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During his career as a child protection worker and journalist, Shane Dunphy has come into contact with many vulnerable children and adults. The names and details in The Boy They Tried To Hide have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals but the events are based on real life events and happenings.
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For Professor Patricia Casey, as true a friend as anyone could ask for




Transcript of audio recording from the files of Doctor Bernadette Browne – therapy session #1 with Shane Dunphy, 30th January 2013.


SHANE DUNPHY: Do you see many childcare workers?


DR BROWNE: Some, yes.













	
SD:
	Have you ever worked with children yourself?




	
DR B:
	While at college. I did some work in child and adolescent psychiatry but decided not to specialise in it.




	
SD:
	Why?




	
DR B:
	I was more interested in working with adults. What attracted you to it?




	
SD:
	It is kind of the family business, I suppose.




	
DR B:
	Really?




	
SD:
	My mother taught children with special needs throughout most of my childhood, and she worked in a residential unit with young offenders before she got married. My dad still works in a community project helping psychiatric patients to reintegrate into society. You could say I was destined to do this kind of work.




	
DR B:
	You feel you had no choice in it?




	
SD:
	What do your parents do?




	
DR B:
	Both doctors.




	
SD:
	We are the sum of our parts.




	
DR B:
	You could have gone into academia. You didn’t have to work at the coalface.




	
SD:
	Those who can, do, those who can’t, teach. I have been teaching for the past couple of years, actually. See? I’m opening up already.




	
DR B:
	Why are you here, Shane?




	
SD:
	(Sighs deeply.) I think I need help.




	
DR B:
	You’re in the right place. What kind of help? Tell me about it.




	
SD:
	I’m not sure how to begin.




	
DR B:
	Wherever you feel comfortable starting.




	
SD:
	Okay. [Pauses.] I think it all started with something as inoffensive as a walk.
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The ancient woods stretched for miles in all directions. Some of these trees had seen the Normans arrive in the twelfth century, and the place had a sense of majesty and power. Overhead, rooks croaked and the occasional jay squawked in muted conversation.


George Taylor stopped a few metres ahead of me. He was the principal of St Smoling’s – the secondary school in Garshaigh, a small town ten miles west of the forest we were hiking through – and my boss. He was a slim, agile man about fifteen years older than my forty; his grey hair brushed straight back from a slightly domed forehead. Like me, he was dressed in walking gear of neutral colours. A backpack with essentials (water, food, compass) for a trek such as this was slung on his back.


‘There’s a good spot up ahead to stop for lunch,’ he said.


‘Great,’ I replied. ‘Lead on.’


Garshaigh, one of the most westerly towns in Ireland, was surrounded on all sides by woodland, moor and heath. Since coming to live there I had delighted in exploring the local wilderness, a pastime that had found me and my independently minded black greyhound, Millie (who ranged about among the trees as we walked), skirt miles of beach and coastline, work our way up rocky escarpments in the nearby Reeks and learn to navigate wood and forest. I soon discovered that George Taylor was an enthusiastic devotee of the local walks and hikes, and he often accompanied me and Millie on our treks.


I had been living in Garshaigh for two years and was starting to think of it as home. I worked part time at the school as a resource teacher, mostly teaching children with special educational needs, and part time at a local newspaper, covering whatever stories the editor, Robert Chaplin, sent my way. I taught a night class in childcare one evening a week during term time, and over the summer holidays I helped out at a summer camp for kids who wanted to learn about Irish traditional folk music. When I wasn’t working, I read, cooked, walked and played at a couple of open sessions in the local pubs. I was happy, relaxed and in good shape, and felt like a wholly different person to the individual who had fled his job working for the social services twenty-four months previously, unable to cope with the sudden death of a close friend and the stress and strain social care was having on his life.


George cut a passage through a bed of bracken, making for what looked like a rabbit path that led to a dense copse of conifers. I whistled for Millie, who had wandered farther away than I was happy with, and made after my friend.


The trees parted slightly before us, revealing a low roofless building, covered in bindweed and sphagnum. George stopped and waited for me and Millie to catch up.


‘There’s some rocks and deadfall we can use as tables and chairs,’ he said, gesturing about. ‘It’s as good a spot as any and better than most.’


