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Dedicated to the silenced women.














‘All of society is flawed if gender violence is allowed to occur; is tolerated; and if an intolerable silence prevails around this grave issue.’


Michael D. Higgins, President of Ireland


‘There comes a time when silence is betrayal.’


Martin Luther King Jr

















Foreword



Each year Women’s Aid publish updated figures on the number of women killed by male violence in Ireland. We have maintained this record, the Femicide Watch, since 1996.


Valerie French’s name is inscribed at number 233 on this list. Between the date of Valerie’s death in 2019 and St Valentines Day 2025, a further 41 women’s names have been added. Two hundred and seventy-four women gone.


For Valerie is an important record not only of the events leading up to and following her terrible killing, but also of Valerie herself, who mattered so much to so many. It is a compelling record of a brother’s struggle to manage the knockout blow he received the day he learned his sister had been murdered by her husband. His admiration of Valerie shines through, and we become familiar with a creative, loving, energetic, effective and good-humoured woman. It also reveals to us someone who was living in the years and months leading up to her death with an increasing imbalance in her relationship, culminating in an act of staggering violence by an entitled and selfish man. This story helps us understand how chillingly ‘usual’ such brutal events are.


Femicide is broadly understood as the killing of women and girls by men and is both a cause and a result of gender inequality and discrimination. Societal attitudes that minimise domestic abuse, excuse male violence and blame victims create an environment where these murders become possible. The killing of women is often linked to ongoing emotional, physical, sexual and economic abuse, including coercive control, perpetrated by a partner or ex-partner – something one in three women in Ireland suffer. In more than half of the resolved femicide cases in Ireland (53%) a current or former partner was the killer.


As is revealed in For Valerie, there are highly resilient and effective women who are living with behaviours that objectively fulfil the definition of coercive control. A woman may be worn down, controlled, exhausted and burdened by the demands and expectations of a partner who does not see them as equal and who expects her to fulfil all roles without collaboration or compromise: parent, breadwinner, cook, cleaner and gardener. Fear may not always be evident but weariness, battered self-esteem, overwhelm and increasing isolation may be visible, and this book reminds us that there can be warning signs even in the absence of fear.


Power and control in an intimate relationship is achieved by a pattern of behaviours. Valerie’s husband relentlessly refused to accept meaningful responsibility for maintaining the fabric of their family life. He piled demands onto his wife, while displaying deeply egotistical self-interest and a refusal to accept personal responsibility for shortcomings in any aspect of his life. The chilling fact is that, in such unbalanced relationships, when power and control is perceived as under threat (for example if there is a suspicion that their partner may leave), escalation can occur. A first act of physical violence may be an act of fatal violence.


What is equally important in this absorbing book, is the experience of Valerie’s family after this fatal act. Children left without their mum and a mother, siblings and other family members left reeling. A gaping hole in their lives which some cannot survive. The fabric of the community ripped asunder in the aftermath.


Like a stone falling in a pool, these are the ripples which flow from every single violent death.


Describing a time when the family of a murdered loved one is plunged into a chasm of grief, anger and confusion, David French gives an astonishing account of the dizzying array of procedures, processes, legislation and bureaucracy that begin to immediately surge towards them like a fast-rising tide that threatens to completely overwhelm them. Notwithstanding praise for some, the systems and supports families need at the worst moment in their lives are exposed as inconsistent at best and hostile at worst.


This book is a timely reminder that Irish society must face the facts that Valerie’s murder was no ‘unicorn event’. It identifies ways to support victims’ families better – as they too are victims. Finally, it challenges us to firmly grasp the nettle of gender-based violence as a whole community so that we can prevent more needless loss of life in the future.


We must ensure that the social conversation remains continuous so that the families, friends, colleagues and employers of those living with abuse might be better equipped to know the signs and reach out a hand to those suffering. Keeping the conversation ongoing will also allow us to safely challenge the behaviours and attitudes of the perpetrators of gendered abuse who are, after all, someone’s family, friend or colleague too.


Sarah Benson
Chief Executive Officer
Women’s Aid




















Preface



Murder is unique in that it abolishes the party it injures, so that society has to take the place of the victim and on his behalf demand atonement or grant forgiveness; it is the one crime in which society has a direct interest.


W.H. Auden


This book describes the context and aftermath of my sister Valerie’s murder in 2019. It contains my personal impressions, opinions and observations as someone drawn into this horrific space. In many places I have used quotes from other people affected by domestic homicide – Mary Coll, Frank Mullane, Luke and Ryan Hart, Amani Haydar and others. Their words emphasise the fact that Valerie’s murder was not a one-off incident, but rather part of a much larger and very obvious pattern.


Unless otherwise stated, opinions throughout are my own. None of these opinions are professional as I have no qualification in psychology, psychiatry, law or criminology.


I am not sharing any information that is not already known. Even now, after the murder trial, I am massively constrained in what I can say due to considerations of privacy, ongoing legal actions and the threat of litigation by Kilroy and even the state. Much of what has happened since the murder has been omitted; I have a lot to say that cannot be published at this time.


