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Jacqueline Connolly was born in rural Ireland and raised as one of three children. She works as a senior HR professional. She holds a master’s degree in Human Resources Management and, inspired by her own experiences, has conducted valuable research into vicarious trauma, compassion fatigue, secondary traumatic stress and burnout for Irish healthcare workers.


She is an advocate for counselling, healing, and refusing to let catastrophe and adversity define us as people. As a result of her devastating loss, she is also passionate about raising awareness of domestic violence and the insidious nature of coercive control and other forms of domestic abuse.


She lives with her son in Cavan.
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Clodagh, Liam, Niall and Ryan, this book is dedicated to your memory. Grief is love lost, and we’ve lost a world of love after your lives were so brutally stolen. We miss you all so much every day, but I know you are still with us, loving and protecting us.


I also dedicate this book to my mum, Mary, who is a constant source of love, resilience and strength. She is a wonder. Despite her pain, she has never lost her sense of humour and her ability to make us laugh and carry on.


This book is also in honour of every woman who struggles against domestic violence in all its forms. In memory of my sister and nephews, I hope to continue to advocate for more awareness, support and justice for all victims of such violence.









This book contains descriptions of domestic violence, murder and other distressing events. Some passages may be difficult to read. Reader discretion is advised.










Prologue



I have a recurring nightmare about the murders. I find myself walking through the back door of Clodagh’s house. There is no lead-up to this. I don’t know what has led me there. I enter the cosy family kitchen and feel overwhelming dread and panic when I see Alan Hawe before me. It feels so real.


His back is to me, and he’s moving towards the door where my sister is. He hasn’t seen or heard me, but I see him gripping the knife and the axe, and I know what he’s about to do. I snatch something – sometimes it’s a heavy pan. It feels solid and weighty in my hands, and I swing for his head. I strike him hard, and Hawe falls, the murder weapons tumbling to the floor with him.


I’m breathing heavily with the effort of felling him. He doesn’t move again. I stare down at his crumpled form and relief rushes through me. I’ve saved them all – Clodagh, Liam, Niall and Ryan. In these panic-filled nightmares, I save them over and over again. I’ve done it countless times since they died. It must be my mind’s way of coping, attempting to rewrite history. It’s also probably a way of assuaging my guilt for not realising what Alan Hawe was capable of, for never spotting any red flags.


The nightmare always ends in the same way. I see Alan Hawe lying lifeless on the floor, and I know Clodagh is on her tablet in the living room, and the boys are upstairs, safe in their beds. That’s when I wake up, and the real nightmare begins. I remember no one saved them, and I know I’ll never see them again.


At times, finding justice for my sister and three nephews has felt as futile as my dreams of saving them. Mam and I set out with high hopes of learning the truth about why they died, but we’re constantly fighting for progress. Our final meeting with the murder investigation team happened on 17 January 2019, and I still remember it as clear as yesterday.


We were brought to a room upstairs in Cavan garda station nearly two and a half years after Clodagh and her three boys were murdered by Alan Hawe. We had so many questions, and the list was growing. Just weeks earlier, on St Stephen’s night, another issue arose.


My friend and I were in Matthews pub on Main Street in Virginia when a stranger approached me. ‘Are you Jacqueline Connolly?’ he asked.


I hesitated. I didn’t know him.


‘I want to talk to you about the night your sister and nephews were murdered.’


My heart sank. This was the last thing I wanted on a night over Christmas.


My friend Sinead leant in. ‘Leave her alone. We’re trying to enjoy our night out.’


We left the pub, but the man was persistent. He reappeared after we moved to the Riverfront Hotel in the town, insisting he had information I needed to know. I felt apprehensive, but I agreed to talk to him, standing under the camera outside.


He told me he had seen the murderer, Alan Hawe, the day the bodies were discovered. He said Hawe was driving his car.


‘What time did you see him?’


‘About half past six in the morning.’


By then Alan Hawe was supposed to have been dead for hours.


‘Were you on your own?’


‘No, I was with my cousin.’


‘Where exactly did you see him?’


‘Burrow Cross.’


I knew the Burrow Hill, but he told me where Burrow Cross was.


I asked other questions, including which direction Hawe was travelling. He seemed to have been on his way to the school where he was vice-principal.


‘Did you report any of this?’


‘I reported it at the time to a guard in Ballyjamesduff.’ He gave me the garda’s full name.


