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Prologue

High Noon in Ardrahan

8 January 2024

I WAS IN ARDRAHAN TWO WEEKS AFTER CHRISTMAS. No one else was. I’d taken a bus here only to discover there didn’t seem to be any actual ‘here’. There was a closed pub, a few houses with no visible sign of life and no one on the street. I waited a bit. Still nothing. Not even noise. Maybe nuclear war had been declared while I was on the bus.

In desperation, I waved down a passing car. The driver looked at me with alarm and kept going. A man on a tractor proved equally unobliging. 

Eventually I met a woman out walking and asked her where the railway station was. The village signpost seemed ambiguous about its location. She said it was about three-quarters of a mile away. A cutting wind accompanied me out a country road with no footpath. It was an unlikely route to a railway station.

Yet there it was down a lane to my right. The station had the same kind of barely there air as the village. There was a small shelter, a ticket machine and one set of rails. It was the kind of halt where gunslingers wait for trains while a rusty weathervane creaks in the breeze and vultures perch hopefully overhead.

A few boisterous teenagers turned up to join me on the platform. The sight of the approaching train made my heart pound. It lumbered to a stop in front of me. If I could sit on my own I might be OK. I stepped on, feeling a familiar vertiginous sensation as I did so. The teenagers got on and sat right across from me. The doors shut with a whoosh. The trap was closed. 

It was High Noon in Ardrahan. If I stayed on the train my life would change. If I didn’t, I would trek back into the village, contact the editor of this book and tell her I couldn’t write it. The fears that had imprisoned me for decades would win yet again. 

There was still time to press the button, open the door and step back on the platform. It would only take a moment. 




1

On the Road Again?

Three months earlier 

WHEN THE PUBLISHERS ASKED ME TO WRITE THIS book in October 2023, I knew two things. The first was that I really wanted to, the second was that I wouldn’t be able. 

They wanted a sequel to my 2004 book The Road to Croker, which followed the 2003 GAA championships. It seemed an interesting idea. So much had changed in the intervening years. The country had changed, the championship had changed and I’d changed. 

Back in 2003, Simon Harris was doing his Leaving Cert and Leo Varadkar his college medical exams. In the previous year’s general election, Fianna Fáil had won eighty-one seats, fifty more than their nearest challenger. Sinn Féin won five, three less than the Progressive Democrats. Those days are gone forever.

In 2003, I could say the GAA was part of who we are and what brings us together. Twenty years on, I was less sure of what ‘we’ meant, or who belonged to ‘us’, or even if it was a good idea to use those terms anymore.

In 2003, September was synonymous with All-Ireland finals. That year, the championships began on 4 May and ended on 28 September. But in 2018 the hurling decider was switched to August and in 2021 both finals switched to July. The 2024 championships were scheduled to run from 6 April to 28 July.

The change was due to Covid-19 doing the unthinkable in 2020 by halting all GAA activity. When action resumed after a four-month break the association opted to play club competitions first. The inter-county championships didn’t begin till November, took place in empty stadiums and finished just six days before Christmas.

GAA top brass liked the ‘split season’ so much they decided to make it permanent. From August onwards it’s club games only. It feels a bit unnatural.

Championship structures had changed too. Hurling now had an immensely exciting round-robin format in Munster with five evenly matched teams engaging in a cut-throat battle for three qualifying places. 

Football was now saddled with an impossibly convoluted structure where twenty-four games are played in the qualifier group stages merely to knock out four teams in the top tier. The two-tier system was new as well.

If you’d asked fans in 2003 to pick the GAA’s two biggest underachievers, Dublin footballers and Limerick hurlers would have come out on top. The Dubs were knocked out of Leinster by Laois that year. Limerick departed after a loss to Offaly in the qualifiers. 

Both teams would begin 2024 as All-Ireland champions. It was a familiar feeling. Dublin had won six in a row from 2015 to 2020 and recaptured their title after a two-year break. Limerick were going for a record-breaking five in a row. 

The championship landscape wasn’t the only thing looking radically different these days. I was thirty-five when I wrote The Road to Croker. My eldest daughter was just a year old. Shortly after I’d finished writing it, my father died of cancer. I’d changed from being his son to being someone’s father. 