In most cases the people mentioned in these pages were acting with good intent and doing the best they could within the limitations of their abilities, training and the scope of their roles. Where people’s actions – or the actions of their organisations – are criticised as lacking, the hope is that they will use it to learn.


Anybody who claims that someone murdering their partner is ‘unprecedented’ is clearly missing the point. My sister’s murder had numerous precedents. In fact, she was the third Irish woman whose partner was charged with their murder in this country in the first six months of 2019, and there was nothing special about that year. Silencing the victim is the aim of murder. This book is an attempt to give voice to Valerie’s perspective and the perspective of her family and to put on record some part of her story. Books like this one also help to minimise recurrences of this type of crime and that is very clearly in the public interest.


Minister for Justice Helen McEntee made a statement on combating domestic, sexual and gender-based violence in November 2020. The government aims at that time were to increase the awareness of domestic and sexual violence, bring about a change in long-established societal behaviours and attitudes and activate bystanders to decrease and prevent this violence. This book adds the perspective of lived experience to that. To quote Ida B. Wells-Barnett, one of the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (or NAACP), ‘The way to right wrongs is to turn the light of truth upon them.’


Society needs to be more aware of the risk factors and not treat the killings of women as one-offs. There are growing volumes of research on the subject of women being killed by men. There are academic journals devoted to new studies and countless true crime books detailing individual cases.


According to the United Nations, femicide is the murder of women because they are women, whether it is committed within the family, in a domestic partnership or any other interpersonal relationship, or by anyone in the community and whether or not it is perpetrated or tolerated by the state or its agents. This isn’t something far away, foreign or exotic. A great deal of research across the English-speaking world, from Australia to Canada and the USA, has been devoted to the area of femicide. The UK has extensive and ongoing research in this area. At this stage there is simply no excuse for ignorance or a hand-wringing recourse to the ‘shocking one-off event’ defence.


During his address to a Women’s Aid Seminar marking the International Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women in November 2020, President Michael D. Higgins said that ‘violence against women in Ireland remains shockingly prevalent’. Despite this, there is still widespread denial at societal and systemic level of the seriousness of the issue. Lessons can only be learned after society accepts that there is a problem.


In her book Murder, Gender and the Media: Narratives of Dangerous Love, Professor Jane Monckton Smith writes:




We cannot rely on official institutions to reveal abuse – they may not be aware. We cannot rely on perpetrators to reveal systematic abuse – they may be self-interested. We do need to listen to everyone – especially the victim, however that may be achieved – to identify risk factors, dangerous characteristics and those behaviours which may indicate escalation and dangerousness. Victims’ families and friends may be holders of information they are not aware they have, they can reveal the nature of control and abuses by telling of the relationship. The victim’s voice is at the very least half the story of a homicide, not a passive silent, irrational and un-objective witness to events.





The victim’s voice which she speaks of, in our case, can only come from Valerie’s family.


There is a typical and very predictable dynamic around information in a killing of this sort. The victim’s family wants more information from the investigation whereas the killer wants there to be less information and less publicity. He hopes everyone could just write it off as an unfortunate accident without any consequences and allow him to move on. A killing cannot simply be passed over.


Valerie’s is one of a long list of murders in Ireland which are themselves part of a larger pattern of domestic violence and abuse. Proper examination provides lessons that can prevent more of the same. Reminders that women are continually being killed by men are constantly in the media like a steady background hum. I have mentioned many of them in this book to show that Valerie’s story is only one of many.


A dead person has no rights or status in the eyes of the law. None of their rights or status pass on to others, while the perpetrator effectively retains all of his. The aim of this book is to describe a specific instance of femicide and thereby show the need for organisational reforms to address it and the aftermath.


Or we can cut through the dry systemic thinking and say the aim of this book is to be a warning. You can treat it as a preview of the likely outcome should you become a victim of domestic homicide. In that case, your children will be kidnapped by the state, your family will be sidelined in the midst of their suffering, your partner will try every legal trick to avoid responsibility and your house will become his alone. Some people that you thought were friends will try to excuse his behaviour while your in-laws will stand by him to the end while competing with your family and trying to claim sympathy. People will blame you for provoking him, for choosing him, for putting up with him, for not leaving him when they think you should have or for leaving him when they think you shouldn’t have. Your children might forget who you were and all you did for them while many in society will pretend this was a one-off incident that has never happened before and is immune to analysis. Your life is gone, your parents and siblings will suffer guilt by association and you will become a tragic statistic. Your partner might be jailed for a few years, but then he will carry on about his life.


If you are a woman whose partner shows any of the warning signs, then please seek help and advice while you still can. You can contact organisations such as Women’s Aid or SAFE Ireland. If you are assaulted, it is a matter for the police.