The man was adamant about seeing Hawe that morning, going to the guard and reporting it. He gave me so much detail that it seemed unlikely he was making it up. The gardaí had never mentioned the sighting to us. What was Hawe doing on his way to the school that morning? Could he have been destroying evidence?


For me, it was just another twist in a nightmarish story. Unfortunately, it could also have been another issue ignored in the investigation. I never realised that night that the truth would remain hidden for a further five years.


All I knew was the sighting of Hawe was inconsistent with everything we’d been told, but the case seemed full of inconsistencies. Hawe had told Clodagh he was concerned after seeing an envelope addressed to him on file in the school. It had not been found in the investigation. Could he have been going to the school that morning to destroy it?


Before I did anything with the information about the sighting, I messaged the same man the following day. He replied within minutes: I didn’t tell you anything about seeing Alan Hawe that morning. I sat at the table, stunned, reading and rereading the message.


I pressed the heels of my palms into my eyes in confusion and despair. The first person I rang was Mam. I hardly knew what was going on any more or who to believe. This man’s claims and his subsequent message had my head reeling. What was going on?


That was when Mam and I requested a meeting with the lead investigation detective via our garda family liaison officer. The meeting was granted in the New Year. For us, this 2 p.m. meeting with the guards was like a final opportunity to learn why Clodagh and her boys had died. We were tired and frustrated after two and a half years of asking questions.


Yet we felt anything but confident or determined as we travelled together from our homes in Virginia to Cavan town that afternoon. I felt queasy, and Mam was so quiet that I knew she was as nervous as I was. At the station, a guard told us to remain in our car until they had a room ready for us. We sat for a minute or two until one of us said, ‘I’m not waiting in the car!’ We were tired of being told what to do. We marched into the station but had to wait about fifteen minutes in the station’s public office before being brought upstairs.


The garda investigation and the inquest had left us with more questions than answers. We still didn’t know what had triggered Alan Hawe’s murderous spree on the morning of 29 August 2016.


The letter Hawe left – we call it his ‘murder letter’ – and the evidence furnished by the investigation did not add up. Hawe said he was caught ‘red-handed’ and wrote that it would all ‘blow up’. Who caught him red-handed, and what had he been doing?


I can still see Mam and me that afternoon in Cavan garda station. We sit opposite the lead detective of the murder investigation and a female guard in a room on the first floor. Behind the guards’ heads, the windows look out over bare tree branches and across to Cavan courthouse on the opposite side of Farnham Street.


A long, broad conference table and growing mistrust separate us from the facing gardaí. The atmosphere in the room is as chilly as the winter day outside. Social niceties have been abandoned. No tea is offered.


Our family liaison officer is also attending the meeting. He sits to my right but remains silent throughout. Mam’s voice is quiet and calm as she moves through our list of concerns.


‘We’ve been going through his [Hawe’s] letter,’ Mam says. ‘There are a lot of questions that were never answered, particularly around the area when Alan Hawe was caught masturbating in the school.’


I’m holding a document in my handbag that says this. It’s a copy of the notes Alan Hawe’s counsellor made. We need to know if this provides the answer – a trigger for everything that happened?


The lead detective and the guard glance at each other, and the former’s response seems prickly.


‘And where did you get that from?’ he says.


‘It’s in the counsellor’s notes,’ says Mam. ‘You have all of those, haven’t you?’


‘I don’t recall anything in the counsellor’s notes about [anyone] caught masturbating in school.’


‘I have [his notes] with me,’ I say. ‘Do you want to see them?’


I indicate with a forefinger the line in the notes that reads, ‘Alan masturbated somewhere he shouldn’t have, possibly school.’


Before the discussion can go further, the female garda interjects: ‘That’s a garda report. Where did you get it?’


‘Where did you get this?’ echoes the detective.


‘It was sent to the solicitor,’ I say.


‘What else did you get from the solicitor?’


I feel like I’m being investigated now.


‘I have some concerns …’ he adds.


‘So do we,’ I say.


‘… that there has been a data protection breach.’


‘We did not seek [the report and statement]. They were sent to us,’ I say.


‘Irrespective of all that, I have serious concerns about a data protection breach.’


‘Well, my only concern is about my whole family that has been murdered,’ Mam says, her voice low but clear in the room.


The meeting progresses, but we’re facing a brick wall. ‘We have investigated this to the nth degree …’; ‘We have asked everybody …’; ‘The answers we have got are the answers …’; ‘We have done everything we can …’; ‘If somebody saw Alan Hawe masturbating in the classroom, or whatever, we would have been told.’


