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      INTRODUCTION

      
      They are the stories that haunt us, that force us to dig deep into our souls for sympathy, and shock us to the core. Yet they
         take place in Ireland, in seemingly happy homes and in inexplicable moments of apparent madness.
      

      
      For years, academics have tried to explain these cases, which are so rare that surely we shouldn’t know of any worthy of our
         interest. And yet we do – and over the past decade we have heard about too many parents who have turned on their own flesh
         and blood. Familicide, filicide and murder-suicide have become all too familiar in Ireland. So called ‘family wipeouts’ have
         left their indelible images on the collective conscience of the nation. Nothing will explain conclusively why a man or woman
         chose to murder his or her own family.
      

      
      Across the globe, familicide – the killing of an entire family followed by the suicide of the perpetrator – is recognised
         as principally a male phenomenon. The killer has often been profiled as a good family man, a loyal husband and father who
         is consumed by a sense of inadequacy. He is tipped over the edge by something that makes him feel he is losing control over those he considers he owns: his children and wife or partner.
      

      
      But familicide is not exclusively male. In the natural order it is a mother’s role to nurture and provide for her child and
         – in certain circumstances – even to give her own life for her son or daughter. There are few things that society deems more
         unnatural and terrifying than a mother who kills her child. What, in the end, drives a woman to take that young life?
      

      
      For a long time in Ireland, mental illness was hidden, the secret shame of many families. It may, or may not, lie behind at
         least some of these appalling crimes. It is difficult to sympathise with a killer. It is almost impossible to empathise with
         a child killer – particularly when he or she is, or was, a parent. But to understand what forces a parent to kill, or a husband
         to murder the wife he once loved, and perhaps still loves, we must leave behind our prejudices and walk with them into their
         darkness.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      1

      
      IF I CAN’T HAVE YOU …

      
      The Cases of Greg Fox, Stephen Byrne,
George McGloin and James Byrne

      
      The scenes of savagery that greeted those who first entered Debbie and Greg Fox’s comfortable bungalow home on a bright summer
         morning in July 2001 were so horrific and gruesome that they will remain firmly etched on their minds for the rest of their
         lives. ‘If there was ever a hell on earth, it was in that blood-drenched house. Its interior bore more of a resemblance to
         the inside of a busy abattoir than a family home,’ one seasoned detective told the Sunday World.
      

      
      It was a Saturday in the sleepy village of Castledaly in Westmeath and the shutters remained down on the Foxes’ grocery, adjacent
         to the home that the young couple had moved to just eighteen months before, so that they could bring up their children in
         a safe rural environment. Those who came to buy their papers, their milk or fill their car at one of the four pumps at the
         front couldn’t understand why the shop hadn’t opened for business as usual, and why Greg and his pretty wife Debbie weren’t behind the counter. The curtains at the windows
         of their small bungalow remained drawn and those who knocked got no response. As the morning wore on, neighbours became suspicious
         and called gardaí to come and investigate.
      

      
      The peace and innocence of the tiny village was shattered that warm summer morning when officers used a hammer to break a
         window and made their way inside. There they discovered dark-haired Debbie’s broken and battered body in a pool of blood on
         the kitchen floor. The bodies of her sons Trevor, nine, and Killian, seven, were mutilated in their separate bedrooms. They
         had been repeatedly stabbed with a butcher’s knife. Their father, Greg, was discovered lying on the floor: he had slashed
         his wrists.
      

      
      Just a few hours earlier, Fox – he would later be described as a domineering bully who wanted to control every aspect of Debbie’s
         life – had embarked on a crazed attack on his family. He had repeatedly punched Debbie in the face, so hard that she had collapsed
         onto a table laden with bottles of drink. He had then grabbed a broken Budweiser bottle, stabbed her in the neck and banged
         her head off the kitchen floor. Then he got a kitchen knife and stuck it into her chest and throat.
      

      
      But Fox still wasn’t finished. He went out to a storeroom, got a hurl and a long-handled butcher’s knife and, as his wife
         of eleven years lay dying on the floor, he beat her over the head with the hurl, fracturing her skull.
      

      
      Satisfied that she was dead, he headed upstairs with the butcher’s knife to where his two little boys lay sleeping. He stabbed
         them forty-seven times. Trevor took the brunt of his father’s rage and put up a huge struggle. Stab wounds on his hands would
         later prove he fought desperately for his life as Fox knifed him thirty-one times. Killian was smaller but he, too, fought back. He was stabbed sixteen times. ‘I didn’t want the
         kids to wake up and see their mum like that, so I decided to kill them. I went to the bedrooms and stabbed them,’ Fox would
         later tell officers. ‘I loved the three of them. I loved my wife, but she didn’t love me. She was going to leave.’
      

      
      As gardaí cordoned off the house and Technical Bureau officers combed the scene, Deputy State Pathologist Dr Marie Cassidy
         carried out her preliminary examinations of the bodies before they were removed to Longford Westmeath General Hospital for
         postmortems. Greg Fox was initially brought to Portiuncula Hospital in Ballinasloe, where his injuries were treated and he
         was held in a private room manned by gardaí.
      

