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Battling
for justice
fortherape
of your

child

A single mother talks to Security

Correspondent Cormac O’Keeffe
about the ‘unspeakable’
abuse her child suffered, the
‘justice’ achieved in the
sentence, and the ‘epidemic’
of child sexual abuse in Ireland

ANE* has few photo-

graphs up in her home

anymore. There was a

time when her house was
full of them. But, now, they would
be a constant reminder of the
“before and after”.

The “before” was the normal,
happy, innocent world of
children, smiling and messing; a
time of good memories and a life-
time ahead of more.

The “after” was the arrival of a
man into her life and the sicken-
ing violence he inflicted on her
son and the inescapable trauma
he left behind.

“The abuse of my son began
very young,” Jane said, speaking
from her home in Leinster. “T
know this because I love taking
photos; there’s no photos now.
That’s because the before and
after tells an awful story.

“Pictures [from before] show
him laughing or running through
water and the expression is one
full of life and happiness.

“Then there are pictures from
[a certain point after] and I can’t
look at them anymore, because of
the deadness in the eyes. You can
see it in his eyes. It’s dead. That
life, that light, is gone.

“So I cannot have the photos,
like other families do, because I
can see, I can see what's hap-
pened. It’s very difficult to be
reminded of what has happened.

Andithappen
bccausc of thc
decisions I
made.”

Vulnerable
Jane, a single
mother, saidshe
was vulnerable
when she met

@@] can't look at
pictures anymore,
bhecause of the
deadness in the

OK. And I suppose I'm the
mother, aren’t I? It shouldn’t
have happened.”

She said she now knows how it
happened: “I trusted him. I was
vulnerable. I was looking for
help. I was replacing a religion
with somebody that, to me, pres-
ented an opportunity to give me
and my kids a normal family life.
That’s what I only ever wanted.”

The man told her she had tal-
ent, but that she needed to train
hard. While she trained, he often
babysat, typically at weekends
and school holidays.

Dark turn

Things took a darker turn when
her now partner suggested mov-
ing into a new home, outside the
town, deeper in the countryside.

At the time, Jane felt it was a
great idea: “We were in our first
home [in town] and then he
thought it would be a great idea if
we moved from a housing estate
into the country.

“It was a fabulous house. I
came from the country. So the
country life is what I would ap-
preciate. And [we talked about]
‘it’s easier to rear children in the
country, all the influences from
the town life, it's much better’.

“So I went along with it, I was
quite happy to go along with it. I
felt it was a benefit. And of course
Twas more isolated.”

Andwith this,
the rape and vi-
olation intensi-

While uncer-
tainties about
her partner did
stray into her
mind occasion-
ally, Jane said

the perpetrator. she did not trust
s epes Youaansee
sneresee it in his eyes. It's b e
manemen: dead. That life, v

process, which
was in 2011, she
had started
going to a local
sports club.

There, she
met a coach and started training.

“At the beginning he was very
professional, very sport-oriented.
It was all about the training,” she
said.

“He had coached me for a
couple of months before he made
any advances onme and I'll never
forget the time when he did make
that advance. He had said to the
head coach at the time about giv-
ing me extra lessons and he got
permission.

“So I turned up and he was
there and he was coaching me
and in the middle of a session he
took my hand and he walked me
across the floor. It kind of took me
by surprise because it was the op-
posite to what I was supposed to
be there for.” She said that,
slowly, they became close.

Soon after, she brought her
children to the sports club: “At
the beginning it was only me, but
then I brought my children and
he started to coach them as well.”

‘I trusted him’

Initially, he was “very kind” toall
of them. “He was all about the
kids,” she said. “He couldn’t do
enough for them. And what got
me at the time was that he had a
sports car, he had an actual
sports car, and he changed that
for a family car. So I kind of
thought, he’s serious, he’s genu-
ine, he’s making an effort.

“T could see evidence that this
guy was actually going to be a
family man. This was a little bit
on in the relationship.”

By this stage, he had gained
access to the family home.