The predominant concern of the gardaí in the room seemed to be data protection rather than the investigation.


‘Have you any other statements in your possession at the moment?’ the lead detective demands.


‘Why are you making us feel like criminals?’ Mam asks. ‘There have to be lessons learnt from this. Otherwise, what is the point? It could be anybody’s family tomorrow.’


We ask questions, lots of them. Mam and I have turned into detectives. Was this looked into? Was that? Was Alan Hawe’s car checked for blood?


We discuss the people who have refused to give statements. The reply is, ‘We can’t force anybody to make a statement.’


I reach across the table and retrieve the garda report on the counsellor and his statement, which I showed the detective earlier.


‘Jacqueline, I’m going to have to retain them, I’m afraid.’


‘Why?’


‘Because they are garda documents.’


‘They were sent to us.’


‘They shouldn’t have been.’


‘Well, that’s not my fault.’


‘Jacqueline, I cannot let you go out the door with those documents.’


‘Are you going to arrest me?’


‘No, I’m not.’


‘Well, then, I’m afraid you’re not having them,’ I say, shoving them into my bag. ‘I brought them here in good faith to talk to you about them, and you’re not going to seize them from me now.’


I suspect the detective’s blood pressure is rising, but I don’t care.


He raises the subject of the stranger who approached me in Virginia on St Stephen’s night. He says this man denies ever talking to me. In the next breath, he wants to know if I had access to statements I shouldn’t have. I can’t understand why they’re interrogating me instead of investigating the information that that man volunteered to me.


I can’t help it. The frustration and stresses of the day are starting to take their toll, and I’m crying as I try to relate precisely what happened that night.


‘He gave me all of those facts,’ I say. ‘He said he gave the statement to the garda [full name supplied] in Ballyjamesduff. Who would say something like that? I didn’t make it up. He said he was with his cousin [full name supplied]. I didn’t know him. I never met him before, so how would I know his cousin’s name?’


But the detective still seems more concerned that I may have other statements in my possession. He says I am not entitled to have them. He talks at length about data protection regulation and the data protection commissioner. He seems worried that the guards will be fined.


We have gone way off track, far from Clodagh and the boys.


‘With no disrespect, data protection is the least of our worries,’ I say.


Mam says we may get answers if we go public with our story.


‘Well, that’s a matter for yourselves,’ the detective replies. His tone makes clear that he couldn’t care less. He just wants to ensure we have no garda reports that breach data protection rules. He wants to wrap up this meeting.


We persist. Was this line of enquiry followed up? We ask more questions. The lead investigator says he needs to check files or consult with other detectives to give us the answers we want. He’ll get back to us. The meeting is at an end, and we have got nowhere.


‘I would like you to leave with the assurance that every avenue was looked at, and we got every answer,’ he says in conclusion.


So, more than two years since my sister’s and nephews’ murders, do we feel we’ve any answers at all? So much information needs to be uncovered and we suspect that more is being withheld from us.


I feel mentally and physically drained as we leave the garda station. I’m tired of the constant struggle, and my eyes sting with tears of frustration. But as we hit the cold air outside I find a new resolve. They will not defeat us. We will not go away quietly.


‘This isn’t over, Mam,’ I say, as we head for the car.


Mam’s face is set with grim determination. ‘Not by a long way.’


This meeting with the gardaí is the turning point. We have been too quiet all along, hoping that justice would eventually run its course, and we would have the answers we need.


Instead, we were gagged at the inquest, onlookers in a public inquiry into the murders of our loved ones. We were warned that it would be adjourned if we asked a question.


The inquest revealed how my sister and my nephews were murdered, but no real questions were posed or answered. It seemed more of an exercise in protecting reputations while offering tributes to the victims and sympathy to the relatives. Such an unimaginable tragedy, but let’s move on now, folks.


The garda investigation is over now too, and although everyone is coolly polite, we feel we’re irritants to the guards. We still want answers, but they have done all they’re prepared to do. We ask lots of questions. They say they’ll get back to us. No one does. Nothing to see here any more. Move on, ladies. The file is closed.


It seems everyone is happy to spin a particular narrative of events: Alan Hawe was a devoted family man, a good dad, a loving husband, and a pillar of the community who snapped because of depression. He was a good man done down by temporary madness. The worst mass murder-suicide in Ireland was a family tragedy that couldn’t have been avoided.