      
      But news travelled fast through the village about the horrors that had been discovered inside the Fox home, and there was
         little sympathy for Greg Fox. Those who had known Debbie were quick to point out that he was obsessive and jealous.
      

      
      Although they hadn’t been living in the village for very long, the Foxes were well-known from their work in the grocery and
         small filling station that they had bought from local man Sean Kelly. They had told neighbours that they had chosen to settle
         there for their sons, whom they had enrolled in St Kieran’s School a short distance away. Debbie had worked in the shop most
         days, and was friendly and courteous to those who dropped in for papers or petrol or, in particular during a recent hot spell,
         for an ice cream. Greg was in and out, often behind the counter, unpacking deliveries or stacking the shelves.
      

      
      As officers quizzed Fox about his murder spree, rumours circulated of a split in the marriage, and while he was telling gardaí that Debbie had driven him to kill because she was going to leave him, others were saying he was a bully and control
         freak.
      

      
      The following Monday he was discharged from hospital and brought to Athlone Garda Station for formal questioning. Outside,
         a mob gathered, and during the afternoon, officers had to lock the station as tensions increased. Soon 150 people had gathered
         outside. Later, some screamed abuse at Fox as he was taken, with a coat over his head, from the station to the court. Others
         rushed the garda barrier, and kicked the car – one man was arrested after Fox had been led into court.
      

      
      Inside the courtroom, Judge James O’Sullivan heard evidence from Garda Sergeant Sean Leydon about Fox’s arrest in relation
         to the killings. Fox’s solicitor Hugh Campbell asked that he be medically assessed in custody and he was remanded to re-appear
         on 3 August. Throughout the short hearing, he sat in the dock with both arms and his right thumb heavily bandaged; his left
         arm was in a sling. At times he shook uncontrollably and once almost fell. He stared at the floor for most of the hearing.
      

      
      Trouble flared again as he left the court.

      
      The following Friday, as the bodies of Debbie and her two young sons were removed to St Killian’s Church in Tallaght for burial,
         Fox was due back in court. He couldn’t attend because he was undergoing treatment in the Central Mental Hospital. The chief
         medical officer at Clover Hill Prison, Dr Noel Browne, told the court that Fox had been assessed by medical staff after he
         had been remanded and transferred immediately to the Central Mental Hospital in Dundrum. Fox had suffered from injuries to
         his hands and was now under the care of Dr Harry Kennedy, chief psychiatrist at the Central Mental Hospital. He was not fit
         to attend court and might not be for some time.
      

      
      
      Judge Michael Connellan issued a sick warrant, to be sent to Clover Hill Prison, for Fox to be brought before the court the
         following Friday; he said he would issue further warrants each week until Fox was fit to appear before the court again. Mr
         Hugh Campbell, defending, asked that his client receive physiotherapy for his injuries at Tallaght Hospital.
      

      
      The next day, hundreds of grief-stricken mourners lined out at the church to bid a final farewell to the family Fox had killed
         in a bloodbath just a week previously. It was the same church where Debbie had married him in 1990. Father Paul O’Driscoll
         had few words to console those who stared in disbelief at the two white coffins and Debbie’s oak one. ‘We find ourselves thirsting
         for consolation,’ he said. ‘In the depths of our hearts we may well be wondering if there was something we could have done
         or said to prevent what happened.’ All three were buried after the funeral mass at Newlands Cemetery, just around the corner
         from the church.
      

      
      At his trial in November 2003, Fox pleaded guilty to the three murders. Looking more like a businessman than a triple killer
         when he appeared in the dock of Dublin’s Central Criminal court, the one-time commercial traveller remained stony-faced as
         he accepted that he had murdered his wife and two young boys. ‘I feel I have caused enough pain to my family and my wife’s
         family, and I do not wish to put everyone through the ordeal of a trial,’ he said in a statement.
      

      
      After his sentencing, it emerged that he and Debbie had spent a night out at the village pub before he had turned into a killer
         in their house. Debbie’s friend Mandy Barrett told the Irish Mirror that Fox had moved out of the family home a month before he had killed his young family, as he and Debbie were set to split.
         She added: ‘He decided what makeup she wore and the length of her dresses. I remember one night, a woman friend wanted Debbie to go with her to the cinema to see Bridget Jones’s Diary. But Greg would not allow her. He said going to the cinema would lead her to go out to pubs, which would lead her to go clubbing,
         so he stopped her.’
      

      
      Anyone left with any doubt about the anger and jealous rage that had engulfed Greg Fox that night was in no doubt after the
         inquest on Debbie and her boys, which took place after his trial. The court heard how many times he had stabbed his little
         boys after savagely attacking his wife. Deputy State Pathologist Dr Marie Cassidy said all three victims had wounds on their
         hands, indicating that they had tried to defend themselves against him.
      

      
      Fox’s solicitor read a statement to the inquest in which Fox apologised to the family and expressed remorse. He claimed he
         never set out to harm his family, but blamed the cataclysmic collapse of his marriage for bringing about a chain of actions
         that he ‘never thought he could be capable of’. County Coroner Dr Wilfred Hoover said Debbie Fox had died of haemorrhage from
         neck wounds, while Trevor and Killian had died from multiple stab wounds to their faces, necks and trunks. In the courtroom
         Fox’s words of sorrow offered little relief: ‘I loved the three of them. I loved my wife so much, but she didn’t love me and
         I just went mad.’
      

