sight. Each Saturday morning, my brother Michael and I were brim-full of bravery and excitement on our way to our lessons.

‘I’m going to put my face down.’

‘Well, I’m going to jump in.’

But once in the pool we clung like limpets to our instructors, begging them to please not let us go. The fact that the end of every lesson culminated in our group being marched to the deep end to be ‘thrown in’ did nothing to help our confidence. It was a most glorious day when Mum decided not to renew our lessons.

Being naturally athletic, the search began for a suitable sport to replace it. At seven, I tried Irish dancing, only to retire almost immediately when at my first Feis the judges failed to spot my talent. Gymnastics came next, and while I loved back-flipping around the place, it never quite captured my heart. So, at the ripe old age of eight, I gave swimming a second chance and joined Otter Swimming Club. There, an older, braver me quickly mastered the basics. Once I’d learned to swim, I couldn’t get enough of it. Within the pool I felt alive and free. I loved the challenge of every set, and from my earliest days enjoyed pushing myself to my mental and physical limits.

In everything else in my life I was pretty haphazard, and in school I didn’t exactly over-exert myself, but in the pool I sought perfection. As I matured as a swimmer I never missed a turn, streamlined off every wall and no matter how exhausted I was, rarely ever skipped a length. What I lacked in height I made up for in determination, perfecting the most efficient dive and fastest turns in an effort to give me an edge over my taller competitors.

My talent was quickly spotted, and I flourished.

Competing in my first gala at nine years of age, the thrill of the race was like nothing I’d ever experienced. As I stood on the podium to receive my medals, the acorn of my Olympic dream was planted, and I had every intention of seeing it through.

Swimming became an obsession, and a day without it was never as good as a day with it. Sore throats, coughs and colds were kept quiet for fear I’d be kept out of the pool, and despite early mornings and the time it took out of my parents’ lives, they never said no.

St Patrick’s Day, 1976, I woke in a state of excitement. I was ten! Tearing open my presents, I almost exploded as I unwrapped a pair of red, lycra, racer-back swimming togs – the togs ‘real’ swimmers wore. Running upstairs to my bedroom, I pulled them on, admiring myself in the full-length mirror. These were nothing like the saggy, nylon togs I wore every day, these were perfectly fitting, Olympic togs. Yes, Olympic togs, because printed beneath the small white maple leaf of Canada were the Olympic rings and the words ‘Montreal 1976’. I might as well have been given an Olympic ticket.

If anyone had observed scrawny, undersized me standing in front of the mirror that morning, they may not have fancied my Olympic chances, but the eyes of a child can work magic grown-ups can only dream of. Standing, shoulders back, I smiled at the tall, lean Olympian looking out at me. With a nod to an imagined full balcony, I waved at my parents and family as my name was called. Stepping forward, heart pounding, I readied myself for my first Olympic race. Not for one second did I believe that dream might not become a reality.

By the time I was twelve, Otter had become a club for leisure swimmers and more and more of us left it to join the newly formed Trojan Swimming Club, set up by leading swimming coach George Gibney. I had a loyalty to Otter and my coaches, Sean McGlynn and Jack Smith, but as I sat alone at galas, I envied the large Trojan team. One day, as I lined up to race, I was thrilled when the Trojan swimmers, encouraged by Gibney, began to chant my name and cheer me on. Onlookers must have smiled at their kindness, those from the big club cheering on the young, lone swimmer from Otter. My parents too no doubt were pleased at this recognition. As they signed me up to Trojan a few months later, they knew only of a charming, persuasive coach who saw raw talent in their daughter – talent which, in his hands, could become that of a champion.

Initially, in Trojan I found all I was looking for. My friend Orla, who had introduced me to Otter Swimming Club, was a member and almost immediately I felt part of the team. Unlike in Otter, I had lots of fast swimmers to train against and became particularly friendly with a boy called Gary O’Toole. Although he was a year and a half younger than me, we shared a common rivalry, a passion for training and, above all, a will to win.

In my new club, Gibney lavished me with attention, correcting my stroke and feeding my Olympic dream with talk of going to the Junior European Championships and other goals. Each morning, I trained as part of a large team, in the pool at 5.15 a.m. sharp for a two-and-a-half-hour session, then back again in the evening for another hour and a half, sometimes with a short gym workout before it. Sunday was our only day off.

It wasn’t long before this perfect spell at Trojan ended, and its earliest signal – a harbinger of horrors to come – stands out in my memory.


I race home from school as usual, grab a quick bite to eat and am at the pool in time to gather with a few of my team-mates before our five o’clock session at Trojan. Compared to the mornings, when we are barely awake and say very little, the afternoon sessions are lively and fun as we chat between sets, splashing and joking. This afternoon’s session is tough, and for the last fifteen minutes our coach George Gibney takes the breast-strokers to a side lane to do some work on their technique. I am among them.

Swimming is a highly technical sport and working on our strokes was often about making the smallest of changes, such as a quarter of an inch adjustment to the pitch of my hands or the very slightest delay to my kick.

Standing on the diving block at one end of the pool, my mind is focused on making the changes I’ve been working on. The others are now gathered at the far end and I am last to go. I take my marks and wait for Gibney’s command to start … but it doesn’t come. I stand up, wondering if he’s forgotten about me. He is standing on the deck close by, looking at me. ‘What?’ I ask.

He walks towards me and stands beside the block I am standing on, his face almost touching my body, chest high. I feel uncomfortable, self-conscious, puzzled. Have I done something wrong?