So much of the evidence points elsewhere. But the guards shrug because the perpetrator is dead. The thinking seems to be: Sure, they’re all gone. What’s the point of looking into this now?


Meanwhile Alan Hawe’s words, written on the night he killed Clodagh and her boys, are etched in my mind’s eye: The truth would probably have come out some time. That ‘truth’ remains concealed, and most seem content to let him take his dark secrets to the grave.


But we will not be silenced because we will never find peace of mind until our questions are answered.


Out of respect to Clodagh and Liam, Niall and Ryan, we must uncover the real facts about why they died. After all, if we don’t fully understand why this happened, how can anyone stop it happening again?


I still dream about saving Clodagh and her boys, but I wake to the same nightmare: they are gone for ever. We owe it to her and her boys to uncover the truth and reveal the full story of their deaths. We also owe it to others living in the shadow of dangerous men, like Alan Hawe.


He may have extinguished their lives, but others who try to bury the memory of Clodagh and her boys will be met by our resounding defiance. They have been brutally silenced, but we won’t be. We must be their voices now. This book is about breaking that silence.
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Night Changes


What became hours of unimaginable horrors started as one of those glorious summer days when the sun casts a golden light over everything. That morning, of 29 August 2016, was even more hectic than usual. I had to get Gary, my son, dressed for his first day at preschool before getting to work. But as I dropped a bag of rubbish in the outside bin, a robin landed on the fence beside me. Robins are considered bad luck in some parts of the country. I distinctly recall eyeing the bird and thinking, Please, go away. I never see them as bad luck now. They’re more like a sign from a loved one – little angels. They bring me peace.


As we left the house, I looked at Gary. ‘You’re so cute,’ I said proudly. ‘Let’s get a picture of you.’ I cherish that photo – Gary, with his big smile, standing at the front door in his new outfit of jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and sandals. I had no idea of the darkness that lay ahead.


I drove the short journey, hardly believing that Gary was already starting preschool. It was a milestone moment. My little boy was growing up.


The preschool was in a housing estate close to our home in Virginia, County Cavan. As we approached, he gripped my hand, but as soon as we went through the doors, Gary saw the throng of children and his face lit up. An only child, he loved any chance to socialise.


‘I’m going to play, Mummy!’ he said, dropping my hand and dashing straight in.


He was in heaven, scrambling over the multicoloured tyres in the garden and running around with the other children. I loved that Gary was so independent, but I was dabbing my eyes and blowing my nose as I embarked on the hour-and-a-half-long commute to work in Dublin.


As I drove along the N3, I thought about my sister, Clodagh, and kept an eye out for her black Renault Clio. After the summer holidays, she was returning to her job as a teacher at Scoil Chaitríona Naofa in Oristown, County Meath. She had a forty-minute drive from her Castlerahan home along some of the same stretch of road. I reached her turn-off for Kells without spotting her. I’d text her good luck when I got to my desk, I thought. I’d messaged her two days earlier. It was a meme with two monkeys on a tree branch. It read: I smile because you are my sister; I laugh because there is nothing you can do about it. I got no reply. I know now that Clodagh was being watched, and I was enemy number one in her husband’s eyes.


I never did send her that good-luck text. My job as head of human resources in Clontarf Orthopaedic Hospital was busy, and duty called as soon as I got there. I was managing a co-worker in the office that day. Our only real chance for a break and a chat was to leave the hospital, so we strolled in the sunshine to Insomnia on Vernon Avenue for a coffee. We returned before noon, just as Veronica, a colleague from another office, appeared.


‘I’d like you to come with me, Jacqueline,’ she said.


I thought she wanted to discuss a meeting we’d had the week before. I explained I was busy and suggested we discuss whatever it was later.


My other colleague stood up to go. ‘I’ll leave and let you both talk.’


‘No, I want Jacqueline to come with me now.’


Veronica was adamant, and I was irritated. ‘Can we do this in the afternoon when I have more time?’


‘No, Jacqueline. Come with me now.’


When I look back, I think, God love her. What must it have taken for her to maintain her composure as she attempted to bring me to somewhere private?


I went with her, not knowing where we were going. My office was in the old part of Clontarf Hospital. We walked past the canteen and along a corridor the length of the hospital. A couple of porters stopped me on the way. ‘We need to talk with you, Jacqueline,’ they said.


‘I’ll be with you shortly, lads,’ I assured them. ‘I’ll come back to you as soon as I finish this.’