In Southeast Asia, fatal road traffic accidents are common. What really strikes a westerner who happens to witness one of these is that many bystanders immediately flee the scene and abandon survivors. This is often due to a fear that the ‘bad spirits’ which quite clearly caused the disaster are lingering about and might now latch onto another victim. In their minds, road manners and driving behaviour has nothing to do with accidents; instead it is caused by sheer bad luck and defies all rational analysis. There is no point therefore in taking preventative measures to avoid recurrence. The typical Irish reaction to domestic homicide shows a very similar superstition. We grimace at the horror, ascribe it to evil demons and quickly rush away, learning nothing. Two months later, it happens again.


When I listen to other families affected I am always struck by intense similarities across all of the cases. On 28 August 2016 in Barconey, County Cavan, Alan Hawe murdered his wife Clodagh and their three sons, Liam, Niall and Ryan, before committing suicide. When Clodagh’s mother Mary Coll was interviewed on Today with Claire Byrne, she said:




I wanted to shout from the rooftops, ‘That’s not the truth, that’s not what happened.’ We’ve been controlled since this happened by our decency, our sense of decency … it’s not easy to sit and talk about this but we just feel that people need to be aware of the truth and that is the truth … I felt initially am I being disloyal to Clodagh, talking about her personal life, her children, her husband, but then I think of the horror, I think of what her last minutes must have been like, how worried for her children she must have been, how defenceless she was.





There is a lot of information included in this book which came out only because Kilroy failed to plead guilty three times. The result is that information about him, but also about Valerie and her children, entered the public domain as he attempted to avoid justice. That information is related to the crime and highlights risk factors in crimes of this sort. It is in the public interest to examine these risk factors. The power of everyday stories of people in traumatic situations is vitally important in informing discussion and reform around difficult issues; if we fail to identify and examine contributory factors to domestic homicide, then we are not tackling it. As the Women’s Organisation in the UK states, ‘They are our daughters, sisters, mothers and loved ones. But we are not after sympathy – what we want is change.’


You may wonder why I would bother committing this to paper at all. After all, my sister is dead and nothing will ever bring her back. The simple answer is to provide the benefit of my first-hand experience to help improve the response of the state and society to crimes of this sort.


At least one person suggested to me that there is a risk of increasing my trauma by going through the process of writing this down. Perhaps, but there is also a risk in not doing this, for me and also for others. It is the nature of an abuser and an abusive system to stop people speaking up or helping themselves. Counselling is one way of dealing with issues. So is writing. So is action.


After watching a young child whose father had killed their mother repeatedly hammering a doll, the consultant child psychiatrist and researcher Dr Dora Black stated: ‘She was showing us what had happened. She couldn’t put it into words. She needed someone to tell her so that she could begin to process it … you can’t process it unless you can understand it.’


This is my attempt to understand.


David French
Leap, County Cork
September 2024
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Killing





We’re all worried about the bogeyman … but it’s someone in the bed, not someone under the bed.


Dr Marie Cassidy


It was late on a warm Thursday evening in June when Valerie turned off the main road and drove towards the house she shared with her husband and three young sons in Kilbree, just outside Castlebar.


She had spent most of the previous weekend in Wicklow visiting her brother and sister’s homes. She had brought her boys to the birthday party of her eight-year-old nephew and visited a garden centre. Her husband, James Kilroy, had stayed at home to relax.


On Sunday afternoon, Valerie left Wicklow and drove to the home of her in-laws near Oldcastle, County Meath. Kilroy met her there. On Monday, she had an early start when she packed her eldest child into the car before 6 a.m. and drove the two hours from her in-laws in Meath to her home outside Castlebar. It was Kilroy’s day off work, so he drove back to Castlebar later that afternoon with the twins.


On Thursday morning Valerie brought the eldest boy to school. A neighbour had seen them walking hand in hand on the driveway, her long hair blowing in the wind. She then drove to the health centre where she worked as a senior occupational therapist. She loved her team and her job helping people in the community. Although she would have preferred more time with the children, two incomes were needed to pay the mortgage and hers was by far the larger.


Valerie’s work schedule was disrupted on Thursday morning when her husband decided he would not take the twins to the open day at their new playschool after all. Valerie hurriedly rearranged her clients’ appointments, dashed home, did the playschool event and went straight back to work at lunchtime to try to catch up. Everything needed to be done at speed. She was carrying the full weight of her young family; there’d already been an argument that week about her husband not doing enough.


Then, later in the afternoon, Valerie got a call from her childminder to say that her oldest son had unexpectedly turned up at her place. He hadn’t been collected from school by Valerie’s husband as agreed. Thankfully, the little boy had the good sense to get on the bus with a schoolmate. For the second time that day, Valerie left work suddenly. She collected her son and took him home.


There was almost no food in the house, so Valerie rustled up a frozen pizza for supper. Probably due to another argument over his failure to pull his weight, Valerie’s husband and one of the younger boys stayed outside and played on a heap of gravel rather than joining the rest of the family for the whole meal.


Valerie got the boys ready for bed and then drove to the supermarket. Having purchased groceries, she was in a nearby clothes shop when a close neighbour rang to invite her over to try some rhubarb crumble straight from the oven. Valerie visited her on the way back, had a cup of coffee and a chat and then drove the short distance home, arriving at around 11 p.m.