      
      The deaths of little Trevor and Killian Fox in 2001 followed several other child murders in the Republic. Just a year previously,
         another man’s rage at his wife had led him to stab her to death, then to ply his two young sons with alcohol before he drove
         them off a pier in Wexford. Stephen Byrne sparked an international manhunt when he disappeared in September 2000 with his
         sons Alan, ten, and six-year-old Shane.
      

      
      The family had been last seen alive on Monday, 25 September. Stephen, aged forty-one, had attended work at a water-treatment plant while his wife Maeve brought the two boys
         to their school, De La Salle Primary, in Kilkenny. Two days later, a relative contacted gardaí because he could get no response
         at the house. When officers arrived there, they discovered Maeve’s body in a pool of blood. She had been stabbed with a kitchen
         knife and was covered with a blanket behind a sofa in the kitchen. Bloodstains indicated that she had been dragged there from
         where she had been attacked in another part of the room. The ironing board was still standing and two of Stephen’s shirts
         lay neatly folded on a table. Maeve had put up a ferocious struggle for her life but there was no sign of her two boys, Stephen
         or the family’s Wexford-registered white Ford Escort hatchback.
      

      
      Officers at the scene immediately noted that there were no signs of a break-in and early enquiries indicated that the Byrnes’
         marriage had been tense because of Maeve’s extramarital affairs. They had moved from Kilkenny to Cuffesgrange to make a new
         start just two years earlier. From the outset the horrendous attack on Maeve worried officers. Stephen was the chief suspect,
         but he was missing with the children and they feared for his state of mind. Maeve’s body appeared to have lain where it was
         for at least a couple of days, which meant her husband had probably been on the run ever since. Officers knew they had to
         catch up with him.
      

      
      The Garda Technical Bureau was called to the scene although no murder weapons were found. Officially, investigators said they
         found it difficult to estimate the time of death, but put it somewhere between lunchtime on the Monday and lunchtime on the
         Wednesday. They wanted as much information, including sightings, from the public as possible and didn’t want to state a particular
         time of death, in case some did not come forward with detail that might prove invaluable.
      

      
      On the Thursday, Superintendent Kevin Donohue issued a statement saying that, following an overnight postmortem on Mrs Byrne,
         officers had launched a full murder investigation. ‘We are very concerned for the health and safety of Mrs Byrne’s husband
         and her two young sons. Their whereabouts are still unknown,’ he said.
      

      
      The gardaí pulled out all the stops, knowing they were racing against the clock if they were going to catch Byrne and find
         the little boys alive. They brought in every support available to them, including the garda helicopter and divers, who began
         searching Waterford Harbour where Byrne had loved to fish. A massive team of officers began combing any possible hiding places
         near the family home, including isolated barns and outhouses.
      

      
      Security videos at ports and airports were examined and Interpol were alerted to the possibility that the three had already
         gone abroad and were somewhere in either the UK or Europe. Pictures of Stephen and the two boys were released across the media
         and the nation was asked to keep its eyes peeled for them. The public was also urged to help officers by scouring their own
         properties for signs of anything suspicious. Appeals were made on local radio, and a priest begged Stephen to bring the boys
         home safely: Father Martin Delaney appeared on The Pat Kenny Show to talk about the young family. ‘I’m just praying that they will all be found safe and sound,’ he said. ‘Now I am just hoping
         that if they are still driving around the area, they will hear these appeals on the car radio and make contact with the police.
         This is a particularly disturbing and devastating time for their families.’ He also made a direct appeal to Stephen: ‘This
         is a devastating kind of blow for a small community like ours. These are not the type of headlines a little village like Cuffesgrange likes to see.
         It is a very disturbing kind of event. I was saying mass there at nine o’clock and parishioners were particularly struck by
         the children this morning. They are very conscious of the two boys who are missing. I am very conscious that Stephen has parents,
         has a father himself – he is a son too – and I am just hoping they are all safe.’
      

      
      The following morning, as the family of Maeve Byrne were preparing for her burial, two little bodies were washed up on two
         Wexford beaches. Shane’s was found first, on Duncannon beach, by a young mother, Mary McGrath, who was out for an early-morning
         walk. He was lying face down in seaweed. Two hours later farmer James Power searched the beach near his home after hearing
         radio reports of the first body being found. As he ran down to the lonely strand on Boyce’s Bay, he saw Alan.
      

      
      Then fishermen spotted the white car in the water off Duncannon Pier as the tide went out. Divers and technical experts managed
         to lift it from the harbour bed. Initially it was believed that the car would contain the body of the boys’ father, but it
         did not. Forensic experts cordoned off the scenes at the beaches and the pier, while the boys’ bodies were taken to Waterford
         General Hospital for postmortem examination.
      

      
      News of the grim discoveries reached Foulkstown Cemetery in Kilkenny just moments before Maeve’s burial service was due to
         begin.
      