‘What was this place?’ I asked, unshouldering my pack.


The building, which seemed to be made up of only two small rooms, was in a shallow bowl amid the trees, meaning the location was sheltered and quiet – in fact, as I stopped and took stock of where we were I remember thinking it was like the woods had taken a breath and held it. About the clearing some trees had come down, as George had said, in a recent storm, but none of these had fallen even close to the old building. If I didn’t know better, I would have said that it looked like the trunks had put up a kind of protective barrier around the little house – as if something in the forest was encircling it.


‘I’m not completely sure,’ George said, brushing leaves and bark from a tree stump and beginning to unpack his lunch.


‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that before,’ I said.


‘And you’re unlikely to ever again,’ he shot back. ‘The reason I am unprepared to commit to a hypothesis is that there are conflicting reports on the structure here.’


‘A mystery!’ I said, sitting down on a large stone. ‘Do tell.’


‘Well, the most widely held belief is that this is your bog standard woodcutter’s cottage, right out of the Brothers Grimm.’


‘Is that likely?’


‘This woodland was owned by three different local families, and they would have guarded it jealously. You still get deer and pheasant in good numbers, and the trees themselves generated income from more than just their use as firewood; you will find hardwoods like beech here that are excellent for building. I can’t imagine those families allowing anyone to impinge on their profits.’


‘The other theory then?’


‘A lot of people call this the poacher’s cabin.’


‘That makes sense too,’ I said, unwrapping my sandwiches. ‘You said there’s lots of game.’


‘Indeed, and I would agree but for one significant detail.’


‘Which is?’


‘This is a stone structure. A poacher would have far more likely cobbled together something temporary that could easily be taken down. Poaching is illegal. Remember that during penal times you could be sent to Van Diemen’s Land for shooting a few rabbits that didn’t belong to you.’


‘So no poachers either then?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Surely the most obvious explanation is that it was just some kind of storage building for the local foresters. Someone had to husband all these trees and look after the animals and whatnot,’ I said.


‘I’d concur but for the fact that I checked the old maps of the area. All storage sheds are listed, and this one isn’t there.’


‘Could be an oversight, or it might have been built after the inventory of buildings was done. Maybe someone local just built it without permission, was evicted, and the structure was left here to rot. Life doesn’t always follow neat lines or easy logic.’


‘True.’ George fumbled in his bag for a moment, and came out with a small bone, wrapped tightly in clingfilm. ‘Here you are, Millie.’


He tossed the unwrapped gift onto the forest floor just a few feet from where we were sitting. The dog was perched on a low hillock some ten feet away. When George said her name, she stood up, whined unhappily, then turned around three times and sat back down.


‘Odd,’ George said. He got up and tossed the bone a little closer to her. She moaned again, clearly upset at something, but would not move.


I realised that she had not come any closer than that point since we arrived. Millie is a coward, and the presence of a badger’s sett or fox’s den might be enough for her to keep clear. I stood up and went over to her.


‘Come on, girl,’ I said, catching her by her collar gently. ‘Come and join the group.’


Millie looked at me as if she were deeply depressed, and refused to budge a single inch.


‘Dogs are funny animals,’ George said, placing the bone in front of Millie when it was clear she was not for moving. ‘They hear and smell things you and I can’t.’


‘For most dogs I’d agree,’ I said, sitting back on my rock and sipping some coffee. ‘With Millie, though, you always have to factor in that she might just be messing with your head.’


‘I think you can be very unfair to old Millie,’ George said, casting a sympathetic eye towards the greyhound, who in turn gave me a filthy look.


‘You should hear what she says about me.’


We finished our lunch and Millie gnawed on her bone from her position on the perimeter. In time we cleared up in readiness to trek on, but as we were about to leave the cottage and its hollow I paused, suddenly feeling as if every single hair on my body was standing on end.


‘Did you hear that?’ I hissed at George.


Millie was stock still on her perch, bolt upright, her ears erect.


‘Did I hear what?’


I listened intently, more than a little unnerved.


‘What did you hear?’ George asked again.


I shook my head. The woods seemed to have returned to their usual programme of birdsong and wind-tossed leaves.


‘Oh, it was nothing,’ I said, unable to suppress a shudder.