By 2023, I had three daughters and being their father was the greatest thing that had ever happened to me. By the time the 2024 championship began, my eldest would be doing her final college exams, one of the twins would be facing her Leaving Cert and the other would also be leaving the school system. Soon I’d be spending less time with my children. The excitement I felt about seeing them embark on their futures was tinged with a certain sadness.

There was a lot of drinking in the first book. Now I’d been off the drink for five years and the chance to hit the championship trail again sober appealed to me. Drinkers are notoriously fond of constructing a carapace to protect them from the scrutiny of not just others but themselves. Sober, there’d be no hiding place. This book would be written by a person rather than a persona. 

It’d also be written by a fifty-six-year-old, someone who looks in the mirror and wonders where the old guy came from. I was just three years younger than both my father and my grandfather were when they died. My steps weren’t exactly being dogged by a guy with a scythe who fancied a game of chess but I’d greet my sixtieth birthday with a certain relief all the same. This oldest swinger in town might pop an extra blood pressure tablet to celebrate.

Getting on inclines you towards nostalgia, perhaps because you’ve got a lot more past than future to be thinking about. Memories pull you up short at unexpected moments. You spend time trying to recapture the texture of old days which suddenly seem like they might hold the key to something important. You remember the places you went to, the people you knew, the songs you listened to, the games you watched. So there was something undeniably attractive about retracing my steps and seeing what memories that might evoke. It would be a trip into the GAA’s present and my own past. A kind of personal road movie. I’ve always loved road movies.

The trade I’d followed for almost forty years seemed to be going the way of the thatcher, the cooper and the lighthouse keeper. Digital media’s ability to hoover up advertising revenue had banjaxed the newspaper sector. Seventeen Irish local papers had bitten the dust in the previous decade and a half, two of which, the Roscommon Champion and the Longford News, I’d once worked for. Being a journalist reminded me of Philip Larkin (the English poet not the Kilkenny hurler) saying that old age was like fighting in the Battle of the Somme as people bit the dust on every side of you. Another round of cutbacks was in the offing at my employer, Independent News and Media. A sense of days being numbered was general across the newspaper industry. This was Last of the Mohicans territory. It seemed a good time to get back on the road while I had a job, just in case.

A sense of endings assailed me. My mother, who’d recently turned eighty-five, had suffered a stroke during Covid. She’d made a terrific recovery, as she’d done from breast cancer a decade before, but the possibility of there being a day when she wasn’t around loomed ever larger. She was the person who’d taken me to Croke Park for the first time, who’d brought one of my daughters to her first Connacht final, who’d watched matches with me in Clones and Clonakilty, Tuam and Thurles, Butlersbridge and Ballymote and a lot of other non-alliterative venues besides. That felt worth writing about too. While she was still able to read it.

There were all these good reasons to write the book. But one good reason not to outweighed them all. It was also my biggest secret.
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Panic on the Streets of Killarney

THERE ARE DIFFERENT KINDS OF PANIC ATTACKS. The classic sweating, heart-racing variety is the one most people think of. First time you get it you may be convinced you’re having a heart attack. The symptoms are those you see in a movie, when a harassed businessman clutches at his chest before being felled by a dodgy ticker. You don’t necessarily have to suffer from long-term anxiety to experience this; a prolonged bout of drinking or even a particularly stressful day can bring it on. 

Then there’s another type. An enormous wave of dread suddenly crashes over you. There’s a cold feeling in the pit of your stomach. The sensation is overwhelming. You can’t really explain what you’re afraid of – it’s as though the world is almost entirely composed of fear. 

I’d known both for almost a quarter century. In the match between us, panic was twenty points up at this stage. Anxiety had done to me what Dublin usually did to Kildare.

It all began in Killarney at the Munster football championship semi-final between Kerry and Cork. It was 18 June 2000 and I’d no inkling of what was about to hit me. I’d just published a second novel, I’d been living in west Cork for two years, I was covering GAA for the Irish Examiner and a few days earlier I’d done an interview with Dara Ó Cinnéide, who spent more time talking about his (excellent) taste in foreign films than about the upcoming match. The young fella I was then had the bumptious bulletproof confidence of a soldier worried the First World War will be over before he gets there and wins a few medals.