      
      At Duncannon Pier people spoke in hushed tones of the madness that had overtaken Stephen Byrne. A keen fisherman, he had taken
         part in many angling contests in the town, and a ferry operator who worked out of the harbour told journalist Lynne Kelleher
         that he had taken Stephen out on his boat just two weeks ago. ‘He was very nice and very family-orientated. We were late coming in, but all he was concerned about was making sure he rang home so he could say goodnight to his two boys.’
      

      
      Sergeant Tom Lavery of the Garda Diving Unit had led the search. He said: ‘It was very sad. In the back of the car we found
         hurleys, helmets, a teddy and kids’ trainers. The windows were probably smashed with the impact. They were slightly open because
         the car was upside down in the water. The visibility in the harbour was nil … We got a report of three missing people. We’ve
         found the boys and we’re going to continue to look for the other person. Divers will search around the harbour and there will
         be searches of the nearby beaches as well. It would have been better for everyone concerned if we had found the body and could
         bring this investigation to a finish.’
      

      
      Behind the scenes, officers had pieced together a brief background on the Byrnes’ lives. They had married in Kilkenny in 1988
         and gone on to have their two children. Stephen was a lorry driver and had worked extensively abroad. Maeve had stayed at
         home to mind her two children, but two years earlier the couple had moved to Cuffesgrange after she had had a series of affairs.
         They had decided to give their marriage another go. In recent months, Stephen had begun to suspect his wife was having another
         affair and they had spoken of splitting up and possibly divorcing. The tension between the couple had evidently ratcheted
         at some point on that Monday night between nine o’clock and midnight, and Stephen’s rage had escalated to a murderous level.
      

      
      But still Stephen Byrne was missing. The evidence suggested that he had been in the car when it was driven off Duncannon Pier
         and would have had little chance of survival in the cold and choppy seas. Byrne knew the waters around the harbour and had
         chosen the deepest spot before he plunged his car headlong over the wall. The vehicle was in gear, the keys in the ignition.
      

      
      Nearly a week after the brutal murder, Stephen Byrne’s tracksuit bottoms were recovered from Boyce’s Bay near to where the
         body of his son Alan had been found. Divers vowed to continue their search, but as the days wore on, the likelihood of finding
         him became slimmer and slimmer. Five days after the boys had been washed up, searchers concluded that if Byrne was in the
         water, his body had been swept out to sea. Strong currents in the harbour meant that many drowning victims were never recovered.
         Three rivers – the Barrow, Nore and Suir – flow into the estuary, producing a raging tide, and experienced searchers warned
         that once a body had passed Hook Head, it was extremely unlikely to be found.
      

      
      More than two weeks later, the body of Stephen Byrne was found tangled in trawler nets off the Welsh coast. It was taken to
         the port of Porthgain in Pembrokeshire, where dental records confirmed its identity.
      

      
      In December an inquest in Wales heard that Maeve and Stephen Byrne had both been treated for depression. PC Paul Phillips,
         who had liaised closely with gardaí, said: ‘The marriage was strained because Mrs Byrne had been having several affairs. It
         is known she was having an affair at the time of her death.’ He told the inquest in Milford Haven, Pembrokeshire, that she
         was taking medication in the days before her death. PC Phillips said that Byrne was last seen leaving work at five thirty
         on the Monday evening and he had phoned his brother Paul a few hours later. When gardaí broke into the family home two days
         later, they discovered that Maeve had been stabbed three times.
      

      
      An Irish inquest held in Kilkenny heard the shocking details of how Byrne had given his little boys alcohol before driving
         them off Duncannon Pier. Deputy State Pathologist Dr Marie Cassidy said that both the boys had a high blood alcohol level
         before they drowned. But they had been alive when they were driven into the sea. She recorded 35 milligrams of alcohol in
         ten-year-old Alan’s blood but six-year-old Shane’s level was even higher at 55 milligrams.
      

      
      Stephen’s brother Paul described how he had found Maeve’s body wrapped in a blue sheet in the kitchen. He told Coroner Rory
         Hogan that he had become worried when his brother failed to ring him. ‘On the twenty-ninth of September, myself, my father
         Mick and my sister Josephine went up to the house with Sergeant Quinlan. Sergeant Quinlan removed the bathroom window as the
         house was locked up. We were inside for about fifteen to twenty minutes when I noticed a blue towel behind the couch in the
         kitchen. It was my sister-in-law, Maeve Byrne.’
      

      
      Dr Cassidy said that the woman’s body was face up and had been covered with two blue sheets. A pillow case lay over her head
         and she was naked underneath a white towelling robe. She believed the body had been dragged behind the couch, as there was
         bruising on the legs and ankles, and that Mrs Byrne had lain dead in the kitchen for around thirty-six hours before she was
         discovered. ‘She suffered from cardiac trauma and a severe loss of blood. It is not clear if she put up a defence,’ she said.
      