It had been a tough week. But it was almost Friday, Valerie’s day off work, and she looked forward to spending it with the boys. Sunday would be Father’s Day. With all the family and in-law visits out of the way, they would be able to celebrate it together at home as a family.


The house was mostly in darkness. The yard lights would have lit up automatically as she drove in. Valerie parked her car in the usual place, lifted the heavy bags of shopping over the small garden wall and then set her wallet on top of the wall. Then she heard a noise. She went towards the sound, calling out, ‘James, is that you?’


And then it started.


Her husband came at her armed with a knife. Valerie had time to see what was happening and to recognise her attacker. In a state of pure terror, she fought to defend herself. By now she must have known she was fighting for her life – and possibly for the lives of her children as well. There was shouting and screaming and kicking. During the struggle he slammed her head into the ground. The fight went into the shed and a window in the van was broken.


At some point, Valerie got hold of the blade and bent it. He pulled it back, cutting her hands. He slashed her across the face, drawing yet more blood. He managed to get something like a seatbelt around her neck and almost strangled her.


He silenced her by stabbing her in the neck, a fatal wound that would lead to Valerie drowning in her own blood. When it was over, her husband hid her mortally wounded body in a camper van and threw a children’s car seat on top of her. He made his escape across the fields, abandoning the three young children in the house with their mother’s dead body hidden outside.


Valerie didn’t make it home.
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Valerie





Write what should not be forgotten.


Isabel Allende


Valerie Jane French was born on 23 July 1977. The second youngest of five children, her childhood was happy and carefree. We grew up on an active farm in the middle of a busy community. West Cork in the 1980s was classic rural Ireland, but arguably also a place apart, with a strong connection to the outside world. A curious fact about our background is that it wasn’t just our parents who were from Cork. Our four grandparents, eight great-grandparents and all the people we know from the preceding two generations were also from Cork.


Our maternal grandmother Hannah Pyburn lived with us following the death of our grandfather in 1974. She was an active, independent woman who was a real help to our parents. She took great interest in her grandchildren and was happy to see Valerie arrive.


Valerie was always a lot of fun. One of her early innovations was supplying her siblings with ‘alternative’ answers to their questions; one memorable example was when she explained the IRA, then prominent in the news, as standing for the ‘Irish Rabbits Association’. This sense of fun endured throughout her life, generating many happy memories.


Valerie attended a local primary school in Skibbereen. One of her childhood friends was a girl who was living with her grandparents on a hill directly opposite us. The young American hadn’t been fitting into the local school very well and was sometimes minded in our house. This meant long summer days of exploration and fun on the farm with other girls her own age. This neighbourhood group also included the daughters of a local Belgian-Irish couple. They were a happy little gang, exploring the countryside, playing with kittens, collecting flowers and setting up little houses and shops in old sheds. On different occasions, including a wedding, each of the children from the group later recalled the impact Valerie’s welcoming nature and playfulness had on their lives.


Story books and fairy tales held a special interest for Valerie throughout her life. She had read all the Enid Blyton books but a particular childhood favourite of hers was The Borrowers by Mary Norton. Valerie would often reference the book, talking about ‘human beans’ and little people. Two years after Valerie’s death, we discovered that Mary Norton had been living only two miles away from us near Rosscarbery in the 1970s.


Secondary school for Valerie was spent as a boarder in Midleton College. She was popular and her sense of humour, combined with her seriousness and academic ability, made friendships easy. One classmate recalled the way Valerie had encouraged her to be confident in her own skin and to wear the then-fashionable leggings regardless of any playground teasing. Valerie cared deeply about encouraging people to have the confidence to live up to their potential, make the best of their circumstances and enjoy their lives.


While at secondary school Valerie had a summer job at a nearby castle which was a popular hotel. She was going through a vegetarian phase, but guests always praised the full Irish breakfasts she prepared.


With her wide range of skills, her empathy and her abundant enthusiasm, Valerie could have done anything she set her mind to. An absolutely inspired piece of career guidance from a teacher in Midleton pointed Valerie towards occupational therapy. This was a little-known and little-understood role in Ireland in the 1990s, but a perfect match to Valerie’s all-round abilities and caring nature.


Valerie repeated her Leaving Cert in Rosscarbery while living at home. That year living at home meant she could spend a great deal of time with our father, whom she adored. The feeling was mutual. They were very alike, both with a quick sense of fun, an easy connection with other people and an incredible capacity for work.


Although it was a big wrench for her to go abroad, Valerie chose to study Occupational Therapy in Cardiff University. While there, she made a solid circle of close friends with whom she later stayed in touch. Valerie graduated in July 2000 and took up a position in the town of St Helen’s, Liverpool as a basic-grade occupational therapist. She learned a lot in the role and loved life in Liverpool, with the city’s long history, strong sense of community and its closeness to the sea and to Ireland.


In mid-2002 our father died suddenly. Valerie immediately handed in her notice and returned to Ireland to be with our grieving mother in West Cork. This was a risky move career-wise, as although Valerie was now qualified, she still lacked significant work experience.