‘It was enough for you to stop us dead in our tracks.’


‘I thought I heard a child crying,’ I said, embarrassed now. In my mind I could still hear the wail, forlorn through the trees.


‘A child?’


‘Yes. Close by. It was just for a second, then it was gone.’


George patted me on the shoulder and moved on.


‘Woods are strange places,’ he said. ‘Let’s make tracks.’


We did, Millie disappearing into the trees, rejoining us about half a kilometre farther on, as if she wanted to put as much distance as possible between herself and the ruin.


An hour and a half later we broke from the trees and came out onto a deserted, windswept beach, the breakers crashing in with unrelenting force and great black-backed gulls wheeling above us. We sat on the sand and watched the water and the birds for what seemed like a long time.


Four months would pass before I thought of the lonely, ruined cottage in the depths of the woods again, and by then it was almost too late.
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Two days later I was sitting at my desk in the offices of The Western News, working on an article about the rejuvenation of the local farmers’ market, which had been going from strength to strength over the past few years. I tried to do most of my weekly food shopping there and found it a great social occasion also – most of the town turned out, and there were always buskers, street performers and colourful stalls to keep the shopper entertained.


One of the things I relished about Garshaigh was the town’s sense of community. Even though I was probably one of the more recent blow-ins, I was still considered (more or less) one of ‘them’, and this made me feel welcome and appreciated. The market was just another aspect of the many social functions that made the place what it was, and I wanted to write something that would reflect that. I was looking at the selection of photos our in-house lensman had snapped of the previous Saturday’s gathering when my mobile rang.


‘Yeah.’


There was silence at the end of the line, or at least the sound of an open connection, while the person on the other end decided whether or not to speak.


‘Hello,’ I said, speaking more sternly this time. ‘Can I help you?’


At last: ‘Can I speak to Shane Dunphy, please?’ It was a male voice, middle-aged, I guessed.


‘Speaking.’


‘Oh.’


‘Who is this, please?’


‘My name is Fred Stubbs.’


‘Fred Stubbs, editor of The Clare Voice?’


The Clare Voice was another small local newspaper. I had met Fred once or twice at industry events and liked him well enough. He had been a journalist his entire adult life and took great pride in providing a service for his community.


‘Yes, but this call is personal – sort of. At least, it hasn’t anything to do with the paper.’


‘Okay. What can I do for you, Fred?’


Another pause followed. I let it hang – I had a feeling he would get to his point (whatever that was) in his own good time.


‘Mr Dunphy—’


‘Shane, please.’


‘Shane … yes, of course. Um – Shane, have you ever heard of a man named Rex Gifford?’


I had an instant feeling of nausea, followed by a short blast of raw, white-knuckle fear, as if someone had just dumped a bucket of icy water over me.


‘Yes, I know the name,’ I said through gritted teeth.


‘Can I ask you how you know him, Shane?’


‘Why do you want to know?’


‘I want to be sure I am speaking to the right person.’


I sighed deeply and sat back in my chair.


‘I have heard of Rex Gifford,’ I said deliberately, ‘because I am one of the people responsible for putting him in prison three years ago.’


Rex Gifford: five feet and five inches of sickness and guile. An unquestionably brilliant man with an IQ that was off the charts, Gifford was one of the worst serial sex offenders I had ever had the misfortune to encounter. Despite the fact that he held half a dozen degrees, three of them postgraduate, he had made a habit of applying for jobs in cafés, second-hand bookshops, pubs and libraries in the vicinity of colleges around the country, never settling in any location for very long, and leaving behind a trail of traumatised young women too terrified to report what had happened to them.


A dapper, beatnik of a man in his late forties, Gifford’s method of operating was well rehearsed: he targeted lonely, isolated girls away from home for the first time, often searching for father figures. He made a point of being friendly and generous with his time, befriending these lost souls with remarkable ease. He would inveigle his way into their confidence, loaning them books, giving them free lunches in his café or ordering rare books for them in the store where he was employed. Sometimes he would offer to help them with their dissertations, wowing them with his knowledge of the complex aspects of their chosen subject, rarely revealing that he was in fact a skilled academic, able to turn his hand to any discipline, it seemed. I wondered, when I first became involved in the case, why Gifford just didn’t get a job lecturing in a university – surely that would facilitate even greater access to students. But then I realised: by remaining on the peripheries of academia, he could stay off the radar much more effectively. Gifford was, above all else, a predator, and predators learn instinctively how to blend in.


