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Stephanie Hickey lives in County Waterford with her partner of sixteen years. She has four children and runs most days in the valleys of the townlands where she grew up. She ran a half-marathon six months after taking up running and she has never looked back.
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Foreword

Shane Dunphy, Waterford, July 2019

I have been writing about child protection and the resilience of the human spirit for more than a decade. Because I am moderately well known for this, I am contacted on an almost weekly basis by people wanting me to help them write their stories.

In the main, I respond with a gentle ‘no’.

I am not a professional ghost writer, and I always worry that the process of reliving such traumatic experiences may prove more damaging than healing. I have also read what some in the publishing world refer to as ‘misery memoirs’ that were highly exploitative, and I have never been in the business of voyeurism or pornography.

In some instances I have recommended ghost writers whose work I respect, but until Stephanie Hickey crossed my path, I have never been tempted to write such a book myself.

So what made me change my mind?

In the days approaching the Christmas of 2018 I was contacted by a lady called Claire Bridle. Claire is a book blogger whose work I greatly admire, and she asked me if I was aware of a recent case that had just concluded in the Central Criminal Court. I had read about Stephanie and Deedee in the papers, and I knew that for an Irish court to hand down a sentence of ten years for a case of historic sexual abuse, there must have been pretty damning evidence. Claire explained that she was a friend of Stephanie’s and that Ms Hickey was interested in writing a book about her experiences bringing the case to trial.

She wanted to tell the story of just how challenging it is for an ordinary person to find themselves within the legal system, and how that system treats you once you are caught in its grip.

This immediately interested me. The idea of exploring what it is like for someone already experiencing trauma to have to live that pain while in the belly of a vast, bureaucratic system is something I have tried to write about in other books, but always from the perspective of an insider looking out. Here was a chance to speak to someone who had navigated that system from its figurative source to the ocean.

I was intrigued to meet Stephanie and discuss her experiences, but I still couldn’t see myself writing the book. I thought our conversation might make an interesting feature piece for one of the newspapers I occasionally write for, and I decided, as in every other case, that I would say ‘no thanks’ and pass Stephanie on to someone else.

But then I met her, and everything changed.

Stephanie is a tall, slim woman with the build of an athlete. She has a profoundly intelligent face and piercing eyes, and when we met in Geoff’s pub in Waterford City one Friday afternoon in December, I was immediately struck by her courage. This was a lady who had been through an incredible ordeal, but who had not let it beat her. Her conversation, even when talking about very difficult things that day, was infused with humour and self-awareness. Survivors of abuse often develop a funereally dark sense of the absurd, and Stephanie had that in spades.

In the space of about an hour she spoke about her experiences, but she also spoke about music and faith and wild birds and foxes and the beautiful sound of a pub filled to bursting just before closing time.

And I loved the way she spoke.

As a writer, language is my business. Stephanie speaks with the rhythm, musicality and lilt of the Nire Valley, and as she told me about her world, I found myself living it right along with her. It is fair to say that Stephanie Hickey wooed me with her remarkable ability to communicate, and she did it without even knowing. The cadence of her articulation excited me, and I found myself wishing I had brought a notebook to our meeting – I wanted to write down some of her phrases there and then. By the time I left the pub that afternoon, I knew I wanted to help her share those experiences with the world.

But of course, a book needs a publisher, and we didn’t have one.

My editor at Hachette Ireland immediately expressed an interest, and in the spring of 2019, Stephanie and I sat down in a beautiful house she had rented in the middle of the Nire Valley and over two days I recorded twelve hours of conversation.

I was worried about this process, perhaps more than I let on to Stephanie at the time. Years of working with children and adults who have experienced abuse have taught me how exhausting it can be to have to relive those awful moments.

My friend and fellow author Sue Leonard was invaluable in giving me some guidance on how to structure and frame each day, and how much material I was likely to need. I had visions of recording weeks’ worth of conversation, but Sue (an experienced ghost writer) assured me that this would cause more problems than it would solve, and that less was more.

So with Sue’s sage advice ringing in my ears, I planned out our days very carefully. First thing in the morning, when we were well rested and full of caffeine, we tackled the dark material; around lunchtime we covered the court case and the legal stuff, and as the afternoon turned to evening we turned to happier times – childhood memories, opinions about the world, observations on survival.

I want to pay tribute to Stephanie here – never for one moment did she dry up or even ask to take a break. I pressed ‘record’ and we would begin.