      
      At his conclusion, the coroner said: ‘In respect of these tragedies, everybody is greatly saddened, which really is an understatement.
         The losses and gaps these deaths have left in both families is a great tragedy. On behalf of this court and the gardaí, I
         would like to extend my sympathies.’ No members of either family, except Paul Byrne, had shown up to hear the gruesome findings.
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      Stephen Byrne and Greg Fox had killed their own flesh and blood in fits of jealous rage against their partners, but they were
         not alone in doing so. Four months after Fox had murdered his wife and sons, another man would take out his fury on the woman
         he could not bear to be without, by killing himself and their little child. George McGloin was a strapping Irish-Canadian
         who had met Kilkenny girl Lorraine Leahy in 1997. McGloin was a paramedic from Toronto, the son of a former police chief,
         and a handsome catch.
      

      
      Lorraine was smitten and moved to Canada with her boyfriend, where she became pregnant. They then moved back to Ireland and
         settled in Dublin. There she gave birth to their daughter, Robyn, in June 1999. But six weeks after the birth, the couple
         split and Lorraine returned to her hometown of Callan in Kilkenny. George remained in contact and, once every two weeks, visited
         Lorraine and the baby. He took a job in Limerick and was insistent his relationship with Lorraine would reignite. She, however,
         repeatedly told him that she didn’t want to be with him: she had begun a new relationship.
      

      
      A murderous rage started to boil within McGloin. On the day of the killing, 11 November 2001, he had travelled to Callan to
         look after his child. Lorraine suggested he take Robyn out, as it was a gloriously sunny day, rare for that time of year,
         but McGloin wanted to stay in the house.
      

      
      Half an hour after he arrived Lorraine went to meet a friend in a bar where she worked part-time. During the afternoon McGloin
         phoned her and asked her if she was staying where she was. She told him she would. But McGloin rang back. This time he asked
         Lorraine to return to the house as he wanted to head back to Limerick. At her little girl’s inquest, she reported: ‘When I
         opened the front door that afternoon, Robyn jumped into my arms and George McGloin closed the door behind me. He had a frightening look on his face and his eyes were bulging.’
      

      
      McGloin lashed out at Lorraine, punching her in the back and knocking her to the floor. She tried to defend herself but he
         jumped on top of her and continued to punch her. The little girl started to cry and McGloin grabbed a poker and pushed it
         into the child’s stomach. In panic, Lorraine managed to drag him off their child and rushed to try to grab a knife to defend
         them. But he hit her on the back of the head with the poker. ‘I kept screaming at him to leave Robyn alone,’ Lorraine told
         the inquest. ‘Then I saw blood on Robyn and splatters of blood on the wall.’
      

      
      Somehow Lorraine managed to crawl out of the house to get help. Outside, Francis Laffan and his friend Martin McGuire saw
         her. She was hysterical and had a large wound at the back of her head but managed to tell them: ‘He’s killing my baby inside.’
         The men tried to get in through the front door of the house but it was locked, so they dashed around to the back.
      

      
      In the living room they saw a man lying on the floor, holding a knife and bleeding from the stomach. They saw little Robyn
         on the couch beside him. Laffan told the inquest that the child was still alive. ‘The man smiled up at me and spoke, but I
         did not know what he said.’ Laffan worried that if he approached McGloin, the man might lash out at the child again. Eventually
         he went inside and lifted Robyn from the couch. He noticed a cut on her neck and realised she was dead.
      

      
      In the meantime, locals had phoned gardaí. When Detective Frank McKenna and a colleague arrived, Robyn’s body was outside
         on the pavement covered with a blanket. McGloin’s was inside the house: he had stabbed himself five times in the heart and
         liver. An examination of Robyn’s body would later show that she had suffered stab wounds to her heart and neck and had died from bleeding into her chest.
      

      
      At the inquest, Lorraine said that a month before the attack, McGloin had become angry when she had told him she was seeing
         someone. Nothing else had signalled what was to come. The twenty-six-year-old mother had moved back to Callan so that her
         little girl could grow up surrounded by the family who loved her and where Lorraine herself had spent a happy childhood. McGloin
         had been working at the Midwestern Regional Hospital in Limerick and was within weeks of qualifying as an emergency medical
         technician.
      

      
      While Stephen Byrne, Greg Fox and George McGloin were overcome by a murderous rage focused on their wife or partner, another
         father would stun those who knew and loved him, when he killed his little girl. Just a month before Stephen Byrne had stabbed
         Maeve and driven his little boys into the sea, a Dublin man buckled under the weight of his depression and strangled his five-year-old
         daughter because she refused to get dressed.
      

      
      In 2002 James Byrne was found guilty while insane of the murder of little Nicole at Cromcastle Drive in Coolock on 6 July
         2000. He had pleaded not guilty to murder, but admitted killing the child while suffering from depression by strangling her
         with his pyjama cord.
      

      
      Byrne was described as a model parent, and Prosecution Counsel Patrick Gageby said in his opening speech that the case was
         far removed from most similar crimes, which usually involved dysfunctional families. James and his wife Sylvia worked, drank
         little and were devoted to their two children, Nicole and eleven-year-old James, he said. Before the killing, Byrne had been
         depressed and wasn’t eating properly. The month before he strangled his little girl, the family had gone on holiday but he had forced them to return early. When they had got back, his wife was so worried about him that she had brought
         him to the family doctor, who prescribed medication for depression. At the same time, the court heard, Nicole’s behaviour
         had become difficult and she had not wanted to go to school.
      