‘I’m going to bed with you this weekend,’ he says, and grins.

Before I have time to speak, he turns away, shouting, ‘Ready, Go.’ I dive in, my mind racing, all thoughts of my stroke banished. What did he say? Go to bed with me?

I speak of it to no one, and as the days pass and he says nothing else, I begin to wonder if I’ve misheard him. Go to bed with me? What did that even mean?

Within a couple of weeks I know exactly what it means. I am thirteen years of age.



*

Having given up on any hope of sleep, I rose and crossed my old bedroom to stand in front of the full-length mirror. I considered the woman staring back at me. She looked tired. Old. I leaned in, examining her more closely, trying to see beyond the wrinkles and pale face. Could I see her hidden scars? The healing? The victim? The survivor? Could others?

I remembered an earlier time when I’d stood in front of that same mirror, aged eighteen, as I struggled to come to terms with the sixth-year reference I’d got in the post that day from my school principal. A school journey that had begun with much promise six years earlier had gone awry. At the start of secondary school I’d been a lively, outgoing, confident child, who had blossomed fighting her corner in a big family. In school plays I was regularly the narrator, not because I was a good reader but because I was loud. Among my peers I was something of a leader, which I suppose is a kind way of saying I was bossy and liked to be the boss. Never short of a friend to call on, I’d had little difficulty making the switch from primary to secondary school. And in that first year life was fun, exactly as it should have been. But all that had changed with the onset of Gibney’s abuse, and now my sixth-year reference described a girl my former self would not have recognised: Patricia is a good worker in all subjects. She is a quiet, shy individual who appears to struggle to mix with fellow students.

My face burned reading it, embarrassed at the timid, wary person the principal saw and furious for the strong, feisty girl he didn’t know. But how could he have known? I was a person of many layers. What he saw was my outermost layer, but sheltered beneath that was my innermost self, who comforted me, told me I was great and assured me I could do anything. Without her in my life, I would have been a shell. But I knew deep down I was no shell, however I might have come across.

I was thirteen when I first began to add those outer layers. That was 1980, the year I stopped laughing. No one appeared to notice, not even myself after a while.

Those layers of defence weren’t flimsy coverings, easily applied. They were cast iron, impenetrable, hiding inner me from the world, or was it the world from inner me? Beneath them I sang and danced, unheard and unseen, in the darkness. The protection they afforded me ensured that, five years into being sexually abused by George Gibney, I could look my eighteen-year-old self in the mirror every day and be content with what I saw. But what did others see? Was their view as narrow as my school principal’s?

Disgusted, I put the reference into my cupboard, hiding it beneath a stack of books. Out of sight, out of mind. But it continued to call me throughout the day, and later that evening I pulled it out one more time and opened it. Despite only being hours old, it was already fragile, torn along a fold. Slowly, purposely, I tore it the rest of the way, then folded it over and tore it again and again until those words were ripped into the tiniest of pieces. They fell, scattering about the floor, some ink-side up. Words reduced to letters.

‘You are not that person,’ I whispered. ‘Rearrange those letters, make new words which tell the story of who you are.’

Now, as I gazed at my reflection, I felt compassion for that young woman, amazement at her resilience. And I wondered, had I fulfilled my promise to her?
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The Past Crashes In

I went back to the bedside and reached for my phone, and Johnny’s message. It was a long email. After a polite introductory paragraph inquiring as to how I was, he informed me that a journalist called Mark Horgan and the media company Second Captains had been ‘commissioned by BBC 5 Live to do an extensive series on the entire Gibney catastrophe’. What did that even mean? I wondered. The team were looking for input from myself and other victims. Would I be interested in talking to them? An email from Mark was enclosed, describing the intended podcast series.

As I read it, I noted Mark’s tone and content were a perfect mix of compassion and explanation. I was intrigued, then a moment later dismissed my curiosity. Why would I entertain thoughts on George Gibney? Hadn’t he already taken enough from my life, why would I allow him take even a minute of this precious time with Mum? But did I want to say a definite no? I decided to keep my options open and pinged off a quick reply to Johnny, letting him know Mum’s condition and giving him permission to pass my email on to Mark, but making it clear that I would only give the request some thought if Mum improved.

Knowing sleep was futile, I decided to return to the hospital. I was in a hurry to see Mum again, wracked with guilt at having been away from her, even though it had only been a few hours. She was still in A&E. Despite having left her only a short time ago, I was shocked at her appearance. Lying on her back on the trolley, beneath a crisp white sheet, she looked corpse-like. She didn’t stir when I arrived, exhausted from her marathon fourteen-hour nausea session and fever. The urge to disturb her, to prove she could be woken, was difficult to resist. My sisters were not long gone and, with my arrival, Michael and Eileen decided to go home for a while too. Shortly after, a bed on a ward was found for Mum and I was relieved to see that with the hustle and bustle of moving, she woke, alert and orientated. The following day, even though she was obviously weak and pale, she continued to improve, and I dared to go back to Cork, believing we had dodged a bullet.

Arriving home, my feelings were a mixture of delight to be back with Eamonn and the children, and anxiety at being so far from Mum. The following day our son Tiarnán was to be conferred with a master’s degree at the University of Limerick. I was a ball of emotion as we set off early that morning, relieved that Mum had improved enough to allow me to attend, and tearful and proud of my son for all he had achieved. During the day we took lots of photos to send to Mum, who, Michael told me
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