I first came into contact with Rex Gifford through a young woman named Hayley Porter. Hayley was a brilliant musician, studying for a BA in Performance in one of the colleges in the city where I worked for the Dunleavy Trust, a voluntary organisation that specialised in working with extreme cases of young people in need. Hayley fit this category owing to her quite profound autistic tendencies – she was a superb pianist with a remarkable ear (Hayley could tell you if one of the violins in a large orchestra had a string slightly out of tune) but was absolutely crippled when it came to people. She took almost everything that was said to her literally and struggled with concepts such as humour or simple etiquette. At college she was accompanied by Bridget, a special needs assistant (SNA), who helped her to cope with the day-to-day challenges of classwork and simply getting about the large campus.


One day in March, Hayley’s mother received a phone call from Bridget to say she had the flu and could not work that day – possibly not for the rest of the week.


Despite the absence of her SNA, Hayley insisted on going to college and made a point of following to the letter the routine she and her assistant had established, right down to going to the same café for lunch – the café where Rex Gifford had secured a job.


Hayley was a beautiful girl: twenty-one years old, dark hair, brown eyes, slim, with a flawless complexion. She had little concept, however, of her own attractiveness, and anyway, many suitors were put off by her abrupt manner. You did not have to spend much time around Hayley to know that something about her was not quite right.


Rex Gifford had been watching her closely and was far from put off.


Hayley required that her meals be laid out identically each time, with the individual components placed in precisely the same spot on her plate. Usually, her assistant dealt with this, rearranging the food into the required pattern before Hayley saw it. Her teacup had to be filled to just the right place (a mark had been cut into the inside of the utensil to ensure accuracy), and her milk had to be skimmed, not low fat. Gifford had observed these rituals carefully, and, when he served her, was able to replicate them to the letter. On that first day, he was careful to make only a passing comment to Hayley about the fact that she was alone, which was unusual. Hayley, according to witnesses, simply looked at him in response and grabbed her plate to examine it for any unwanted changes. Finding none, she offered Gifford a nervous smile. The SNA, it turned out, had caught a serious viral infection and was unable to return to work for a week – by which time Rex Gifford was taking his lunch break with Hayley, and they had become firm friends.


It was this fact, in particular, that proved the man’s almost remarkable skills to me: Hayley was firmly on the autistic spectrum, meaning that she could present an impregnable wall to people she did not know and trust. It could take weeks, or even months, to break down that barrier and be accepted into her world – in the time I worked on her case, I never got through, and I have some skills and experience with people like Hayley. Gifford managed it in a matter of days.


Had he been a beast of a different colour, Rex Gifford might have been a gifted social care worker, but then, as I got to know him and his case history better, I learned that he could also have been a talented animal trainer, a skilled engineer or a green-fingered horticulturalist. There seemed to be little Rex Gifford could not turn his hand to successfully.


By the time Hayley’s SNA had returned to work, the girl was asking to be allowed go for cups of coffee, or to the library, or to the bookshop on her own – acts that her parents and teachers saw as huge leaps towards independence. Little did they know the reality of what was going on.


Hayley Porter was found raped and beaten to within an inch of her life one Wednesday afternoon in the alleyway behind the café where Gifford worked. The narrow lane ended in a cul-de-sac, and the attack happened behind a bank of bins that stood at its end, offering cover.


Yet it was still an audacious crime.


Hayley was discovered in broad daylight. Her wails brought her to the attention of passers-by, who could see that this poor girl was hurt and in great distress, but they could not get close enough to see just how badly she was injured, or to elicit so much as her name from her. The paramedics had to restrain and then sedate her when they arrived.


I first laid eyes on Hayley later that day as she lay unconscious in her hospital bed. Her face had been horrifically battered: one eye swollen shut, some of her teeth broken, a deep bite mark sunk into her cheek. I stood appalled, as I always am at the rampant cruelty human beings seem infinitely capable of inflicting on one another.