We huddled around the fire, drank tea and she talked and I listened, asking the occasional question – but mostly, Stephanie simply told her story. She brought me back to her days growing up in Touraneena, she took me on drives in that van with Batty and we visited the house in Tallow where so many dark and frightening things occurred. I learned about the songs her father sang and I sat beside her in her local church on the day she got married. Time and again I stood eye to eye with Bartholomew Prendergast, the monster that hides in the shadows of Stephanie’s life, and saw him as she did.

And, of course, she took me running. Rarely have I heard someone speak so eloquently and passionately about their sport, and it did not take me long to realise this would be a major part of the story we were going to tell.

On the second and final day her whole family came over and we shared a meal.

I appreciated this more than I can express because I was beginning to feel like a tourist in her world – the embrace of this amazing group of people reassured me that I had been accepted. They were giving me their blessing.

But this is Stephanie’s tale. I don’t want to offer my analysis or tell you what she is trying to say – I’ll let you decide that for yourself.

I do think it is worth mentioning something she said during the last conversation we had, though. Time and again during our recordings, Stephanie would speak about how she hoped her story would help others going through the same experiences: children or young people or adults who have been made feel alone and isolated by someone in a position of power or authority. Stephanie wanted them to know they are not alone, and that it is possible to come out the other end. To not just survive, but to thrive. She sincerely hoped some parts of her story would resonate.

I asked her what she felt she had learned from all of this.

‘To not be afraid,’ she said without pausing. ‘When things were at their most awful and I thought life was unbearable, I would go for a run and see the sun rise and be struck by how beautiful it was. Or I would switch on the radio and a song would come on and a line of the lyrics would make me feel better. Or one of my kids would say something funny and I would laugh, and it’s hard to be miserable when you’re laughing. Or Angelo would just be there, like he always is, through thick and thin. When it all seemed too much I would think about these things, and I wouldn’t be scared any more.’

Stephanie has looked into the darkness but did not let what she saw there overwhelm her.

She fought her monsters and won.

This book is her way of saying that you can, too.

I feel privileged to have shared a small part of the journey with her.


DUBLIN

AUGUST 2018


Caught in a Strange Loop

I’m forty-six years old, and today I’m running because I need to, maybe more than I’ve ever needed to before.

It’s weird because I can feel all the familiar, comfortable sensations I always experience when I enact this physical ritual: the peace, the warmth that seems to radiate from all of my muscles, the joy that starts as a tiny flame deep inside and gradually burns right through me – all are present, but this time I have a nagging sense of being in a dream.

And it’s not a good one.

I look across, and my older sister, Deirdre (who is always known affectionately as Deedee) is running beside me. I’m glad she’s here. I can see the same aura of unreality on her face too, but she’s keeping pace and there’s three kilometres left to go and, for now, we’re safe and the world can’t reach us.

Maybe that’s what running does for me more than anything else: it offers an escape. And I’ve never needed to escape more than I do now.

We’ve been staying in the Liffey Valley Hotel, just off the M50 motorway, for the past couple of days. The first day we sat in our room or went to the café. We talked about everything that had happened and all the things we were afraid might still happen. I don’t know if the talking did any good, but it was as if we just needed to get it all out. I can’t remember a lot of what we said, but I do know there were things we shared that we hadn’t before. It felt good and it felt terrible and we laughed and cried a lot.

Maybe it was all the big, difficult emotions, but the hotel room started to seem too small, and we began to feel pent up and trapped and needed to move. We swam in the pool a few times, but then, virtually simultaneously, we decided it was time to run. One of the lifeguards told us about a 5K loop – a circular track that would lead us safely back to the hotel – that goes over the motorway, past the shopping centre and around some housing estates. Thrilled by this knowledge, we put on our gear and struck out.

And here we are.

One of the strangest things for me is running in a place without trees, mostly on the flat. Where I live, in the Nire Valley in west Waterford, it’s all mountains and hills, it’s green, and as I run all I can hear is the wind through the branches and the call and answer of birds. But here, right in the middle of the commuter belt, the ambient noise is car engines and the bleat of horns and people shouting to one another in accents that I mostly hear on the TV.

But I’m running and that means I’m in a bubble and all of that is on the outside and it can’t get to me. The beauty of running is that it’s so simple: it’s about being in motion – you put one foot in front of the other and you keep doing that until you get to the finish line.

Sometimes it seems to me that’s what my life has been about.