Two days before the game I was on the way to Cork to give a reading of my novel. Coming into Bandon I began to feel odd. It was as if something was weighing down on me. I suddenly felt immensely tired and heard myself saying, ‘I can’t go on.’ I had time before the reading and decided to check out a local doctor just to be on the safe side. He told me I seemed in good physical nick. I asked if there was anything he could do to make sure the feeling didn’t return before the reading and he gave me a few Xanax. I’d never heard of them before but felt back to normal shortly after I’d popped one. The reading went well and by the time I was home the Bandon incident already seemed unimportant. 

Two days later I went to Killarney. On the way I passed the Cork team, managed at the time by Larry Tompkins, sitting outside a pub on the edge of Ballyvourney in their tracksuits. 

It was an ideal afternoon for a match and my biggest worry was whether a couple of Cork players rumoured to be injured would actually start. I went into the ground and was about to walk around to the press box on the other side of the pitch when it hit me. They say you never forget your first time and I remember that first panic attack vividly. The insane racing of a heart which seemed about to burst from my chest, the sudden slick of sweat on my forehead, the shaking of my hands. Out of a clear blue sky for no apparent reason I felt terrified. A feeling of helplessness overwhelmed me, my face twisted up and I just wanted to cry. I had no idea what was happening to me. 

I was surrounded by people and unable to move. My mind was racing as much as my heart. My body felt as if it had stalled and no power would be able to move it again. Then something happened which I’ve thought about a lot of times since. A guy minding the gate called over to me, ‘Eamonn Sweeney, the Cork Examiner, do you want to take a shortcut across to the press box?’

I’ve never got an invitation like that before or since. And I’ve always wondered if this man saw what was happening to me and decided to help me out or if it was just a stroke of luck. I walked through the open gate and down the sideline, sneaking a Xanax into my mouth. Cork and Kerry were playing a junior championship match and I stopped behind the goals, taking in the fine spectacle of the Cork and Kerry colours competing on the kind of grass whose brilliant green colour is praised by every American who hits this neck of the woods. Entering the press box, I still felt shaky. Sweat coursed down my face and my back like I was a high-strung horse lathering up in the parade ring. I got my report written all the same.

After that it just felt like my batteries were running down. I felt constantly exhausted and on a couple of occasions in Skibbereen I went back to the car so I could lie down on the back seat. Fear of another attack kept me at home for the following two Sundays. Perhaps all I needed was rest. Or a change of scenery.

The big match on the Sunday after that was Sligo at home to Galway, which I fancied seeing as my native county had just beaten Mayo for the first time in a quarter century. I could stay with my mother and sister, who were both still living in Sligo at that stage, for a bit. 

On the Friday evening, I was in the passenger seat of a car stopped at a set of traffic lights on the South Ring Road in Cork city when another fit of fright led me to leap out and sprint across the road like a fugitive fleeing a prison van.

I made my way to the city centre and booked into the Imperial Hotel where I spent the whole night awake, racked by tremendous chest pains and in a state of total terror. The pains continued the next morning, and it felt like I’d never leave the bed. I remember Venus Williams was playing Lindsay Davenport in the women’s singles final at Wimbledon when a friend arrived to help me down the stairs and bundle me into a car. We set off for Sligo. I lay in the back and took occasional sups from a bottle of wine. I hadn’t the energy for another escape.

The concerned look on my family’s face when I shuffled into the house expressed everything they were too diplomatic to say out loud. Things went downhill after that. Sligo lost by eighteen points, and when I went for lunch in Murray’s pub the following day, who was there only Brendan Gleeson. He’d come down to play some music, south Sligo being, as Matt Molloy said in the notes to one of his albums, ‘rich in flute and fiddle music and nothing else’. The result is that I’ve never been able to enjoy watching him since. It’s my loss. 

A local doctor told me I might be better off back in the familiar surroundings of west Cork. He gave me Xanax and Tranxene, and I travelled back down south and collapsed. I was at the end of my rope.