      
      On the morning of the killing, Sylvia, who worked at the nearby Cadbury plant, left for work as usual at seven forty a.m.
         and her husband dropped James off at his tennis club. Nicole was in the car but had refused to get dressed and was still wearing
         her pyjamas. When they got home, he strangled the child and put her in his own bed. He had then tried to hang himself in the
         attic with a skipping rope but failed, so he drove to Dollymount where he tried to drown himself. He failed at that too, so
         he drove to Blessington Lakes and tried again to drown himself, once more without success.
      

      
      When young James got back from his tennis club at lunchtime, he discovered his sister’s body and went to a neighbour for help.
         At work, Sylvia was told that there had been an accident in the house.
      

      
      Mr Gageby told the jury that Nicole was killed because Byrne had decided he wanted to commit suicide and didn’t want to leave
         his wife with two children.
      

      
      In her evidence, Sylvia Byrne said she had been worried about her husband’s health and her daughter’s behaviour for some weeks
         before the killing. Her daughter had complained of feeling sad, and when she asked why, Nicole had said, ‘I don’t know, Ma.
         I love you and I love my dad and I love James, but something is making me sad.’ After his arrest, Sylvia had spoken to her
         husband at Sandymount Garda Station, where he told her: ‘I killed her, Sylvia.’ She told the court she was standing by her
         husband and that her family had been punished enough. Turning to the jury, she said Nicole’s death would never leave her but, ‘Jim loved her, too.’
      

      
      State Psychiatrist Dr Charles Smith told the court that Byrne had been suffering from a serious depression before, during
         and after the killing. He had no doubt that the killing had been ‘illness-driven’. However, he added, Byrne’s illness was
         not psychotic in nature: serious depression carries with it a high risk of suicide, and while the sufferer does not normally
         bring someone with him, it may occur.
      

      
      Seventeen-month-old Jack Brennan was killed by a mentally disturbed uncle in March 2000, just four months before Nicole was
         strangled by her depressed father. He was thrown into a quarry pond, where he was later discovered with a rope tied round
         his neck and a brick strung to his feet: he had been strangled. David Brennan was only eighteen when he choked his nephew
         to death. At his trial he was found guilty while insane, and was detained indefinitely in the Central Mental Hospital.
      

      
      During his trial the Central Criminal Court heard medical evidence that David Brennan had been diagnosed as suffering from
         paranoid schizophrenia and often had delusional hallucinations while in a psychotic state.
      

      
      Dr Charles Smith said Brennan had been in this confused state when he had killed the child. Brennan had told him that he killed
         baby Jack ‘to relieve his sister from a bad future in relation to the child’. Brennan’s mother, Patricia, said she had taken
         her son to Ardee Psychiatric Hospital on the night of the killing. He was prescribed medication but allowed home.
      

      
      Shortly after the verdict, Paul Moore, solicitor, issued a brief statement on behalf of David Brennan’s family: ‘The past
         two years have been a most harrowing and difficult time for the family. They are relieved that there is now some closure. Nothing will bring Jack back. However, the family takes some comfort
         in the knowledge that David is at last receiving, and will continue to receive, the medical treatment which sufferers of his
         condition so require.’
      

      
      Brennan’s psychosis was caused by a chemical imbalance in his brain and the signs had been there from his early teens. He
         was expelled twice from school for trouble-making and drug-taking. His mother had had to bar him from the family home months
         before the murder of her grandson. During the four months he was out of her house, he had slept rough, and she eventually
         allowed him return. On the day of the murder, his GP had referred him to hospital but he wasn’t admitted. Nobody ever suspected
         he was a danger to baby Jack, and those connected with the case testified that he had loved the baby. His sister Barbara had
         been asleep when he took Jack from his bed, put him in his buggy and strangled him near the quarry pond.
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      THE PLAN

      
      Adrian Dunne and The Monageer Tragedy

      
      Fear and panic hit Marian O’Brien instantly, as she read the headline: ‘Four Bodies Found in County Wexford Home’. On the
         television remote control, she hit 104 and waited for the teletext news to appear on the screen. The colour drained from her
         face and her heart pounded. It was a family – a couple and their two children – and they had been discovered that morning.
         All were dead. A garda inquiry was under way but it was understood that officers weren’t looking for anyone else in connection
         with the deaths.
      

      
      ‘Please, God, don’t let it be them.’ Frantically she searched her handbag for her mobile phone. Her hands shook as she dialled
         Ciara’s number. She waited for a ring tone. But there was nothing. She dialled again – she needed to hear Ciara’s voice and
         be reassured that all was well.
      

      
      On the television, the teletext information had been updated. The tragedy had taken place in Monageer. ‘Oh, my God, it’s them! I know it’s them,’ she told her friend, who tried to tell her that everything would be alright. It was four
         p.m. on Monday, 23 April 2007, and Marian O’Brien’s world as she knew it was about to change for ever.
      