After six months spent with Mum, Valerie took a job in Killarney covering for an occupational therapist on maternity leave; this later became a permanent contract. Around this time, she also worked in a Dublin children’s residential hospital for children with special needs. In 2005, Valerie moved to Mayo and joined the community mental health team as a junior occupational therapist before moving to a senior post in the physical and sensory team. She rejoined the community mental health team around 2008.


Occupational therapy proved to be a perfect choice of career for Valerie. She was always very open with her emotions, thoughts and feelings, and encouraged others to be just as open in dealing with their own issues. Her clients felt safe discussing the most personal parts of their lives with her. With her non-judgemental personality and her training, she was very good with people of all ages and with all kinds of needs, ranging from physical assistance to mental health support. One example that has stuck with me is when Valerie was working with elderly men in rural areas in Kerry. She encouraged them to take up basket weaving using willows. This suited their traditions and used their strengths and skills in a productive and recognisable way that made sense to them. Never one to do things by halves, Valerie took a weaving course herself, planted acres of willows of different varieties, bought the required tools and made baskets, fences and even several outdoor play areas for children. Of course, without Valerie around to harvest and coppice them, many of these across the country – but especially in West Cork – are now growing to outrageous sizes. I was thinking of her when out with the chainsaw one long, wet day in mid-2020.


On 5 April 2008, the cathedral in Rosscarbery was decorated with bright-yellow gorse flowers for Valerie’s wedding. Valerie’s favourite colour was yellow, as her first memory was seeing the sun, and Mum had always said that she brought her out to see the sunshine not long after she was born. After the ceremony, Valerie rang tunes on the church bells herself and as part of a group, having previously done a course on campanology – the art of bell-ringing. The wedding went well, with the reception held in a local country house that was rented for the occasion. In 2015, Valerie also organised her sister’s wedding in Castletownshend with much love, care and absolute efficiency. It all came off perfectly, including a midnight outing on kayaks in the bay.


Valerie’s wide range of interests included archery. She became quite proficient and (very photogenically) took along her baby son in the quiver. Valerie had also trained in Italy to teach yoga, specifically to children. A treasured home video shows her, already pregnant, teaching her nieces and nephew how to do the various poses. Emails from Valerie would cover eclectic topics from making tomato sauce, house floor plans, solar power, zero waste shops and the progress of her children. Everything from the children’s television program Paw Patrol to the sitcom Black Books would be mentioned. Valerie was also into sea swimming and had plans with a friend to swim through the winter of 2019–20.


Her creativity spread across everything she did. When she lived in Liverpool she had covered a wall with drawings of fairies and she also painted a large mural of two bluebirds on the front of their house in Kilbree, which her children loved. She had assembled an outdoor play kitchen for her sons complete with a sink and saucepans, and when a photo of it was seen at the playschool, they had a professional version made which they named ‘Valerie’s kitchen’. There was often a symbolism behind her creativity; a lovely mural of a fox holding a drainpipe and watching over the children’s play area was a reference to the child she had miscarried. I only made that connection later.


Valerie had a robust and wide-ranging sense of humour. She enjoyed everything from the Cork-based comedy The Young Offenders to classic comedies like the 1987 film The Princess Bride. She brought amusement and a hearty laugh to many situations. When marriage equality was up for debate around the time of the 2015 referendum, Valerie quipped, ‘Of course. They should suffer like the rest of us.’ It was a light-hearted comment, but it’s hard not to look at it now and wonder if there was another layer to what she was saying.


I’d noted that the obituaries of many younger women call out their passion for and interest in life. Valerie was almost 42 when she was murdered, yet she still had the curiosity, passion and enthusiasm of a teenager. Her zany ideas and sense of fun meant that even as a young student, my youngest sister had to point out to colleagues that Valerie was actually the older one by some years.


After her murder, work colleagues described Valerie as strong and mature in herself, totally on top of her job and always knowing what to do. Her work diaries indicated that her work was of a high standard. On Thursday, the day she died, she had been swimming with a client. The patient had a fear of water and Valerie was helping her to overcome it. Valerie had gone above and beyond the requirements of her role by getting into the pool herself. The woman’s hair had been dyed red and the dye came out in the pool – Valerie laughed with her to defuse the situation and they carried on past what could otherwise have been a derailing event.


Colleagues repeatedly explained how Valerie thought outside the box, always finding a way to meet people at their own level. She was an individual while still being a model occupational therapist. She was always full of clever and practical hints to help people overcome disabilities and challenges. When I clumsily highlighted the orientation of knobs on an old gas cooker with strips of insulating tape to make it easy to see at a glance whether the gas was on or off, she declared it as a ‘very OT’ thing to do, which I took as a compliment. I was always encouraging her to put all her various tips and tricks into a practical book about occupational therapy.


In March 2009, the Sunday Independent ran a HSE booklet which included a brief article by Valerie explaining her role at the time. Little did I know I would one day reference these words when delivering my sister’s eulogy.




