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In memory of our beloved Leanne
Shining forever
Always in our hearts


 


There is a time for everything,

and a season for every activity under the heavens:

a time to be born and a time to die,

a time to plant and a time to uproot,

a time to kill and a time to heal,

a time to tear down and a time to build,

a time to weep and a time to laugh,

a time to mourn and a time to dance,

a time to scatter stones and a time to gather them,

a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing,

a time to search and a time to give up,

a time to keep and a time to throw away,

a time to tear and a time to mend,

a time to be silent and a time to speak,

a time to love and a time to hate,

a time for war and a time for peace.

     – Ecclesiastes 3:1-8




Prologue

On 23 March 2007 I experienced the greatest loss a parent can ever know. It was the day my beautiful daughter, Leanne, left this world.

It was the day our lives changed for ever, a day that split my life in two, defined it by Before and After. Before that day I was an ordinary woman, raising three children with my husband the best I could in what I believed was a happy family. After it, nothing would be the same. My life would spiral out of control, until I was brought to another day that would change everything once more.

My daughter had just turned eighteen years old when she took her own life. Her decision to go made me question everything I thought I knew. It turned me into a different person.

Leanne – the light of my life. I remember every detail of the day she left us as if it was only yesterday.

The Lanzarote breeze that was unusually high, on the island where myself and my husband Anthony had escaped for a winter getaway from our home in County Cork and the daily grind of work and family. It was a restless breeze that didn’t let up, and it matched a feeling in my bones that day.

In many ways it was a day like any other in the resort, sunbathing on the beach, back to our room to freshen up for dinner at a restaurant in the town, a movie in the evening … except for the buzzing at the edges of my mind, a nervy feeling that wouldn’t shift.

A mother’s intuition? I sometimes wonder what we know deep down in our bones.

All parents worry. It’s like this secret contract you sign the moment your first child is born: I will worry about you, almost as much as I love you. And I did worry for Leanne – she was a teenager, after all, and experienced all of the ups and downs that involves. But we were close. She talked to me. We had our ups and downs, too – we were both sparky. But she knew I had her back. I always had her back.

With the wind blowing on the beach, it was hard to relax, so I suggested to Anthony we’d go for dinner earlier than usual. Normally we’d have a shower after the beach and get cleaned up before heading out, but this time we went straight to the restaurant. I remember we had the most beautiful meal, and we ate our fill. I was after losing a load of weight over the past couple of years, and it was a miracle that I’d kept it off. But we were on holidays, our first without any of the children, and I was treating myself.

After the restaurant we went home to watch a movie, picking up some munchies at the supermarket along the way. Though I don’t recall what the movie was, I remember that before it started I looked at Anthony and thought about the fierce admiration I had for him: what a good husband and father he’d always been. For years, I suppose, I’d never realised how much I loved him. We got engaged, we got married, we had children, we made a life together, yet love wasn’t something I really thought about when it came to us.

But here we were, on holidays together after so many years and so many huge ups and downs, and everything seemed to have fallen into place. Our children were doing well. They weren’t saints – Anthony, Triona and Leanne – far from it. But they were well-adjusted kids. We’d brought them up in a home where they didn’t have to live in fear, and I felt proud of the work we’d done with them. Leanne was going to be heading off to college soon, and then they’d all have flown the nest. I felt I had done nothing much worthwhile with my own life, but at least with my children, I thought, I was a part of that.

I’d love to say I was contemplating all this after a bottle of wine, but we were both stone-cold sober. I looked at my husband and said, ‘Anthony, you’re my best friend and I love you.’

There was no immediate answer.

‘Well?’ I asked, getting impatient.

‘Right back at you,’ Anthony replied, and I burst out laughing. He’s a man of few words, my husband.

We watched the movie and had our munchies, and then we went to bed early. I was exhausted from the beach and the sun and the food, and I dropped off fairly fast.

Somewhere in the middle of my sleep I heard a phone ringing. It sounded like it was coming from far away.

Anthony got out of the bed to answer it and I sat up. There was no hello or anything, just Anthony saying, ‘What are you talking about?’

I’d gotten out of bed, too, and was trying to get closer to hear what was going on.

‘It’s Leanne, Dad,’ I heard my son Anthony saying on the phone.

In the background I could hear another voice saying, ‘Tell them, you have to tell them.’

My whole insides were churning. I knew something terrible was coming, like a train speeding down a track.

‘Leanne’s gone,’ my son said.

‘Gone where?’ said my husband.

‘Leanne is dead,’ said my son.

With those words, what I can only describe as a journey into Hell began.

If I could stand beside the woman in that hotel room in Lanzarote that night, as she clutched on to her husband’s arm and heard her son tell them that their daughter had taken her own life, I’d say to her, ‘You have to go on this journey.’

Even though she went on it kicking and screaming, I’d tell her, ‘You have to go through this Hell to come out the other end.’

I would say to that woman, standing in that hotel room, as her husband began to scream, ‘You will feel guilt that will bring you to the brink of ending your own life. You will think you were the worst kind of mother, a mother whose child chose to die. But you were a good mother. You gave the biggest gift to your children. You gave them love.’

I’d tell that woman that one day she will dance again, that she will sing, but it will be a different song and a different dance. I would say to her, ‘You have no idea that from this journey into Hell you will come to experience a little bit of Heaven.’

Soon I would learn the reasons why my daughter had taken an overdose, why she’d laboured through her last breaths over the course of that long day in her bedroom, while my husband and I lay on a windswept beach, and filled our faces in a restaurant, and ate munchies, laughing and watching a movie whose name I can’t remember. I’d learn Leanne’s terrible secrets.

When I got the news that my daughter had committed suicide, I immediately took control. I tried to look after my husband; I tried to look after my other two children; I tried to hold their world together. But inside I was right back to being an eight-year-old child again. My own world was broken, everything was gone and nothing could be trusted.