It hasn’t always been clear to me where the finishing line was, but I knew I needed to stay in motion. Running gives your days a rhythm – the pounding of your feet on the ground and the beating of your heart create a drum track that anchors you, and I know for the first time, as Deedee and I complete that first strange Dublin loop, that this is what I have been searching for for so many years. The search brought me to some scary places, but it was worth it.

We reach the sliding doors of the hotel and stop to do some stretching. I feel loose and full of oxygen, as if my veins have opened up wide and the blood is pumping freely and easily. After a run, it’s always like I can accomplish anything – nothing seems too great a challenge.

But then, as if it has been hovering above me in a big black cloud, I remember why Deedee and I are in Dublin in the first place, and the nerves and the anxiety and the anger come crashing back.

My big sister and I are here to face down the man who ruined our lives – the man who abused us and took away our childhoods.

In a couple of days’ time, we’ll be walking into the Central Criminal Court to do battle with a monster, and I just hope we have the strength.

The monster’s name is Bartholomew Prendergast and he is my brother-in-law.


On the Defensive

The Central Criminal Court looks just like you’d expect it to, the same as courtrooms look on television or in the movies. It’s a big, airy room, all wood panels, and the floor is covered in red carpet tiles. You probably think it’s strange I would notice something like the colour of the carpet, but my mind is having all sorts of conversations with itself and doing all kinds of bizarre things as I sit in this space, somewhere I never in a million years thought I’d be.

I feel like I’m watching everything happen from somewhere else. The silence in the courtroom is eerie, like they’ve sucked all the sound out of it, or maybe that my head has been filled up with cotton wool and all the noise you normally experience has been muffled.

The platform where the judge is going to be sitting seems impossibly high, yet at the same time I have a flight of fancy that I could reach out and touch that empty chair without even moving from my seat. The perspective is all wrong – things seem madly far away but also crushingly close.

My eyes roll involuntarily to the left, and I see him.

Bartholomew – I always called him Batty, although the name leaves a foul taste in my mouth now, like it’s inappropriately familiar – is sitting with his legal team. He’s sixty-six years old now, and he looks it – I’ve never noticed before, but today, as if a veil has been lifted, I can see the bags under his eyes, the deep lines on his face, the grey pallor to his skin. It is as if the darkness inside him is forcing its way out. He is dressed in a casual jacket, a shirt and jeans and in his hand is a blue-and-white plastic shopping bag.

My mind fixes on the bag. It seems so out of place and odd – this man, who altered the path of my life irreparably, is clutching this cheap, flimsy bag as if it is a talisman. I wonder if he has a jumper in it, or maybe some medication, or even a snack. Why didn’t his barrister tell him to leave it outside? I try to push the thought process aside and refocus on the task at hand, but my eyes are drawn back to him. I suddenly realise that he hasn’t looked at me once since the police led him in. I hope he’s ashamed.

He seems so calm, so undisturbed, while I’m sick to my stomach and my head won’t slow down.

All my life Batty has been a huge character – even though he is of average size, he always seemed to be a massively big man, dressed in the height of fashion, his blond hair worn long, his face rarely without a smile. While he worked for the council as a lorry driver, he was a local celebrity in our little area of west Waterford, playing in a well-known pub band.

Batty was the life and soul of the party.

When he came into my family’s orbit, he charmed all of us. My parents, particularly my mother, adored him. When we heard he was going to marry my sister Patricia, we were all over the moon.

You see, we thought we knew the sort of man he was – kind of full of himself, a little brash and a bit loud, but a decent man, despite those small faults.

But we didn’t know him at all. We hadn’t a clue there was a darkness in him, a sickness. Today, the world will learn who Batty Prendergast really is.

This is my second time here – a few days earlier, the whole family gathered, thinking the ordeal we hoped might end this sorry, sordid, painful part of our lives was actually going to be done with, but the case was adjourned.

I was devastated. I’d told myself that, as dreadful as I knew the whole thing would be, this was my day, this was my chance. I’d prepared for it mentally. I had taken the frightened, injured teenager that always sits just at the edge of my being and tucked her away so that all the world would see a confident, strong woman. That woman is a mask I put on, but I knew I would need her.

I was ready. I felt, come what may, I could do it.

That first day I looked down from the windows of the green room, where families and victims are kept while waiting for their cases to be heard, and saw all the people coming and going outside the court, and even though they didn’t know I was there and they were all wrapped up in their own troubles and concerns, it seemed to me that they must all somehow be aware of my case and the reason I was in the building on that day.

I was convinced they would look up and point and say: ‘There’s Stephanie, the woman who was molested and raped by her brother-in-law and who still let the bastard take the photographs at her wedding.’