“The boys would have been sit-
ting on his knee,” Jane said. “We
would have looked at movies to-
gether. We'd have done stuff
families would have done. And so
then, of course, my family liked
him. My friends thought I was
lucky. You know, he’s such a good
man. So everything seemed to be

that light, is gone

ablemother and
you're trying
your best to be
what your
children need,
and you're just
not able to give it and you try so
hard. And you get these feelings
and because it was so alien to the
way I would feel about people —
'm a people’s person, I like
people — I would never in my wil-
dest dreams have believed that
somebody could have been ca-
pable of behaving like this.

“Thad feelings and I said: ‘Jane,
don’t be thinking like that. That’s
not right. That’s not normal.
That's wrong.” ”

Last month, on the day of the
victim impact statements — one
from Jane and one from her son
—a court heard from gardai that
her partner used “coercive
methods” to rape.

He had bought the boy a Play-
Station as an “allurement” and as
a way of “rewarding” him. He
sometimes plied the boy with al-
cohol.

Alocal garda told the court
that the man carried out the
rapes in a total of 11 different lo-
cations, including the family
home, vehicles, and a boat.

In his victim impact statement,
Jane’s son said that before the
abuse started he had a lot of
friends in primary school, but
that after it started he found it dif-
ficult to take part in school activ-
ities, was anxious, got bullied,
and struggled with rage and
shame.

Mental toll

Jane said her son was “very dis-
turbed” throughout secondary
school.

“He went from being a per-
fectly happy, popular child to get-
ting into trouble at school and
fighting with the teachers. He
was just very troubled. Because
of what this man had done to
him.”

Her son had to move school and
she took her children and moved
to another county.

Her partner followed.

‘I don’t know happiness anymore. It's all just anger. It's like a cancer which has grown roots right through me. I can’t cry anymore. | shout and a noise comes out of my mouth that | don’t recognise.’

“There is abuse in this house,”
she said, speaking to the Irish
Examiner i the sitting room of
the rented home. “He raped my
son here.”

She said her son’s behaviour
deteriorated. She walked up the
stairs to the landing.

“He was
extremely angry, he damaged
and punched walls and doors in
our home,” she said, pointing to
the door of the hot press, which
has cracks and holes on both
sides of the door.

Jane said that her son’s mental
health suffered terribly and that
one day she came home to find
him about to take his own life: “I
found him with cable ties — he
was going to hang himself, be-
cause he couldn’t cope with life.”

She said her son had so much
going for him and that he had
even managed to compete at
national level in his sport. But
even that too was robbed from
him. “He just couldn’t train and
he couldn’t understand, because
he was hyperventilating,” she
said. “It was just having people so
near him.”

Disclosure

Her son was 16 when he event-
ually summoned up the courage
to disclose to his mum.

“My poor son, you didn’t ask
for that. He only asked to be, you
know, to be cared for, to be loved,
to be given an education and be
given opportunities in life.

“The very individual that was
part of that whole process took all
that and used it to destroy him.”

They decided to go to the police.

“We dealt with [a local ser-
geant] and he heard our story,”
Jane ;dld “He was very kind and
very professional and he cared
for the mdlvldual behind the as-
sault. So that was my experience.
We are forever indebted to this
man and a lot, also, to [a garda],
the police lady. Another fantastic
individual. It wasn’t just a job to
them. They did their job but they
were also able to mind us and
care for us.”

After the disclosures, forensic
examinations were carried out:
“Tests for Aids had to be done,
that was very frightening. They
examined for fissures in anal pas-
sages — that is not normal.”

Five years ago, she said they
started their therapeutic journey
with St Louise’s Unit at Crumlin
Hospital (now The Alders Unit
based at Tallaght Hospital),
which specialises in helping child
victims of sexual abuse as well as
their parents and siblings.

“The therapists there do such a
fantastic job in supporting
families going through these hor-
rendous experiences and trau-
mas,” Jane said. “And my son
would have had his therapist,
‘who has gone beyond the beyond
for him.”

She said this unit provided a
“constant, consistent therapist
from day one to the current day”
which she said is so important.

Bias against victims

‘With the help of therapists and
the gardai, her son was event-
ually able to detail the abuse.

“My son was able to detail the
sexual offences over the many
years,” she said. “He raped my
child and made him perform sex-
ual acts. He made my child do all
sorts of things. But my son was
brave enough to come forward.
My son was brave enough to get
justice.”