      
      She rang Directory Enquiries and was put through to Ferns Garda Station, but the phone rang out. She called again, and this
         time asked for Enniscorthy Garda Station, where the phone was picked up. The garda who answered couldn’t provide her with
         any more information as to the identity of who had died. ‘I just want to know if it’s my daughter,’ she begged. The officer
         said she would try to find out and call her back.
      

      
      Marian scanned the few teletext paragraphs again. Monageer: the town where Ciara was living with her husband Adrian and their
         two little girls, Léan, who was just about to turn five, and three-year-old Shania. She picked up the phone again and rang
         her husband’s mobile.
      

      
      P.J. O’Brien was at work when he answered the call to his wife. He knew the minute he answered that something was desperately
         wrong. Marian was hysterical and gasping as she told him about the news on teletext. She told him she had phoned the garda
         stations but they couldn’t tell her anything. P.J. tried to reassure her – but he was worried. He told her to phone a family
         friend, a garda inspector stationed not too far away in Baltinglass, Wicklow. Perhaps he could help. ‘I’m on the way,’ he
         said, grabbing his car keys. ‘I’m sure everything will be OK.’
      

      
      The O’Briens were not given to unnecessary panic but they had had so many sleepless nights in recent months, worrying about
         Ciara and their little grandchildren. They knew too well that Adrian had an unhealthy degree of control over Ciara, and was
         obsessed with keeping her and the girls all to himself. Could he have harmed them?
      

      
      
      Marian closed her eyes and saw the smiling faces of the little girls: Léan with her brown curls, and Shania with her soft
         blonde mane. They were sweet little things who, despite their sight problems, were happy, healthy children who loved to play
         and giggle. Their arrival had brought out the best in Ciara, but fatherhood had changed Adrian for the worse.
      

      
      At twenty-six, Ciara was the O’Briens’ second daughter in a family of four. She had always been what her mother described
         as ‘vulnerable’. She had been born in Letterkenny in Donegal, but when she was just two, her father’s work had taken the family
         to Dublin. They had lived there until she was six when P.J. was transferred to Sligo and the family moved back to their native
         Donegal, settling in the little village of Burt. Ciara was a beautiful, sweet-natured child, but she struggled at school and
         could never quite keep up with her peers. When she was in fifth class, she was assessed as a slow learner, but P.J. and Marian
         were determined that they would give her every opportunity in life. They sent her to a local special-needs school where she
         received one-to-one tuition, which suited her. In 1994 she went on to another special school at Belmont, in nearby Derry City,
         and spent four years there.
      

      
      Ciara loved children and often said she wanted ‘a football team’ of her own. After school she first attended a Training and
         Developmental Institute in Lifford, in Donegal, and then did an FAS training course. When she won a place to study as a childcare
         assistant at Park House, in Stillorgan, she was delighted and so were her family. Finally she would have the opportunity to
         train in what she really loved doing. While Park House offered her some independence, it was also a safe environment where
         she could learn at her own pace.
      

      
      In the summer of 2000, when Ciara was still only nineteen, she was introduced to another resident of Park House by a mutual friend. Adrian Dunne was the fifth child of a family of nine born to Mary and Hughie Dunne, a touring musician, and
         he had been reared in a rural local-authority house in County Wexford. His parents were visually impaired, as were several
         of his siblings. Adrian had been born with congenital cataracts. As an infant and a young child, he underwent operations on
         his eyes. At eight, he started to have epileptic-type seizures, and in his teens he developed glaucoma, which blinded him.
         He had attended a mainstream primary school in Wexford, but in 1991, when he was thirteen, he had been assessed by a clinical
         psychologist as functioning at the upper limits of mild mental handicap, with an IQ of 64. He was sent to Our Lady of Fatima
         Special School in Wexford, where he sat the Junior Certificate in two subjects.
      

      
      Adrian’s health problems were never far away. When he left school he did a number of skills courses, but at eighteen he developed
         pneumonia and ended up in hospital. In the years that followed he suffered from renal colic, a severe pain associated with
         kidney stones, and hydrocele, an accumulation of fluids around a testicle, which resulted in surgery. Despite his health,
         he had always harboured a desire to become a journalist, and when he got a place on a FAS media training course in Dublin,
         he moved to Park House.
      

      
      From the moment he met Ciara, Adrian decided she was ‘the One’. She was smaller than him, with long, straight brown hair and
         a pretty face, always smiling. He had a domineering personality and liked to have things his own way. His girlfriend was submissive
         and could be easily manipulated if she disagreed with him. He liked to be in control and she looked up to him, hanging on
         his every word.
      

      
      When she brought him home to meet her family in Donegal, the O’Briens were welcoming, if a little concerned about Ciara’s ability to conduct an adult relationship. They had always wanted the best and the most for their daughter, but
         they couldn’t help worrying about whether she was mature enough to handle the ups and downs of love. They hoped against hope
         that she wouldn’t be hurt.
      

      
      About twelve months into the courtship, Ciara became pregnant and the O’Briens decided the best thing for their daughter was
         to be near home where she could receive the support she would need when she had her baby. Adrian moved with her, and the couple
         shared a flat in Letterkenny until a relative of Ciara allowed them to move into a house in Bridgend at a low rent. Léan was
         born in May 2002 and shortly after was diagnosed with congenital cataracts.
      