After all the years, a part of me – just a small part, but the voice still makes itself heard – feels the shame of it. It’s shame I don’t deserve and I don’t need in my life, but it squirms its way into my head and it takes every grain of energy to push it aside.

That first day I sat in this same room, with my partner, Angelo, and my children, Dylan, who is nineteen, Philip who is twenty-four, and Danielle who is twenty-five, and I listened as the judge read through my statement, outlining each specific count against Batty. I felt as if these were my crimes, as if I was the one on trial. My knees shook, I was terrified I would have a panic attack, and the whole thing seemed to go on forever.

I had been warned by my court liaison officer, Clare, when I first met her three years ago, that this would be a long and hard road. She’s been with me every step of the way, but it still came as a shock to hear the charges read out. I was so relieved when it finished, but that was when the real bombshell was dropped: Batty’s team had lodged an application to have all the cases heard separately. This meant that my abuse case and that of my sister would be heard individually, on different days, and this usually means much more lenient sentencing. I was furious, but there was nothing I could do about it.

The judge said he wanted to take a few days to consider this and he would come back with his decision at that stage, which was why Deirdre and I had decided to stay in Dublin.

Now I’m back.

The judge comes in, but it’s not the same one – this time it’s a woman, Justice Eileen Creedon. She is pleasant-looking, I’m guessing a similar age to myself, but her taking over the case means I have to sit through the whole process of hearing the counts against Batty again – so all the details are read into the record anew. I know I should be used to it by now, but I feel as wretched as I did on the first day. I put my head down and try to control my breathing and pray I won’t faint.

Finally, it’s over and there is all sorts of discussion and debate around the judge’s bench that I can’t really hear. I know they’re talking about my case, but it is clear that this is not meant for me to participate in, or even to understand, which makes me feel even more like an outsider, as if these are great minds discussing my fate and that I will be informed when their deliberations are complete. This goes on for a long time, and just when I think something might happen, we are informed that court is breaking for lunch.

I think I might scream. Tears start to roll down my cheeks, and I have to hang onto the bench in front of me. Just before she leaves her podium, Justice Creedon peers down at us and announces that she has decided not to hear the cases separately – they will be heard together. With that, she whisks out.

I stand there, suddenly realising what has happened.

I’ve won the first battle.

I glance over, and the great Bartholomew Prendergast doesn’t look quite so confident any more. For the first time since I decided to press charges against the man who almost destroyed me, I feel a sense of hope.


THE NIRE VALLEY,
WATERFORD

THE 1980S


The Borrow

The wild, hilly, mountainous regions of west Waterford are in my heart and soul. It’s only when I’m away from them for any length of time that I understand just how important they are to me, because I miss them terribly.

I’m not sure what it is: the gentle rolling undulation of the roads and pathways, built to the rise and fall of the rugged landscape, seems to comfort me. Or maybe it’s the musical, lilting rhythm of the speech, which makes every conversation like a kind of song. I walk outside my back door to hang out washing or just to take in the air, and I’m likely to see a fox or a badger wander across my garden – they throw me a casual glance as if to say ‘hello, neighbour’. When I drive into the village to buy some milk or to pick up a loaf of bread, I will know each and every person I pass on the narrow roads by name, and they’ll all wave as they go past.

The trees have a distinct shade of green and the rocks have a blue-grey hue like nowhere else. This is where I belong and I am in no doubt of it. I never want to live anywhere else. I can run around my area and trace my early life and the history of my family, as the landmarks and archaeology of it are still there for all to see.

I was born in 1971 in a small two-bedroomed cottage in the townland of Clonegegaile just outside the village of Touraneena in west Waterford. Touraneena lies in a kind of valley that makes up the Sliabh na gCua district, which sits right between the Comeraghs and the Knockmealdown mountains. People called the area the cottage was situated in The Borrow – I’m not sure why.

My early childhood was full of friends, family and music.

I was the youngest in the family, with fourteen years between my eldest brother and me, but despite the wide spread of ages, we were a close-knit bunch, and my earliest memories are of wandering the lanes and fields around our home, picking berries, playing hide-and-seek and visiting neighbours. It was the kind of childhood that really doesn’t exist any more – back then no one worried if children weren’t seen from sun-up until dusk, and we always went around in packs, so I suppose there was less cause for worry.

And I discovered, anyway, the danger was inside our home, not outside it.