My memories of the next couple of months revolve around a collapsible deck chair which I’d sit on in the garden if the day was fine (my memory is of a particularly good summer). I would stare at the sky in a stunned fashion for hours. Sometimes I’d think that it would be nice to get out of the chair and do something else but find myself entirely unable to move. I’d try to get up but I couldn’t have got out of that chair if it had been on fire. That’s how drained I was. Fifty yards up the street was the village shop operated by a friend of mine with whom I’d shared many enjoyable sporting chats. I couldn’t get there – the small walk up the hill was too terrible to contemplate. So I stayed in my chair, unable to even read because my mind, which somehow managed to be both dulled and racing, couldn’t concentrate on anything but its own disorder. When darkness fell, I exited the chair by tilting myself out of it and crawling on my hands and knees back into the house.

The nights were the worst. Utterly unable to sleep, I’d surrender after a couple of hours, hobble downstairs, lie on the couch and wait for the birds to announce the arrival of dawn. I couldn’t focus sufficiently to watch a movie, though sometimes I’d put on a Euronews bulletin which seemed to run through the night and had a kind of eerie disembodied quality to it, like the sound didn’t exactly fit with the pictures. The whole experience felt oddly like being underwater in a swimming pool as normal life carries on overhead behind the aqueous curtain.

An Eastern European dissident said that the worst bit about living under a dictatorship was not the everyday repression but the feeling that things would go on like this forever. Looking back at the dates, I see the whole episode lasted less than three months. I was back in the press box for the Galway–Kildare football semi-final at the end of August.

Had I been told it would only last that long maybe I’d have handled it better, gritted my teeth and seen out the time, paced myself in some way. But the sensation of powerlessness was so overwhelming – it felt like this might last forever and become my new reality. The anti-depressants I’d been prescribed, Lustral, initially gave me shivering fits as though the Artane Boys Band were practising marching routines on my grave. My teeth would chatter spectacularly like I was Scooby-Doo hearing a ghost in the next room. I spent a lot of time crying, not the healthy cathartic kind of cry which brings relief but the kind of bitterly frustrated fitful one which gives you a headache and leaves you sadder.

I suspected this was what people called a nervous breakdown and felt a terrible sensation of personal failure that it had happened to me. Was I an insane person? King Lear’s lines ‘O let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven. Keep me in temper, I would not be mad’ kept coming to mind. In hindsight, this seems a bit overwrought but at the time I wasn’t just in a state of panic, I was also in the dark. The stigma surrounding the discussion of mental illness made it feel like you were on your own so that a frightening experience also became a lonely one.

Just four years later The Road to Croker came out. I never mentioned those events in it. In his novel The Corrections, which I read during the Road to Croker summer, Jonathan Franzen has a character named Gary worry that ‘If the idea he was depressed gained currency he would forfeit his right to his opinions. He would forfeit his moral certainties; every word he spoke would become a symptom of disease; he would never win an argument.’ That’s pretty much how things stood at the time. Mental illness was something only the most courageous people admitted to, and I wasn’t one of them.

Now I can see that forfeiting your moral certainties isn’t a bad thing and that winning arguments is over-rated. But as a journalist eking out a precarious freelance living, the last thing I needed was people thinking my opinions were the product of mental imbalance. As it turned out, when I did tell a couple of sports editors down the line how things were they were extremely supportive. You live and learn, but at the time I hadn’t learned.

By the end of August 2000, I’d recovered sufficiently for a return to work. A few months later I went to Prague and had a great time. I told myself I was better now but I couldn’t lose the feeling that there might be another breakdown with my name on it out there. I was no longer at ease. It felt as though I’d pulled a mental hamstring which might go again if put under too much strain.

So, I gradually pulled in the horns over the next few years. The TV work I’d enjoyed doing for RTÉ eventually came to an end because the trip to Dublin seemed too much of an ordeal. I turned down offers to do readings or appear in panel discussions. The thing I feared was fear itself and its possible manifestation in the public arena. I became reclusive. Bit by bit, what began as a nervousness about travel blossomed first into fear and then into a fully fledged phobia.
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