Fostering Recovery


Valerie French Kilroy, occupational therapist, talks about her work in north Mayo


I work as an occupational therapist (OT) in the mental health community services covering north Mayo. Along with distressing symptoms, psychiatric illnesses can turn the lives of individuals and their families into disarray. My role is to work with people to enable them to return to doing everyday activities, so they can take control of their world and regain a meaningful life for themselves.


My day is as varied as the needs of the people I work with. On arrival in Ballina, my first call is from Mary*: ‘Am I to meet the OT assistant at work today?’ I reassure her, thinking back to the time when Mary first came — she had little social contact, was afraid to wash herself and took half the day to do ordinary activities. She replies: ‘Okay. I’ve had my shower; I’ll cycle up to the workshop.’


My first community appointment is with a young man who has separated from his partner and whose children are the subject of a custody case. He had become depressed and turned to alcohol, which, in turn, led to further problems whereby he had given up all interest in himself and couldn’t trust himself to leave the house. Initially, I worked with him on that latter issue, and now I’m helping him get back into his routines – taking care of himself and re-establishing his father role.


Later, I return to base to meet Sonya*, a married woman in her early 50s who returned to Mayo from England two years ago. As a young woman, she had been treated with medication for anxiety and recovered. She subsequently left for England, got married and worked as a nursing assistant. On returning home, she no longer went to work, became very isolated and her anxiety returned worse than ever. We discuss the next step in overcoming her problems, which will involve going into her local church for the first time in a year, accompanied by her husband.


Recovery is rarely a smooth process and at times there are setbacks. However, I believe that by truly listening to people and their families, recovery is a real option.


*These names are fictitious.
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Valerie would show up at work with homemade meals and would show others how easy these were to prepare. She kept a bright blue glass bottle to drink from at her desk. She didn’t use plastic, brought beetroot soup to work (and maybe some kombucha or a smelly fermented drink as well) and generally brightened up the whole place with her energy and attitude. There was one client of Valerie’s who she had helped get his first job and this was a massive factor in his having a sense of purpose and a role to play. Valerie frequently referred clients to the Rural Training Centre in Castlebar where they would do gardening work as part of their treatment. I later found out that the centre supplied fruit and vegetables to her favourite restaurant, Cafe Rua in Castlebar.


Her capacity for work was evident, as was her brightness, organisation and directness. One occupational therapy intern said she was wowed by Val’s approach and the deep respect she had for the people she worked with, saying it was a privilege to be part of these people’s lives. Valerie thought deeply about her job. She was rather taken aback when an acquaintance criticised her role as simply taking ‘unique’ people and making them ‘normal’ so they would fit in, thereby erasing their individuality. Valerie thought about it a lot, and her reply was that she was giving them the skills to manage for themselves and become independent on their own terms.


At work Valerie’s boys came up a lot in her conversations and her pride in them was evident. Two colleagues who were mothers were highly impressed with the eldest and how he’d been brought up. Valerie spoke often of the boys, but never of her husband. We later heard that Valerie had also often talked of her siblings and mother, of missing her family, wanting to be closer and wishing we all lived by the sea together.


After her killing, Valerie’s work colleagues put a piece in the Mayo Mental Health publication and put together a display of photographs. They did the same in the local papers for her first anniversary and for the one after that, and even thought to include her in a memorial being placed in their area.


It was notable that the more stressed Valerie was, the more she tended to do. When relaxed she could sit down and read a book for hours, but when under pressure she rushed around trying to get everything done through sheer force of will and determination. There were several stresses in the year before her murder. In the spring of 2018, Valerie was worried about her eldest son who seemed very tired and not himself. She went to the doctor and was reassured when, after a full check-up, the doctor told her that he reckoned it was simply a growth spurt. There was another occasion when one of the boys pushed the other, who fell and hit his head on the tiles. He went limp and Valerie called an ambulance, fearing they had lost him. He was ultimately fine, but it was a serious shock.


Despite her concerns, Valerie was not an overprotective mother. Once, when she was visiting us, her eldest fell out of a mossy tree and was winded when he landed flat on his back. She quickly checked him over for injuries and sent him back up the tree without fuss.


Valerie copied this quote from William Martin’s book The Parent’s Tao Te Ching: Ancient Advice for Modern Parents for her sister when she had children:




Do not ask your children to strive for extraordinary lives. Such striving may seem admirable, but it is the way of foolishness. Help them instead to find the wonder and the marvel of an ordinary life. Show them the joy of tasting tomatoes, apples and pears. Show them how to cry when pets and people die. Show them the infinite pleasure in the touch of a hand. And make the ordinary come alive for them. The extraordinary will take care of itself.





This reflected the parenting style that Valerie preferred. There were other books in this line that she often referred to, including Enchanted Hunters: The Power of Stories in Childhood by Maria Tatar and Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys by Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson. We even found a copy of the latter by her bed.