      
      Ciara took to motherhood like a duck to water. When she was discharged from hospital, a note was made about her learning difficulties
         but added that she was ‘coping well’. A few weeks later, Léan’s cataracts were removed. The baby spent a considerable time
         in hospital, followed by check-ups in the months that followed. The prognosis was good, and Ciara and Adrian were told that
         the little girl was likely to have 70 per cent of her sight.
      

      
      While Ciara loved her new role as a mother, Adrian seemed to take his new status as man of the house to an extreme. He constantly
         told Ciara what to do and how to do it – even when it came to the baby. She saw nothing wrong with this. Whenever her family
         tried to challenge Adrian about it, he was defensive and Ciara always took his side. The O’Briens tried to be encouraging
         and supportive and a family friend even provided Adrian and Ciara with money to go to Disneyland in Florida after the traumas
         they had experienced during their first six months as parents. While they were there, they completely overspent their budget,
         lavishing gifts on Léan, and had to ring Ciara’s parents when they couldn’t pay their hotel bill.
      

      
      Back at home, they received every social welfare allowance they were entitled to, but found it hard to stick to a budget and
         racked up a number of loans with credit unions and from family members. Adrian, whose family had been in touch with Social
         Services throughout his life, began to restrict their involvement with his daughter. He took control of contact with social
         workers and cancelled early-development examinations and assessments.
      

      
      Meanwhile, those who saw Ciara felt she was finding it hard to grasp basic concepts like nappy changes. At their insistence,
         Social Services in Donegal eventually arranged, after a series of failed attempts, for their early-intervention team to see
         Léan in April 2003. The team included a physiotherapist, a paediatric registrar and a counsellor for special needs. Their
         report found she had ‘gross developmental delay’, and couldn’t sit without support, although she was almost a year old. They
         devised a plan for Léan to undergo speech therapy, special exercises and occupational therapy.
      

      
      The family cancelled their next appointment, then also a developmental examination and a hearing assessment. Social workers
         tried to visit on an almost daily basis throughout July, but couldn’t get access to the house and were told by a doctor that
         Ciara was now pregnant with the couple’s second child.
      

      
      Tensions between Adrian and the O’Briens reached new heights and he convinced Ciara to move nearer to his family in Wexford,
         far away from Donegal. There, he promised her, they would have nobody interfering in their lives, and a much better environment
         in which to rear their growing family. She agreed, but worried about what her parents would say if she moved so far away.
         Adrian persuaded her not to tell them and the couple waited until Ciara’s parents were on holidays to move.
      

      
      
      When the O’Briens returned, they had no idea where the pair had gone. It took them weeks to make contact with Ciara again.

      
      In Wexford Adrian and Ciara moved twice before Shania was born in November. As they liaised with a new set of developmental
         workers about Léan, a public health nurse who visited them noted that Adrian ‘has a personality disorder’. Until an appointment
         in October, the family attended their scheduled sessions for Léan but then started to cancel them and even moved house without
         telling her doctors.
      

      
      Shania too had inherited congenital cataracts and underwent surgery for both eyes shortly after she was born. In an interview
         recorded by a public health nurse after the birth, Ciara ‘came across as soft, gently spoken, lovely mothering qualities,
         caring, and liked information and took it on board’. As time went on Shania was also recognised as a slow developer but Léan
         was coming on. By her second birthday she had been referred for speech and language therapy, but it was noted that she was
         bright and her hearing test was normal. Still, the family continued to miss appointments or when health workers called to
         their home, they were out. They regularly changed their phone numbers and missed outpatient appointments without notice. Forms
         were returned unsigned relating to records from Donegal.
      

      
      In Wexford Adrian had also become more controlling and supervised any visits Ciara’s family made to her. The O’Briens felt
         distinctly unwelcome and had to stay in hotels. Adrian thwarted their efforts to see their daughter and grandchildren. When
         Shania was eighteen months old, the family moved again and settled in Wexford town where they decided to marry. Originally
         they planned a large wedding and Ciara intended inviting her extended family and friends from Donegal.
      

      
      
      But Adrian had other ideas. On New Year’s Eve of 2005 he sprang a surprise on her. He woke her at six thirty a.m. and told
         her to get dressed in her best clothes. He had secretly booked a church and had told his family the day before that they were
         getting married. His mother was to be maid of honour and his father, best man. The O’Briens only discovered that the wedding
         had taken place when a friend heard a request playing for the newlyweds on local radio. They were devastated and deeply worried
         for their daughter. They had done nothing wrong but Adrian was trying to keep them out of Ciara’s life.
      

      
      When the couple bought a car and designated Ciara as the driver, even though she hadn’t a full licence, they broadened their
         horizons: they made regular trips to the seaside and to the shops, and went to football or hurling matches together. But while
         the car gave them a sense of adventure, it didn’t give Ciara any more freedom. She had become very overweight and decided
         to join a gym in Gorey. She went two or three times a week, but every time she did, Adrian and the two girls would sit outside
         in the car waiting for her.
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