However, the legal system, ac-
cording to Jane, did not make it
easy for them, as victims.

“You are trying to deal with
trauma, and you are then having
to step into an area that you're so
unfamiliar with, all the legal is-
sues,” she said. “It is extremely
retraumatising because you're
reliant on people to tell you
things. And the problem is that I
had nowhere to go. I didn’t know
who to ask. And that again
layered another area of stress
and trauma, lymg awake at night
thinking ‘you're involved in a
space that you're so alien to, that
you have no answers.” At the

same time, she said, “your child
is struggling and suffering and
you, as a parent, can barely func-
tion.”

This is where having a State-
appointed solicitor to assist
would be a great help, she said.

“Having your legal team that
'you could make a phone call to, I
think that is very important for
parents, or for victims.

“There should be a provision
for this where the likes of myself,
amother of children, in this case
a child who has been raped. And
remember from a mother’s point
of view, she’s failed. She’s let
them down. And she now must
work very, very hard to pull back
what she can for her children.
And she can’t do that if she
doesn’t have the knowledge. So
having that legal support, that
advocacy is very important.”

Jane said that from the begin-
ning she was told she did not need
her own solicitor as, per the sys-
tem, the case was being pros-
ecuted by the State, the DPP.

She was also told that she
should not discuss the abuse with
her son as it could be seen as
“coaching” a witness.

Throughout her experience,
the biggest issue she said was the
difference in how victims are
treated compared to the accused,
or if they plead guilty, the perpe-
trator.

“In thelegal system, regardless
for whatever reason, the perpe-
trator becomes very, very pro-
tected at the expense of the vic-
tim,” she said.

Therapy notes

One area that hit her and her son
deeply was the right of the de-
fence to see his therapy notes.

Jane said: “If I go to a therapist
to disclose my trauma, trauma
that possibly nobody in my life
ever heard and I've barely even
spoken to myself about, but I feel
it’s killing me inside and I need to
do something, and I disclose
everything about that rape and I
want to gain justice, my therapy
notes need to be released to the
judge and the defence team.

“The defence can look through
all my private notes and my grea-
test fears and they will examine
them and construct an argument
based on those very private ther-
apy notes to argue against me and
it will be done in an open court.
There is something fundament-
ally very wrong about that.”

She said she signed for her
son’s notes to be handed over: “It
was horrendous, horrendous,
and that should Change because
they are private.”

(A new system was broughtina
few years ago where a disclosure
hearing can be held to determine
whether or not therapy notes are
supplied to the defence, but the
actual use of this process depends
on victims being informed about
it and their willingness to accept
the delays in proceedings it in-
volves.)

Her ex-partner, according to
local gardai, “strongly denied the
allegations” when he was ar-
rested and questioned in April
2021.

He was subsequently charged
on a total of 87 counts.

Last November, as the trial ap-
proached at the Central Criminal
Court, he entered a guilty plea to
27 sample charges of rape and
sexual assault between 2015 and
2019, when the boy was aged be-
tween 10 and 14.

“They told us that he was going
to ]all that he’s giving a guilty
plea,” Jane said. “We were told
there and then that if you accept
that he’s going to jail. My son
didn’t know what to do. He had to
make a decision and it all hap-
pened so fast. That itself is trau-
ma, another layer of trauma.”

He accepted and, afterwards,
they celebrated that at least his
tormentor would be going to jail.

“The next day we rolled up, the
sentencing was going to be had
and suddenly there seemed to be
an issue of bail,” Jane said.

He got bail and sentencing was
put off for three months, she said,
to enable the defendant to orga-

nise care for his elderly mother.

My son was very upset,” Jane
said. “He had pleaded guilty but
he was allowed to walk free for
three months after we were told
he was going straight to jail. That
really, really upset my son be-
cause we were celebrating. That
was more trauma.”

She said his therapist came to
his aid: “She finished work in Tal-
laght and made her way [to his
home] that evening, in the dark of
night, tomy son to make sure that
he was going to be okay. She en-
sured she gave him time to talk,
to process things. And when I
knew that, he was going to be
okay. She did that.”