I didn’t know what this was, and as the walk continued, I wondered, Am I in trouble here? When I asked Veronica what was going on, she didn’t reply. Her heels clipped along the corridor. I remember glancing sideways at her several times as we made our way through the hospital, thinking her behaviour was bizarre. Finally, we got to the staff room used by the non-consultant doctors, and when Veronica opened the door, I saw the hospital’s CEO, Michelle Fanning. Veronica didn’t come in but pulled the door closed behind me.


I’m definitely in trouble, I thought. Michelle’s office was next to mine upstairs. Why didn’t she bring me into her office? What’s going on?


Then I saw Leo Harrigan standing behind Michelle. Leo’s mother, Edie, was Clodagh’s next-door neighbour, and he owned a cleaning-products company in Trim. Oh, he must be here for a meeting, I thought. Grand. I’m not in trouble so. All these thoughts went through my head in milliseconds.


Leo didn’t return my smile. ‘Your mam is fine, and Gary is fine,’ he said.


I felt a familiar tightness in my chest as my heart started pounding. No, no, not again. Please, God, not again.


‘Who’s dead, Leo?’ I said, rigid with fear.


And then he started listing them.


‘Alan, Clodagh, Liam, Niall and Ryan are dead, Jacqueline.’


What’s he talking about?


I looked from Leo to Michelle almost accusingly, expecting one of them to admit this was some kind of sick joke.


‘I’m sorry, Jacqueline,’ someone said.


‘You’re lying!’ I shrieked. The room spun. This made no sense at all. ‘That’s not possible. Sure, they don’t even travel to work together. They don’t go in the same car.’


‘We don’t know what happened.’


‘No, this doesn’t make any sense. I mean, this can’t be true. You’re talking rubbish!’


I recall this as a heated discussion, but colleagues told me much later that they heard my screams echo around the hospital. I remember Michelle saying they should get a doctor, but that was the last thing I wanted.


‘I don’t want a doctor. No doctor! I just want to go home. Now! I need to get home.’


Michelle rushed back to the office for my handbag and car keys, and I remember a fuss because they wouldn’t let me drive my car. It seemed to take for ever to reach Leo’s car and set off for Cavan.


I’ve no recollection of that drive from Clontarf Hospital to the toll booth at Dunboyne. I was lost in a fog of shock and confusion, and the journey down the motorway passed in a blur.


My first clear memory is getting to the toll at Dunboyne and ringing Mam.


‘It’s not true, is it, Mam? Sure, how could they be dead?’


I was in complete denial, and she was almost silent on the phone. She could scarcely utter a word to tell me what was happening. I learnt Mam was with her sister Carmel and her husband Gerry at their home in Oldcastle, Meath, but by the end of the call, I still didn’t know what was happening with Clodagh.


I’ll sort this out when I get home.


I always want to fix everything. I see that flaw in me. It took me a long time to realise that sometimes things are just too broken to fix.


There’s some dreadful mistake, I thought.


I rang my friend Denise. ‘It’s crazy, Denise. They’re saying they’re all dead.’ But she repeated the question I kept asking: ‘But how? How could they all be dead?’


As Leo drove, I flicked through my phone distractedly. Suddenly a news headline jumped out at me, and I almost dropped it: Five Bodies Found in Co. Cavan Home.


I remember thinking, This cannot be real. It just can’t. This is some stupid misunderstanding. Anyone not emotionally involved had no grounds to disbelieve what they were reading. However, shock was already exacting a toll, and I was in denial. They couldn’t be dead, yet here it was, in black-and-white:


The discovery of the body of a man in his 40s, his wife in her 30s and their three sons aged 14, 11 and 6 was made at a house in Barconey, Ballyjamesduff, earlier today …


I still didn’t believe it. Even if something has happened, how could the media find out so soon? It’s some kind of mistake.


Every emotion swirled inside me, and my stomach lurched. I wanted to get home. Someone would confirm this was all a colossal mistake. Clodagh might even have returned and explained how the vile rumour had started.


Carmel and her husband live about eleven kilometres from my mother’s house and mine in Virginia, and I knew the route like the back of my hand. But that day, I didn’t know where I was and became confused on the side roads. I was in some kind of fog and couldn’t direct Leo to the house. We drove and drove. The journey seemed interminable, and I recall trembling with cold even though the sun beat down on the car.