So engrossed was I in my thoughts, I didn’t even notice Rex Gifford coming to stand beside me. I took him for a family member, shook his hand and offered my sympathies. He accepted them, smiled meekly and turned on his heel, passing Hayley’s mother on the way out.


It was an act of huge temerity but, in truth, we never would have caught him if he hadn’t come to the hospital. Hayley had walled off the experience, and when she regained consciousness she reacted to the little man just the same as she did to anyone else she did not know, as if he did not exist.


Yet he claimed he knew her, and he visited her several times over the five days it took for her physical injuries to recover enough for her to return home. I was touched by his attentiveness at first, as not many had bothered to check on Hayley, and very few of her classmates had even asked after her welfare – her disability had made her very isolated within the community of students – and while they were upset at what had happened, they did not feel it was appropriate to call on her. This all served to make Gifford’s presence even more welcome to Hayley’s family. I thought he was just a nice bloke who felt sorry for the strange girl who ate lunch in the café where he worked.


The café that she had been found behind.


I mentioned the connection idly to one of the gardaí who were investigating the case, and she did a check on the records of the staff and regular customers. All came back clean of anything other than speeding tickets and one citation for disturbing the peace.


When I spoke to some of the other students in the wake of the attack (it is customary to see if any students need counselling or are distressed when one of their peers has been assaulted) I discovered that this man had either made a thorough nuisance of himself, tormenting certain women, and stalking others to the point of terror, or been the darling of the campus. All of the objects of his attentions were much younger than him, some by three decades, but in the cerebral environs of a university, this did not receive as much comment as it might elsewhere. Two of the women admitted to having entered into consensual sexual relations with him, and while one shrugged and said it was a one-night stand that had come to nothing, the other admitted she’d had a brief fling with him but discontinued it when ‘Rex got really intense and scary’. He had threatened her was as much as she would say, but she showed me abusive text messages he had sent her, something he had done several times daily until she had asked a male friend to warn him off.


I passed this information on to the police, who followed up on it, and Rex suddenly became the prime suspect in the case (in reality, there were no other suspects).


DNA testing sealed the deal, and Gifford was sentenced to two years for aggravated sexual assault. During the trial, my contribution was mentioned as having been instrumental in bringing him to justice, and while he started serving this sentence, other charges resulting from the investigation were to be followed up on, many of them coming from the interviews I had carried out with the other students. It was hoped that getting some of the many girls he had tormented in this university alone to speak up about their ordeals might add to Gifford’s years of incarceration. And the police were also checking some of his other places of residence.


My lasting memory of Rex Gifford was of him sitting impassively in court as the details of his appalling attack on Hayley Porter were read out. He did not even attempt to hide the smile that played about his lips, as if the cold, legalistic account of his crime was bringing back a pleasing memory.


I was glad to be rid of him and had made no attempt to keep up with the progress of his case. I had got involved only because Hayley’s disability had brought her into my remit, and I had no desire to befoul my life by having a monster like Rex Gifford in it any longer than I had to.


But here he was again.


‘He’s not in prison anymore, Shane,’ Fred said.


‘I’m genuinely sorry to hear that. How did you come into contact with him?’


‘He approached my daughter in a café near her college yesterday. She’s studying for her master’s so has been going in over the summer to use the library and such. Thanks be to God she sensed something was wrong. She took a picture of him on her phone and I recognised it from news reports I’d seen.’


‘Smart girl.’


‘She is.’


‘Where’s she in college?’


‘Limerick. She’s doing journalism.’


‘You must be proud.’


‘As Punch.’


‘Have you been to the police?’


‘Of course. He hasn’t committed a crime, or so they tell me,’ Stubbs said. ‘All he did was ask her about the book she was reading. He hasn’t got a job near the university or done anything that’s in breach of his parole.’


‘Approaching a girl who fits the profile of his previous victims isn’t a parole violation?’


‘It seems not. She is an adult female – if he were to keep away from them, he’d have to go and live in a monastery.’


We were quiet for a moment, both of us feeling the weight of what we were discussing, and the narrow escape Fred’s daughter may have had.


‘Why are you calling me, Fred? I’m not involved in child protection anymore. I’m a writer and a teacher now.’