Valerie was highly economical when it came to spending money on herself. She revelled in charity shop finds, second-hand stores, bulk buying and upcycled goods. As a student she shared a flat in Liverpool where the only table was an upcycled telephone cable spool. As a young wife she had a restored table donated by an elderly neighbour. Given her tall, slim figure, Valerie could wear anything from wraps to chunky costume jewellery and carry it off with a big grin. I remember when she showed up at a Christmas carol service in West Cork wearing a pair of reindeer antlers. When we went through her effects it was clear there was very little being spent on clothes or anything for herself – everything was spent on the boys or saved for their future.


Within the limits of her resources, Valerie created a wonderland for the boys and included them in all her activities. As part of encouraging independent outside play, Valerie created a fairy fort by planting willows within sight of her kitchen window. She made a tunnel-like entrance, a fabric floor to block weeds, a central maypole, a bench and even a cover, which turned it all into a kind of teepee.


St Brigid’s Day, the welcoming of spring, was Valerie’s favourite Irish festival and she always celebrated it with her family. With the vegetable garden, field, orchard, sheds, polytunnel, dog, hens and ducks, Valerie replicated on a smaller scale what we had growing up on the farm in West Cork. The vegetable garden was mostly to show the boys the joy of growing things but involved a lot of physical work and heavy digging. Her success with strawberries at the first house was spectacular. There were also hens that initially lived free range in trees, and then, later, ducklings. One of the sheds contained an old piano which Valerie played.


Their polytunnel had been a substantial investment. Valerie had opted for a metal frame as she was ‘tired of seeing things rot’ and dug the ground underneath directly rather than using raised beds. The polytunnel provided a shaded outdoor play area for wet days, a sandpit, a child’s painting studio and a general retreat. Valerie had set up a potting table where she sometimes listened to podcasts in the evenings surrounded by vegetables, toys and massive sunflowers. After the murder, Kilroy had it all sprayed with weedkiller.


Valerie also made sure the boys did not dominate their life as a couple. She and Kilroy went on weekends away, both alone and together, without the boys. An excited email from 2018 mentioned her plans to see Laura Mvula, ‘a great RnB singer’, at the Cork Jazz Festival while the boys stayed with our mother.


Valerie was extremely loyal to all her friends and family, defending them to the utmost. That loyalty extended to Kilroy, and we knew better than to criticise him. She was enthusiastic about our family WhatsApp group and used it to share many important moments. After the murder, we reconstructed Valerie’s timeline for the year. Although she had three small children, Valerie had made time in 2019 to travel across the country with them to visit her sister and brother in Wicklow on several occasions, including my birthday, the birthday of my son and the confirmation of another nephew. She had been in West Cork with Mum and visited an elderly aunt and several close relations as well as spending a weekend in Spain with friends. She had hosted Mum and some of us at her home and while away she had bought some plants for her husband.


Valerie was clearly under pressure and doing too much. We said this to her when she visited us a week before the murder. In response she told us the plan was for all of them to be at home together in Kilbree in Mayo for Father’s Day the following Sunday.


On Father’s Day, Kilroy was charged with her murder and Valerie was in the mortuary.


[image: image]


Valerie had a habit of regular journalling. Her baby diaries are now treasured possessions which clearly show her delight in the progress of her children from before their birth until years afterwards. She also kept personal diaries which gave us an insight into her thoughts and planning over the previous years. Strangely, we have not yet managed to find her most recent diary covering the months just prior to her murder.


One thing that struck us after the murder was how many professionals it took – from play therapists to childminders to psychologists and even the prison service – to provide even a fraction of the care Valerie had provided to her family. She had a unique way of distilling messages for the boys and addressed their questions seriously. When one of them had asked her about where heaven was and whether it was up or down, she told him, ‘Heaven is wherever you are happiest.’


As a sister Valerie was there in good times and not-so-good times. I remember visiting her in Mayo when she was visibly pregnant with her first son. She insisted on accompanying us most of the way up Croagh Patrick, striding uphill in the sunshine wearing flip flops with her usual big grin. When our father died in 2002 Valerie helped me carry our father’s coffin. She didn’t just stand in the middle avoiding the weight but was up front shouldering the full burden, mentally and physically.


After her death we found a handwritten note with some paraphrased lyrics on Valerie’s fridge: ‘The only measure of your worth is the love you leave when you are gone.’


If there is such a thing as a guardian angel, then my nephews surely have one.
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Kilroy





A murderer is regarded by the conventional world as something almost monstrous, but a murderer to himself is only an ordinary man. It is only if the murderer is a good man that he can be regarded as monstrous.


Graham Greene


The accused in a murder trial starts out from a difficult position in the eyes of the public. The enormity of the alleged crime draws a line that is difficult to see past from either side. The general public cannot look back and see the person before in a clear light, because they did not know him. The people who knew the person previously find it difficult to reconcile their view of the accused with what he is accused of having done. The gulf from normal person to killer is simply too large.


People who have been in close proximity to violent death before tend to have the advantage of greater understanding. They realise the person after the killing is simply the same as the one before, but more fully revealed.


Even as someone who thought they knew the murderer, there is inevitably a lot you find out about the person after the fact. This all leads to an uncomfortable truth: if murderers are not readily identifiable monsters, then everyone around us is a potential murderer, and perhaps worse, we could be one ourselves. It’s far more comfortable to stick with the ‘identifiable monster’ theory, even when it’s clearly not true.