The bright weather always stands out in stark contrast to the darkness of that day. Even today, years later, it’s difficult to enjoy sunny days like I used to, especially when I hear the excited shrieks of children playing. Those sounds are a constant reminder that Clodagh’s boys will never see sunshine again.
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Clodagh, Liam, Niall and Ryan’s Last Day


I couldn’t process what was going on. My sister Clodagh, four years older than me, was a loving mother, and a rock of good sense. Her husband, Alan, was the epitome of responsibility. I never warmed to him. I thought he was boring, but for Clodagh’s sake, I tried. Despite my efforts, I always struggled to make conversation with him so avoided him when I could. But as a parent, I thought he would die to protect their children. Both parents were fiercely protective and proud of their boys, Liam (fourteen), Niall (eleven) and Ryan (six).


That day, it seemed impossible they could be dead. My head was spinning, as I tried to figure out what had happened. They couldn’t have died in a car accident. Alan was vice-principal of Castlerahan National School, which he could see across the fields from their house. A three-minute drive down a country lane brought him and the youngest two boys to the school gates. Clodagh was the only one with a more significant drive to Kells.


Were they sick? Did something poison them? Could there have been some kind of row? I dismissed the latter notion almost as soon as I thought of it. Alan and Clodagh were an incredibly close couple. It made no sense. My priority was to see Mam. I had to get home and clear this up.


Leo pulled up outside my aunt and uncle’s house, and I remember walking through their door into an eerie silence. That was the first time I thought the impossible might be true. Nobody could speak. I have a memory of my cousin Melissa meeting my gaze with red-rimmed eyes from the sunroom. After that, I have brief flashbacks of that day: Mam and Carmel walking the garden in circles, and Mam saying, ‘Alan has done something terrible.’


I’ve never forgotten her words because they came as a terrible jolt. That was when I realised this wasn’t a mistake. Yet, still, their deaths didn’t feel real to me.


I mostly remember the silence. There were no words to express what we were going through. And no one called. I expected gardaí to arrive at any minute to tell us what was happening, but they didn’t come.


Mam was almost catatonic with shock. It was hours before she could even form the words to tell us that Alan had left a note on the back door. To be honest, I’m not sure what I heard that day and what I absorbed over the following days and weeks. Slowly, we learnt the sequence of events leading up to Clodagh and her boys’ deaths.


Liam had had a basketball match in Virginia the previous evening. She, Alan and the other two boys had attended the Sunday game. Alan, who was treasurer of Castlerahan GAA club, was out collecting for the club the same day. After the game, around half past six or seven o’clock, they called into Mam’s house.


I wasn’t there because it was my late husband Richie’s birthday. I marked the occasion by going to the grave, then spending the day with our son, Gary. Clodagh hadn’t sent a text, and by that evening, I was a little annoyed that she hadn’t acknowledged the date. I feel guilty now for that.


Mam thought everything between Alan and Clodagh appeared normal. Alan looked up a few things for Mam on her computer – the Lotto numbers and dates for the National Ploughing Championships. We all knew Alan was having a few problems at his school, and Mam said something about one of his colleagues out of his earshot. Clodagh dropped her voice and said, ‘Don’t mention that name in front of Alan.’


Otherwise, it was another pleasant but ordinary family gathering, a grandmother with her daughter, son-in-law and grandchildren. The adults had tea and biscuits in the kitchen, and the boys sat in front of the telly with crisps.


Ryan was delighted to get his favourite salt and vinegar flavour. (Mam retrieved the empty packet afterwards and still holds on to it.) Alan was due to attend a staff meeting at his school the next day, but classes wouldn’t start for pupils until Tuesday. As Niall and Ryan wouldn’t have school, Clodagh arranged to drop them at Mam’s on her way to work the following morning.


Mam and the boys made plans to pick blackberries, and Niall, a budding baker, looked forward to making blackberry and apple crumble with his granny. They left Mam’s before 9 p.m. as Clodagh said she still had to bath Ryan before bed.


Mam knew Alan wasn’t looking forward to returning to school, so she wished him luck as he left. ‘Thanks for the goodies, Mary,’ he replied. And that was it. There were no red flags, nothing untoward, just an ordinary evening with tea and biscuits and chat and the three boys eating crisps in front of the TV.


Much later, when we pressed her, all Mam could remember that was out of the ordinary was Alan using the bathroom in her house. It sounds daft, but he never used anyone else’s bathroom. It was just a quirk of his we’d noticed down the years. But that was all she could think of. Apart from that unremarkable detail, it was just another family evening, like many others before it.