‘I thought you might … I dunno … might warn him off. Let him know we’re on to him.’


‘It might work – I mean, facing him down has worked before. But then, Rex Gifford is not like other people, Fred. He is a predator. A gentle warning may well make him entrench himself more deeply. Or he could move away from your daughter and double his efforts with some other unfortunate. It doesn’t solve anything.’


‘With respect, Shane, my only real interest is moving his focus from my daughter.’


‘I understand that, but even if he were to draw back now, there is nothing to say he won’t stalk her secretly, or pop back up again in a year’s time. This guy is an unknown quantity.’


‘You helped put him away. He might take you seriously.’


I thought about that. I could always go and talk to him, let him know he was being watched.


‘I don’t like the idea of letting this person back into my life,’ I said after a long pause.


‘Thank you, Shane. I appreciate it.’


‘Thank me when Rex Gifford has disappeared – and stayed disappeared.’


I should have said no. I should have hung up the phone and pretended I had never heard from Fred Stubbs.


Instead, I set in motion a chain of events that threatened to hurt me and those around me whom I cared about.
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I couldn’t go to Limerick that day because I had deadlines to meet for the newspaper, but I promised Fred that I would make the trip the following morning. Summer was drawing to a lazy close, and that evening I popped over to St Smoling’s school to catch up on some preparatory work for the ensuing academic year. I worked primarily with children with special educational or behavioural needs, which meant that I was deployed across several different classes throughout the school, something I enjoyed because it gave me a sense of how the little community of teachers and students were faring as a whole.


That particular evening I wanted to go over the list of students I would be working with in the imminent academic year – some I would simply be following as they moved into their new classes; others I would be meeting for the first time. I liked to be as familiar with each of them and their issues (or as many of their issues as had been identified at this stage in their young lives) as I could be before we were thrown together in class.


The old school building was mostly empty, with just a few teachers photocopying test papers or simply tidying last year’s detritus from their desks and filing cabinets. I enjoyed the shadowy coolness of the corridors as I made my way to the main office, where George Taylor had left a bundle of files for me to go through. I slung them under my arm and went to the room where I had taught night classes for the past two years. It was the first room I had ever worked in in the school, and I thought of it as ‘mine’, even though all classes were used by any number of the teachers, and George doggedly insisted that we should not personalise them with posters or ornaments, keeping all spaces as public as possible.


I worked for a couple of hours, then, feeling the beginning of a caffeine-withdrawal headache, went to the staff room to brew some coffee. I had just filled the kettle when I heard a snuffling sound behind me and, turning, found that I was not alone. Sitting on one of the couches that lined one wall of the room, her head in her hands and quietly weeping, was Maura Bellamy, the other resource teacher employed at St Smoling’s and therefore my closest colleague.


Maura had a gentle, easy way with the students and I had learned a lot from her in the past year.


I went and sat down next to her without saying anything. We sat there for a while. The kettle finished boiling. I patted the back of her hand gently and, getting up, made a pot of coffee, bringing it and the cups, sugar and milk over to the low table that stood in front of the couch. Maura stayed silent while I poured us both a mug, and then sat forward and added some sugar and a dribble of milk to one.


We drank in silence. Finally I looked at her and said, ‘Want to talk about it?’


‘No … yes. I don’t know.’


‘Okay then,’ I said, and had some more coffee.


‘Did you know Tim Fox at all?’ Maura finally said after a long pause.


‘No. Should I?’


‘He left school before you came to town, I think,’ Maura said, gazing at a point in the middle distance. ‘He was a good kid.’


‘Student of yours?’


‘Yeah. He was the reason I came to work in St Smoling’s in the first place. I was employed to work as a special needs assistant with Tim when he was still in primary school, and I followed him here.’


This was not uncommon – educational staff often followed their charges from class to class or even from school to school.


‘Since he needed me less, Mr Taylor found other work for me and encouraged me to upgrade my qualifications.’


‘George is good like that.’


‘He is.’


More silence. Then:


‘When Tim left here, he still had very poor literacy skills, but he was skilled with his hands. He got a job at a local garage, and I thought he’d made it – he loved working with cars and it was something he could make a really good living from. People always need decent mechanics, don’t they?’