Looking back I shouldn’t have been surprised that Leanne had kept secrets, that she’d hidden her torment. Secrets and torment had been in my blood since I was that eight-year-old little girl, from the day another journey into Hell began.


1

It began with a story about a little white mouse.

The man took me aside and whispered that he’d found a little white mouse upstairs in the bedroom.

A little white mouse! I was all excited. He told me I might be able to keep it as a pet. ‘Come on and I’ll show you,’ he said, so I followed him.

When we got upstairs, he closed the bedroom door. There was a big walk-in cupboard and he told me the mouse was in there.

I went in and searched through the gloom for the little white mouse, but there was no sign of it.

‘I can’t find it,’ I said, peeping out of the cupboard. Then he told me to get onto the bed.

I did what I was told, and that was the moment my childhood ended.

I was one of eleven children. There were so many of us, I was in the second generation. Born in 1961, I was fourth from the youngest. We lived in Ballyphehane, on the southside of Cork, a nice place with a salt-of-the-earth community, and we were seen as a good, respectable family.

This was more to do with my mam than my dad. Her home was absolutely spotless and we were always well turned out. Dinner would be cooked for all of us at the same time every day. She wasn’t the greatest cook – to be honest, she was a disaster – but she put a meal on the table every day without fail. Our father would balance a plank of wood on two chairs at either end to make a bench each side of the table, and we’d all sit down and eat together.

We might have had nothing, but my mam always wanted the best for us. She even got us elocution lessons.

Christened Anne McCarthy, she was known to all as Annie. She was only six years of age when her own mam died and seven when her dad went the same way. A neighbour took her in and loved her, but she was an elderly woman and when she passed away little Annie went to her mother’s stepsister, Mary. There was nobody else could take her.

Mary’s husband didn’t treat my mam well. He was very good to his own children, but I suppose she wasn’t his child. I reckon things happened in that house that she never spoke about.

She never brought her past into her own home. My mam’s family came first. Her children would be always looked after, but she wouldn’t buy herself a coat. She was very grateful for what she had, no matter what little it was.

My father was a fierce drinker, so she would have been the one with the burden of providing for all us children. Mam worked in St Finbarr’s hospital as a cleaner on night shifts, and when she came home she’d sleep for maybe two or three hours only, before getting up to have us ready and out for school.

My dad could be a violent man. I don’t remember him beating her, but the older girls do. I can remember the shouting, though, and my sister running down the stairs and yelling at him, ‘Get away from my mam!’

In later years I’d ask her, ‘Why didn’t you leave him?’ and Mam would reply, ‘But look what he gave me, all my children.’

Dad was a big, intimidating man, and it didn’t come out well for you if you got on the wrong side of him, which was an easy thing to do. Even when he died at the age of seventy-two, he was eighteen stone, but his weight was more in his height than his width. Beside Dad, my mam was a tiny little thing, but there was a part of her that was fearless when it came to him.

Once when he was on the drink mightily and it was coming up to pay day, Mam knew she wasn’t going to see his wages, so she decided to get my brother to go up to the phone in the local shop and call the pub for him – we had no phone at that time.

‘Say it’s an anonymous call and that his wife Annie Kearney is just after being taken out of the river,’ she told him.

My dad was actually carried in the door by his friends, hysterically bawling that our mother had drowned. And there she was, sitting at the kitchen table, waiting for him.

‘I got a terrible phone call,’ he cried. ‘They said you’d been dragged out of the river.’

Mam threw her eyes up to Heaven. ‘It was one of your stupid, drunken friends that played that trick,’ she said.

She’d gotten him home, though. She’d gotten her money.

When he was sober my dad had a very generous side to him. I just think he was very broken and damaged. His name was John Kearney and he came from the Middle Parish in Cork, which was a very rough area back when he was a boy. His mother let him go into an industrial home when he was very young, when she could have avoided it. Like my mam didn’t speak of her past, my father never mentioned his time in there. Mam often said to us, ‘God only knows what happened to him.’

He worked in construction when I was younger, and later on oil rigs. His wages might often have been spent buying rounds of drink for everyone in the pub, instead of feeding his children, but he was very handy at home. He could build anything and we had a lovely house.

As I said, there were two generations of children. The older ones were Martin, Annabelle, Christine, Noely, Veronica, John and Frances. I was the oldest of the younger gang, and after me there was Rosarie, Loretta and Michael.

The four of us young ones were very tight-knit, and of the older ones, I was especially close to Frances. We were forever up to mischief. I remember we’d tie the string to the knocker of the house across the road from us, then bring it across to ours. We’d pull the string and leave it settle on the ground, and when the neighbours came out to answer their door, they wouldn’t know what was going on. One night they traced the string, and we were desperately trying to cut it, because they’d have come and told our mam and we’d have been murdered.

Dad was very, very strict. If somebody did something wrong and he got wind of it, they’d be given lashes of the belt. We’d be in our bedroom on those occasions, the four of us huddled in the one bed, waiting for him to come up. Our biggest dread would be if he made one of us get out and make the bed, because you knew you were going to get the belt then, and it would be the buckle part. We’d hear his footsteps on the stairs and we’d be terrified.

Somehow I didn’t get into trouble as much as the rest of them. I was invisible in a way because the others, Loretta and Michael mostly, got into such terrible mischief. I didn’t like the anxiety, the thought of Dad coming up the stairs, the waiting for his belt. When he got into the room, though, I’d show no fear, even though I’d be petrified. I’ve brought that through life with me. I could be literally terrified but I’d cover it up and it helped make me invisible.

I think maybe it was my invisibility that singled me out for the story about the little white mouse and what happened afterwards. Because a child who can’t be seen can’t tell.
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