The following morning, Mam waited for Clodagh to drop off the two boys on her way to school. She expected them at around 8.30 a.m., but as time ticked on, she became concerned. Clodagh always called when she was going to be late. Mam tried calling Alan’s mobile phone, the house phone and Clodagh’s mobile. She sent a few texts. When no one answered or called her back, she knew something was wrong. She got into her car and drove to their place.


Clodagh lived in a red-brick dormer home in Oakdene Downs, a residential close of four modern detached houses in rural Cavan countryside. The house is in a lovely spot, on an elevated site off a winding country road. They were surrounded by views of the fields and trees, and were a three-minute drive from Castlerahan’s church and national school.


Castlerahan is in the centre of a triangle between Oldcastle, Virginia and Ballyjamesduff. The drive from Mam’s house in Virginia took less than ten minutes. When she pulled into the quiet estate, Mam grew even more concerned. She saw Alan and Clodagh’s cars parked in the driveway, and the curtains were still drawn.


Mam’s immediate worry was a carbon-monoxide leak, so she hurried around to the back door and was about to unlock it with her key. She spotted a note in Alan’s handwriting. It warned: ‘Don’t come in. Call the gardaí.’


For my own sake alone, I thank God she never went in there. I know in my heart she wouldn’t be here now if she had witnessed the scene inside. Mam lived with Clodagh and Alan when she first moved to Virginia. If the timing had been different and she had been there that night, she probably wouldn’t be here now either. Clodagh had tried to persuade Mam to live with them, promising to build onto their house for her, but Mam, an independent woman, had said no. There is no doubt in my mind Alan Hawe would have had a fifth victim. I feel grateful to have her here.


When she saw that note on the door, Mam was trembling so much it took several attempts to dial 999. She ran next door to the neighbour, Edie Harrigan and told her what she later told us – that she thought Alan had done something terrible.


Gardaí Alan Ratcliffe and Aisling Walsh from Ballyjamesduff station were the first to enter the house. Minutes later, Garda Ratcliffe emerged to break the news to Mam that no one was left alive. Mam’s entire world fell apart.


That was it. We knew nothing else, only that they were all dead. Any conversation we had that day consisted of expressions of disbelief. We said over and over that Alan loved Clodagh and his boys: something terrible must have happened to him, and he must have snapped.


We waited all that afternoon, expecting to hear from gardaí. They had my mother’s number, but no one called. I remember googling local priests and ringing Father Felim Kelly in Clodagh’s parish, but there wasn’t a priest to be found in Castlerahan. Instead, our priest from Virginia called the next day to offer spiritual support.


That evening Gerry took a call from the guards. They wanted to know if we wished to go to Clodagh’s house before they brought the bodies to the mortuary at Our Lady of Lourdes hospital in Drogheda. My work brings me there from time to time, and I think about Clodagh and her boys every time I park outside. Mam hesitated about going to the mortuary. She didn’t know if she wanted to see their bodies.


‘I’m going,’ I said, standing up. I thought maybe their loss might feel real if I went to the house.


Gerry looked worried. ‘The gardaí say there’s a lot of media surrounding the house,’ he said. ‘They’re waiting by the gate, and they’re in the fields. They said photographers are standing on the walls around the estate.’


We were a private family and had never had any media experience. Attention like this was terrifying. We felt raw and emotional enough without that kind of exposure. I feared there would be a media frenzy if we went to the house, and we could hardly bear to talk about what had happened with each other, never mind with strangers. I decided not to go.


My car was still in Dublin, so my cousin Melissa collected Gary from preschool, and that evening, Mam, Gary and I went to my house in Virginia. It seemed like an entirely different house from the bright and cheerful home I’d left that morning.


That night I was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. Next morning, I rose to face the same heavy air of disbelief, shock and eerie quiet. I felt nauseous but had to muster the energy to appear cheery and normal for my little boy’s sake.


Later that morning, Mam told me for the first time about Alan Hawe’s obsession with pornography. When Clodagh had confronted him about it, he claimed he had been looking at images of women naked ‘from the waist up’, as he put it. Clodagh had told Mam he was seeing a counsellor to discuss it.


It didn’t sound serious, but it shocked me because this was Alan: bland, boring but reliable Alan. And because I thought Clodagh had a rock-solid marriage. I never suspected they had any problems.