‘They certainly do.’


She lapsed into thought again. I drained my cup and poured another.


‘I got a call last May,’ Maura said. ‘Tim had been arrested.’


She was gathering momentum, and I knew she would find her way to the end of the story in her own time.


‘It seems that over many months he had built up a collection of parking tickets and had paid none of them. He told me that he knew what they were, but he couldn’t read what it said on them about how to pay. He didn’t have a credit card, and he was afraid to go to the garda station. He ignored them. I think he had five or six altogether, and the penalties on late payment had built up. His case was eventually brought before a judge, so that Tim could explain what had happened, but he never showed up in court. A letter had been posted to him, but he couldn’t or didn’t want to read it. This continued for three court hearings, until a bench warrant was enacted, and Tim was arrested. He froze in front of the judge, who gave him a complete bollicking for wasting the court’s time and money. The fines he owed by this time came to fifteen hundred euro, and the judge topped it up to two grand because he saw Tim as uncooperative – of course he wasn’t, he was just scared! Tim didn’t have the money and just started spluttering when asked how he intended to pay.’


I knew what was coming next. But I remained quiet and waited for the inevitable.


‘He was sentenced to four months on Salt Island.’


Salt Island was a prison on a tiny chunk of rock a mile off the country’s southern coast, where offenders from our part of Ireland were usually sent.


‘Were you in court when they handed down the sentence?’


‘No. I didn’t even know Tim was in trouble. If I’d been there the outcome would have been different.’


I knew she was right. Simply having someone on hand who is coherent enough to make a reasoned argument in your defence is often enough to prevent a harsh sentence, such as the one Tim received. He would have been seen as an uncouth, out-of-control yob in need of a serious rap on the knuckles, rather than as a vulnerable young man deserving support.


‘So how’d you find out he was inside?’


‘Tim had watched enough TV to know he was entitled to a phone call. He rang the school and begged the secretary to get me. He asked me to tell his mother, and to come and see him as soon as I could.’


‘Easier said than done. You have to be on his visitors’ list, to begin with.’


‘He had no idea about all the hoops that had to be jumped through, but I made the arrangements, for his mother and me, and we got to see him a week later.’


‘How was he?’


‘Terrible. I don’t think I’d ever seen him so afraid. I don’t think I’d ever seen anyone so afraid.’


‘The Shaker is not for the faint-hearted,’ I said, giving the prison the name the prisoners themselves used.


‘You’ve been there?’


‘Always as a visitor, thank God, but still.’


‘That first time I visited, it was clear someone had given Tim an awful beating. I kicked up a stink, but it didn’t do any good. I visited him every chance I got. By the time a couple of weeks had gone by, he seemed to be settling a little – I mean, it was a short sentence, all things considered. He wasn’t in with the really dreadful prisoners, so we urged him to just keep his head down and he’d get through.’


‘What happened?’


‘Last week I received a call telling me that Tim had committed suicide.’ She began to weep again.


‘I’m very sorry, Maura.’


‘I know, I know. Me too. It was just so sudden – I was with him two days before and he was almost ebullient – there was only a month to go. I had him marking the days off on a calendar in his cell.’


‘A month is a long time inside. A lot can happen.’


‘I know … but something isn’t right about it. Tim had a lot to live for. They were keeping his job for him; he and I had talked about him moving to a new flat, how he might decorate it. I was going to take him for some literacy classes – I felt it was really important to make sure this sort of thing didn’t happen again.’


‘Still, Maura, anything could have gone wrong.’


‘I don’t believe Tim Fox committed suicide, Shane.’


‘You think he was murdered!’


‘Yes, I do.’


‘Does that make it easier for you to cope with?’


‘No. Either way, the end is just as horrible.’


‘The likelihood of finding out the truth is practically zero, Maura. I know some people but …’


‘We buried him this morning. Do you know who was in attendance? Me, his mother and the priest. Not even the people he worked with bothered to show up.’


‘I really do sympathise, but I don’t know what is to be gained from pursuing this any further.’


She grabbed my arm and held on tight.


‘We failed this young man, Shane. I failed him in life. I don’t want to fail him in death too. I want to know what happened, and maybe see if we can’t prevent it happening again.’
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