After the murder many people asked, ‘And did you know him?’ Well, clearly we did not really know him or what he was capable of, because if we did, we would have acted differently. But, yes, we knew him. I lived abroad for much of the time Kilroy was married to my sister and when in Ireland I was either with family in West Cork or Wicklow, so we didn’t have much opportunity to hang out in Mayo or Meath. But we did spend some time together. He was a guest in our houses. He’d helped me build some pillars once. We took a kayaking course together. I’d met his family a couple of times over the years. I spoke at the wedding and was a godfather to the eldest child.


Kilroy was notable mainly for his ordinary, bland inoffensiveness. His general demeanour seemed affable, and he was fairly easy company. He was an attentive listener but with a slightly obsequious nature, rarely offering much by way of an opinion of his own. He wasn’t the strong, silent type; more weak and silent. He showed no evidence of personal ambition. From what little I knew of his past, he seemed generally shiftless and mostly focused on enjoying himself.


Kilroy was not one for confrontation, at least not when it came to his interactions with other men. He came across as slightly gormless, gullible and easily led. After meeting him for the first time our mother commented, ‘He doesn’t put himself forward much.’ My own private impression always placed him in the faintly damning, ‘rather ineffectual, but nice and harmless’ category. This just shows how incredibly wrong I was.


One of Kilroy’s favourite subjects was the history of his own family and the family name. James Richard Anthony Kilroy was born on 21 May 1973 and claimed to have had an idyllic early childhood on the family farm outside Oldcastle in Meath, the royal county. Some relatives had made money dealing horses or some such and had bought part of an old estate which was broken up by the Land Commission in the 1930s. Then his grandfather, after saving his wages as a soldier abroad, bought another part of the estate. The house, which Kilroy often fondly referred to as ‘a Kilroy property’, was conferred with an air of ancient, faded grandeur, complete with swords and other military paraphernalia hanging on the walls. It often seemed to me that, along with his religion, Kilroy imagined himself as some sort of landed gentry, akin to the original estate owners. In fact, although he grew up in the centre of Ireland with Irish parents and an Irish background, Kilroy had the habit of adopting a plummy English accent when talking with his family, an odd affectation.


Kilroy was the youngest of three and mentioned being cared for by a nanny in his youth. A slim, blond-haired boy, he was a pretty child and was even occasionally put in dresses by his older sisters. According to Kilroy, his upbringing was repressive and strict to the extent of having pins stuck in him if he did not sit up straight at the dinner table. But as an only son in a patriarchal environment he had golden boy status, and in many ways, he fit the picture of a spoiled youngest child.


Around 1980, at the tender age of seven, Kilroy was sent to a nearby boarding school. He brought his teddy bear with him, but at half term he left the bear at home to avoid being teased. As an only son, boarding school may well have been a rude awakening and a lesson in fending for himself. The same school was later described in an Irish Independent article as ‘Ireland’s poshest school’ and ‘a colonial outpost’, where children could bring their ponies and learn Latin.


In the 1990s, Kilroy availed of a grant scheme and went to Campbell College in East Belfast. After that he applied to join the army but was rejected. Instead, he did an agricultural course in Ireland and later went to study wildlife management at Sparsholt College in Hampshire in the south of England.


There was clearly a lot of family history and legacy weighing on Kilroy as the only son. He had told us that his father was a soldier in the British army, but the less glamorous reality was that he’d been in the army years before Kilroy was born, then spent most of his working life either as a farmer or a clerk while still being known as ‘the major’. There was an old graveyard of illustrious ancestors near Oldcastle in Meath, including one who had been in the Indian army. Someone else was buried in the Himalayas, and someone else again had been a prisoner of war. It’s difficult to remember the relatives and ancestors of others and the details were always hazy to me. At some point I’d politely lost track.


The army part resonated, though, as it seemed to explain the tattoo of a dagger on his shoulder – a copy of some sort of SAS-style military insignia with the wording ‘Agendo et Ferrero’, which is Latin for ‘Acting and Striking’. I’d also once accidentally overheard an exchange between Valerie and Kilroy which worried me. Stuff was being moved and he had done something wrong, logistically or organisationally. Valerie had gently teased him about ‘not even being able to get into the army’, and he immediately snapped back that if she said that again he would walk out on her and the kids. This sudden flash of anger seemed out of character; it was evident that this was a very sensitive subject and one he did not wish to revisit. Then things went on as normal and I didn’t intrude, though it did make me wonder about Kilroy’s failed army application. When he mentioned that his father’s career had stopped at the rank of major, I guessed that by ‘the army’ he might have meant the army college at Sandhurst in the UK where he could have applied directly to the commissioned officer ranks. Officer selection assessment includes a planning exercise and interviews. A planning exercise of any sort was not Kilroy’s forte and interviews could have shown up his lack of organisational or leadership ability, strong sense of entitlement and general touchiness.
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