Some couples include pornography in their relationship, but when it is used in secrecy, it can be devastating to a partner. I understood that this would be an issue for Clodagh. She was half of an all-consuming marriage. She and Alan never went to the pub or socialised with other people, apart from immediate family. She didn’t do anything outside her family or have separate interests from Alan or her children. Clodagh and Alan’s lifestyle was insular. Discovering her husband was watching pornography must have felt like a huge betrayal. He was filling a void by exploiting strangers rather than embracing the real love around him.


She believed she was part of a very intense, very close partnership. His attraction to pornography must have made her feel she was not good enough. It must have crushed her belief in their bond as a couple, but she did her best to overcome their problems, especially as he had agreed to get professional counselling. Of course, the pornography Alan admitted to watching was so far removed from the reality that Clodagh had no idea what was going on. But we wouldn’t learn that for a long time.


I was sorry to hear that Clodagh had been having marriage problems. But once I got over the initial shock of discovering Alan was in therapy for looking at pornography, I thought it wasn’t hugely significant. Of course, I understood Clodagh’s sense of hurt. But at least Alan had been trying to resolve their problems by seeing a counsellor.


I still couldn’t conceive of why or how he killed them all. I was convinced that the only explanation for what happened was that he had some sort of terrible mental breakdown.


That day, the gardaí assigned a family liaison officer to us, but we heard nothing more about what had happened in that house. We heard very little from anyone else either. Usually, with a death in the family, the doorbell rings all the time with offers of food and sympathy. It seemed no one else could cope with the news either. They might not have known how to react or were afraid of saying the wrong thing, but it was as if the magnitude of what had happened had made us pariahs. We felt isolated in our suffering.


We had been trying to contact the Hawe family since the day before. We had hoped that Alan’s dad, Stephen, or his brother, PJ, might officially identify the bodies, so we rang and left a message but didn’t hear back. Instead, Gerry had to identify Clodagh, Liam, Niall, Ryan and Alan Hawe.


To this day, I can’t imagine what that was like for him or how he dealt with it. He loved Clodagh and those children. A true hero, he has never spoken about it. I should have done it, but couldn’t face looking upon the lifeless bodies of my sister and my three little nephews in a mortuary.


That evening, more than a day and a half after their bodies were discovered, we still knew nothing about what had happened to them. I resorted to reading articles online to glean whatever information I could. That was when I stumbled upon a report that made me gasp and recoil from the screen. A newspaper headline said Clodagh had been murdered with a hatchet.


I read it aloud, and we looked at each other in horror, then went into complete denial. No! The media are making this up … sensationalising things … That never happened. They can’t write stuff like that, surely?


I’d thought things couldn’t get any worse after I’d been told Clodagh, Alan and the boys were dead. I had no idea what was coming.
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Home


Clodagh and I grew up watching our parents’ marriage unravel around us. We seemed to gravitate towards each other as they drifted to opposite ends of the house. Clodagh was four years older, but she and I couldn’t have been closer during those years. Our bond strengthened even further as our relationship with our father fractured.


In February 1994, Mam insisted on making a big fuss over my thirteenth birthday. She always made our birthdays wonderful so we felt special and loved.


Mam was honest with us, so she told us when Granddad, her father, became seriously ill. Things were fraught between herself and Dad too, so my birthday was the perfect opportunity to lift all our spirits. She bought me a musical box in a colourful strawberry print that I still treasure. I keep inside it a pillbox that Granddad gave me, containing two Panadol (never resorted to when hung-over).


I remember Mam lined up my birthday cards – some adorned with tin badges reading: ‘Now You Are 13’ – on the kitchen windowsill. Then she laid a feast of treats on the table, including an iced birthday cake adorned with thirteen multi-coloured candles. Clodagh and our little brother, Tadhg, three years younger than me, sang a rousing chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’. I beamed, loving all the attention, and blew out my candles to applause. Dad wasn’t there, of course.


He was in the kitchen a couple of days later. The window was open, and a sudden draught whipped the birthday cards into the garden. ‘Someone’s cards flew out the window,’ he remarked, as he buttered bread.


Someone’s cards. That comment hurt: he hadn’t even wished me a happy birthday. I remember getting up from the table and running to my room, choking with tears. Mam overheard what he said, so she ran after me, but I was inconsolable.


A week later, Granddad died, and I felt even more bereft. His home up the road was a warm hug and a safe harbour in the storm of my parents’ marriage breakdown. I spent many evenings sitting with him at his front door while he scared me witless relating stories about banshees. I remember enquiring about the bottle of water always kept in his bedroom.
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