Victim statements

On February 12, he and his
mother were set to give their vic-

because they have done wrong.
They give a guilty plea and auto-
matically they get a reduced sen-
tence. That adds more trauma.”

She said this was even more so
on hearing his psychiatric report
saying he was above average risk
of reoffending due a lack of in-
s]ght into the impact of his rapes.

e’s a very dangerous man,
Jane said.

She said the number one prior-
ity of the court is to avoid an ap-
peal. “Everything is about mak-
ing sure an appeal doesn’t
happen,” she said. “And the issue
with that is it's very much at the
expense of the victim. So the vu.—
tim is not seen in U“S my son’s
trauma, my son’s pain, the rest of
his life lost because of years and
years of rape.”

tim impact nd coun-
sel to give their closing state-

ments.

The defendant, aged 51, sat im-
passively throughout, showing
little reaction to the heart-break-
ing victim impact statements.

Jane’s son was present through
video-link from another place in
the Criminal Courts of Justice.

e spoke clearly and movingly
of the impact the long years of
abuse had on him.

He told Ms Justice Caroline
Biggs that he was “very hyper-
vigilant”. He could not wear ear-
phones out and was “always look-
ing over his shoulder” and that
certain smells or sight of jeeps
[his attacker had one] could
trigger memories of abuse.

He said he still had difficulties
with his bowels and that he still
had blood in his stools. He said
that when he bleeds he feels pain
“thruugh the day”

He said he has a “lot of anger”
towards paedophiles and wanted
to hurt them.

“It hurts me to think that he is
breathing the same air as me and
that his heart is still beating,” he
said. “My childhood and my
youth was taken away from me.
This is a life sentence for me.”

He interjected when defence
counsel John Shortt said his
client wanted to express his re-
morse, saying “it’s too late now”.

He visibly baulked and shook
his head when Mr Shortt said his
client hoped he would in time de-
velop an understanding and en-
gagement with him.

In her statement, Jane said
happiness abandoned her family:
“It’s like cancer which has grown
its roots right through me.”

Mr Shortt informed the court
that a psychological report on his
client found that there was an
“above average risk of re-offend-
ing, because of a lack of insight”
into his actions.

The teenager had to listen to re-
marks from the two barristers
and the judge about the possible
sentences, with Conor Devally,
prosecuting, suggesting the
middle-to-upper range of the 10-
15 year bracket.

Guilty plea

The victim shook his head when
Ms Justice Biggs, who had earlier
commended his bravery in mak-
ing his statement, said the guilty
plea and the expression of re-
morse “will reduce the overall
sentence”.

The judge remanded the de-
fendant in custody pending sen-
tencing on March 11.

Jane, exhausted and strained,
stood up and watched the defend-
ant being taken away, for the first
time, by prison officers down to
the holding cells and onward to
Mountjoy Prison.

“It was very important to me
that I saw him being taken away
and that he was going to prison.”

One of her biggest complaints
about the legal system is the im-
pact of a guilty plea and the in-
fluence it gives the perpetrator
over the final sentence.

“When a perpetrator pleads
guilty they now have an oppor-
tunity to have a say in how their
sentence is played out. They
shouldn’t have that control, they
shouldn’t be given that right.

“They are there for a reason —

‘When it came to the day for sen-
tencing, on Monday, Jane was
anxious beforehand and feared
the sentence, if low, would be an
additional blow to both herself
and her son.

Inside the court, her son, again,
joined on video-link.

His tormentor sat largely ex-
pressionless throughout.

Ms Justice Biggs said lhe de-
fendant had engaged in “habit-
ual” rape and sexual assault of
the boy and that the impact of this
abuse was “horrendous”.

She said he
“manipulated
and controlled”
the boy, firstly,
through allure-
ments and re-
wards, such as
buying him a
PlayStation,
and, secondly,
by threats, teli-
ing him that no
one would be-
lieve him if he
told anyone and
it would only
hurt his own
family.

The judge
said it was “evi-
dent” from the
victim impact
statement that
the boy suffered

“emotional torment and years of
anguis

She pralsed him for being able
to write such “profound words”.

Addressing him directly, she
said: “You are an incredibly
strong human being. What was
done to you was unspeakable.”