My mother, Kathleen, was a strong, warm-hearted, powerful woman who was a real homemaker. In the house in The Borrow there was no washing machine, no inside toilet, and it was quite crowded, but my memory is that she was always there and the house was always filled with the smell of her baking – butterfly buns and pineapple cake and Victoria sponge were always on the table, like an expression of love made from flour and butter and jam. My mother was always there – I don’t remember ever coming home to an empty house. Her presence seemed to give the cottage its own kind of security and identity.

My father’s name was Tommy Hickey. He was a well-known singer, accordion player and set-dancer. People would come from far and wide to our house to hear him singing, and his family had a history of republicanism – he grew up in an IRA safe-house and de Valera stayed there during the War of Independence. My father was an all-Ireland champion dancer, and he taught all of us to sing and dance, too.

I remember him sitting in our kitchen at home, and he would pick up two spoons and strike up a rhythm with them, singing or sometimes whistling a tune (what the old musicians call ‘lilting’ or ‘gob music’), and he would get us to dance. He could literally make music and create a tune from nothing.

He had a huge reverence for the writing of a Waterford man called Pádraig Ó Miléadha, and his favourite song was ‘The Little Village Schoolroom of Kilbrien’, which is another village just beyond Touraneena. My father had a fantastic voice, and people would always ask him to sing this:


It is twenty years or more since I left my native shore To seek an exiled life across the foam.

But the friends I left behind are still fresh within my mind And I never can forget my dear old home.

In my dreams I worship still in the old church on the hill Where my hands in Sunday prayer I used to join.

And my memory flies each day o’er the ocean far away To the little village schoolroom of Kilbrien.



When I listen back to that song now, I can see that my father was very similar to me in that he had a deep love of where he was from – Pádraig Ó Miléadha’s song is steeped in a longing for home.

When I was seven, we moved, lock, stock and barrel, to a much bigger house in Touraneena, about five miles away. I was delighted to have more space and to have friends closer by, but a big part of me missed that little cottage in The Borrow, and still does. I often run past it and it always fills me with a sense of happiness and freedom.

It was in this new home in Touraneena that Bartholomew Prendergast first visited us. I don’t remember the first time I saw him – I know I was about nine years old – but it’s almost like he was always there, just waiting for his chance to strike.


A Musical Interlude

I’m nine years old.

There is a fiftieth birthday party in Dunford’s pub in Touraneena – it’s for one of our neighbours, the Quinlans, and the whole village has turned out. I’m not supposed to be in a pub at eight o’clock at night (I’m far too young), but no one seems to mind, and I sit in the corner sandwiched between my mother and my older brother Richard, loving every minute of the festivities unfolding before me. I’ve been told to stay quiet and not give anyone a reason to notice I’m there, and I’m doing my best to do just that, but it’s tough with so much going on and so many interesting things to see.

The place is packed to the rafters. The crowd is a patchwork of bright, grinning faces flushed with alcohol, ties askew and hair awry. I catch snatches of conversation and brays of laughter. My mother is leaning across the table talking to Bridgie from Dungarvan. I listen in to their chatter for a while, but I soon get bored and let my mind drift. The air is thick with tobacco smoke and the smell of stale beer, and music booms from a tiny stage against the far wall.

It’s music like I’ve never come across before.

Three men are on the stage. The lead singer is wearing a tight T-shirt with the sleeves roughly cut off so it looks almost like a vest. His high-waisted stone-washed jeans are so tight they seem virtually sprayed to his legs, and he has a red electric guitar slung low about his waist. Beside him is a man I know to be his brother, playing bass, and behind them a guy on drums. The band is called Stardust and I am captivated by the sound they are making.

I have been brought up in a house where music is a constant presence, but this is something else entirely – it is so loud I can feel my eardrums vibrate, and instead of the respectful silence that usually greets my father’s songs, the partygoers in Dunford’s are all singing along – bellowing along, really – and punching the air in time to the chorus of ‘Sweet Caroline…’

The singer is drenched in sweat, his long blond locks plastered back on his head, dark patches of perspiration soaking through the lime green of his top, making dark rings around his armpits. He plays a low melody on the bass strings of the guitar and most of the people sing along to this part as well: ‘Dah-dah-dum, da-da-da-da-dum, da-da-dum!’ He wiggles his hips and points the head of the guitar at the crowd, as if he is shooting the notes at them.

He has them in the palm of his hands.

His name is Batty Prendergast, and he has just started going out with my sister Patricia, who is twenty-one.

My dad appears through the swarm of people and
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