She said he had much to offer
the world.

The judge said the abuse was
aggravated by the fact it was con-
stant over four to five years and
“depraved” in nature. She said
the abuse happened when the
child was at a young age and in a
vulnerable period during pubcr-
ty. In addition, there was a “sig-
nificant breach of trust” in his re-
lationship with the boy’s mother,
asingle mother.

She took into account miti-

gation factors, such as the defend-
ant’s plea of gull!v, though she
noted this came “quite late” in
the day, and his expression of
remorse.

She noted from psychological
and probation service
reports that the defendant had a
“very limited insight” into his
crimes and was at a “high or well
above average” risk of reoffend-
ing, but acknowledged his stated
willingness to engage in therapy
and rehabilitation.

Tenyears

Ms Justice Biggs said the impact
of theabuse “can’t be quantified”.
She took the maximum sentence
of 15 years for the rape charges
and applied a headline sentence
of 14 and a half years.

She gave the defendant a 25%
credit for his plea and his ex-
pression of remorse, reducing the
sentence to 10 years and nine
months.

She suspended the final nine
months for two years on strict
condition he engage with reha-
bilitation, with a seven and a half
year sentence for sexual assault

@@ We mourn the
loss of the life we
could have had.
We will not know
what it's like,
whatit’s like to be
untouched by
paedophilia

offences to run concurrently.

The judge directed five years of
post-release supervision.

The defendant showed little
reaction during sentencing.

Speaking afterwards, Jane said
she was “grateful” that the judge
applied a sentence at the top end
of the range. However, she
strongly believes the laws have to
be changed to allow judges, who
are actually conducting the pro-
ceedings, to give longer sentences
if warranted, without the expec-
tation the appeal courts will cut
their sentences.

“Ten years and nine months
will never be enough, but no sen-
tence can ever equate to the harm
done to my child,” Jane said.

“I'believe the judge did the best
she could, given she is bound by
legal rules and the constraints of
the system, but judges should be
given more powers, as crimes of
this nature, and criminals of this
nature, this depravity, deserves
heftier sentences.”

She thanked Ms Justice Biggs
for the way she treated her son.

“I found the judge’s comments
to my son very kind, very reas-
suring, very motherly, but she
kept her professionalism and she
‘was very thorough, and I am
grateful for that,” she said.

Her son was “vindicated” by
the sentence: “He was heard and
he was believed. We can put down
this heavy load
that we have
been carrying a
long time.

“There is still
alongrecovery,
but justice has
been served and
it will make it
easier for my
son to get on
with his life.”

Epidemic

Jane said the
pain will always
be there: “We
mourn the loss
of the life we
could have had,
because we cer-
tainly will never
have it. We will
not know what
it’s like, what it’s like to be un-
touched by paedophilia. We were
denied childhood innocence, and
that is so wrong, because that per-
son will get out of jail at some
point and just fall back into so-
ciety.”

She said the personal toll was
immense: “I will never recover. I
don’t know happiness anymore,
what it's like to be excited. It's all
Jjust anger. It’s like a cancer
Wwhich has grown roots right
through me. I can’t cry anymore.
I'shout and a noise comes out of
my mouth that I don’t recognise.”

However, one thing she is de-
termined to do is to talk, if only
anonymously for now.

“I'would never have been
aware of the epidemic of child
sexual abuse that is out there
until it came to my door, but
there is an epidemic of child sex-
ual abuse,” she said. “Talking to
our children about it doesn’t take
away from their innocence — you
are protecting them, because
once something is done to them
you can’t undo it.”

She said that having the con-
versation with children allows
them to know what is wrong, be-
cause they won’t necessarily
know themselves if someone viol-
ates their trust.

“My son didn’t know that, be-
cause he was too young,” she
said. “We need to say to children
if something does not feel rlght it
is okay to talk to someone.

She called on people who have
suffered sexual abuse, whether
they are still a child or now an
adult, to seek help and disclose to
the gardai, saying that she and
her son were listened to and
cared for.

“There was no sense of shame,”
she said, “and shame is the thing
that keeps us in our place.”

B Name changed for legal reasons.
National Rape Crisis Helpline: 1800
778888



