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“SHE WAS A VERY ENERGETIC, TALKATIVE, LOVING
LITTLE GIRL. SHE LOVED TO MEET NEW PEOPLE, SHE
LOVED TO ASK THEM AS MANY QUESTIONS AS SHE
COULD GET OUT OF HER MOUTH”

Rebecca and Clarissa. Below: Rebecca, ﬂanked by her aunt, left, and her mother, Linda Jean, at the inquest into Clarissa’s death in 2014 .
Picture: Larry Cummins

Rebecca Saunders walks behind the funeral cortage
for her husband Martin and daughter Clarissa
McCarthy as they are shouldered through the main
street of Schull, West Cork after Requiem mass at
St Mary’s Church in 2013.
Picture: Dan Linehan

Rebecca and Clarissa with Martin McCarthy on
Clarissa’s second birthday.
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Rebecca Saunders with a photo of Clarissa. The little girl from Schull was drowned by her father in a murder-suicide after her mother
began talking about a divorce after suffering through years of an unhappy marriage.

ittle ceramic angels peer
down on a weathered
wooden plaque in a West
Cork graveyard, a small
physical reminder of a harrowing
killing that rocked and still divides a
community.
Clarissa McCarthy was just three
years old when her father Martin, 50,
drowned the friendly, playful little
girl on March 5, 2013, before taking
his own life at Audley Cove near their
home outside Ballydehob.
Shocked and traumatised by the
horror of her precious daughter’s
death, her mum Rebecca, then 26,
allowed Clarissa to be buried in her
father’s arms.
The image of Clarissa buried in her
father’s arms and of a distraught
mother “insisting” that they do so
was a striking feature of media
reports from the time.
But Rebecca, now 33, says she has
regretted that decision ever since and
hopes to exhume the bodies one day
so she can bring Clarissa back home
with her to America.
“Pretty much since the coffin
closed, I regretted allowing Clarissa
to be buried with Martin. And I
would be very, very thankful if I
could undo that,” Rebecca said,
speaking publicly for the first time
since the tragedy.
“It’s very, very hard to think that
my little girl is in his arms forever.
The grave and the headstone still
cause me quite a bit of stress. I don’t
want anything put on there that
glorifies a murderer.”
Having Clarissa’s body back would
be an emotional salve, knowing that
she’s nearby. It would also finally
give Rebecca a chance to make her
voice heard, after it was silenced first
by what she alleges was her controlling late husband and then by others
who took his ‘side’ after the deaths.
Despite losing everything the day
Martin killed his “joyful, loving”
daughter and then himself, some
people blamed his young wife, the
traumatised victim, for the deaths,
even spitting at her on the street, a
sign of the ugly tribalism and misogyny still festering below the surface in Irish society.
That misdirected anger also
pointed to the sometimes impossible
task of allowing yourself to believe
that a man you thought you knew, a
man you grew up with, a man you
loved, could do something so monstrous.
Rebecca was just 16 when she met
Martin. He was 42. She says he
treated her “as his chattel” before destroying what she loved most in this
world — her daughter.
The murder-suicide was punishment, she believes, for asking for a
divorce after suffering through years
of an unhappy marriage.
Rebecca spent that last day with
Clarissa shopping in Skibbereen and
bringing her to the library.
That evening, Rebecca planned to
attend a free legal aid night in Bantry
to find out how she could divorce
Martin.
She told Martin that she was meeting a friend for dinner and gave Clarissa and Martin their dinner before
telling Clarissa that she’d be back
home to put her to bed.
“I made bacon and cabbage for
Martin and Clarissa. I put it on the
table for them. Martin wasn’t home, I
called him to ask where he was. He
snapped at me and said I could wait.
“He came in later, went straight to
the table and started eating dinner.
“I told Clarissa that I was going out

but I’d be back in time to put her to
bed. And she said that she wanted
daddy to put her to bed.
“Then I kissed her and she kissed
me, and she said ‘have a nice dinner’
when I told her to have a nice
dinner.”
Rebecca left for Bantry but Martin
called her back, looking for the ﬂashlight in her car and she returned to
give it to him.
“He didn’t say anything when he
took it. I drove to Bantry, met with
someone from legal aid and asked my
questions.
“When I got home at about 8.30pm
the house was completely empty
which was really strange but wasn’t
completely unheard of, I thought
maybe they were out checking on the
cows.
“After about 10 minutes I got worried that no one was coming home. I
looked for a ﬂashlight to check the
fields to the east of the house and
started looking in the cattle houses
and the outhouse.”
Rebecca started contacting friends
and family, asking whether they seen
Clarissa and Martin.
While standing outside the
kitchen, incessantly calling his
phone, she saw a light ﬂashing in the
nearby jeep. In it, she found his
phone, which Martin always had on
him, and some of his clothes.
“I remember getting in my car and
driving down to the beach and up to
the fields, saying: ‘This isn’t happening, this isn’t happening.’ When I got
back to the house his sister and a
bunch of friends arrived.
“All of them had lamps, and they
went out into the fields looking for
Martin and Clarissa. It felt as if this
unbelievable nightmare was starting
to play out.
“I wanted to ring the guards but I
was told not to ring them yet. I finally
rang Bantry Garda Station because I
couldn’t take it anymore.
“I always wonder if we had called
the guards earlier could we have
saved Clarissa? No one knows when
Martin did what he did because the
coldness of the day that it was, the
temperature of the water is going to
skew any accurate time of death.
“Maybe they were still alive when I
got home. Maybe they heard the car
coming down the hill.”
Minutes after the gardaí arrived
after 11pm, Martin’s suicide note was
found, addressed to Rebecca, which
told her that it was “the final goodbye” and “by the time you read this
letter, I and Clarissa will be in
heaven”.
“What he said in the letter made it
quite clear that he was going to
murder Clarissa,” Rebecca said.
“Everything started shaking, my
whole vision started shaking. The
shock and the panic became so severe.
“I asked them if the coastguard
was going to come. The garda said
that the coastguard would be called
in the morning. I lost it.
“The night was a little bit misty
and he said the weather wasn’t right.
I said: ‘There’s no gale blowing, my
child is missing somewhere, possibly
in that beach, she’s in danger and
you’re telling me I have to wait until
morning?’ ”
Then, Schull Fire Brigade, and Goleen coastguard and inshore rescue
came.
“I went to the beach and at this
stage there was so much commotion.
There were lights set up, the fire
truck was there, boats in the water,
there was so, so much going on.

“I remember going over to this
little place on Audley cove where
Clarissa had this little pile of rocks.
There was one rock there that she
loved, she called it her little ginger
rock. I took it in my hand and
squeezed it.
“We just watched the water. Not
too long after that, there were three
guys from the coastguard, they
rushed down to the western side
where the tide was coming up, and
there she was,” Rebecca said, her
voice breaking.
“She was face-down in the water
and she still had her hat on. I remember trying to run to her,” Rebecca said through tears, “and my
neighbour pulling me back, saying
not to interfere while they tried to
save her.
“He was just holding me back
while they tried to give her CPR.
They tried so many times.
“This ambulance showed up and
paramedics rushed out and they
ripped open her clothes and stuck a
needle, I’m assuming of adrenaline,
into her little leg.
“Everything was going fuzzy and I
was beginning to faint. They took her
into the ambulance and shut the
doors. Then the doctor came out and
told me that Clarissa was dead.
“I remember being allowed to go
into the ambulance and seeing her
little body there, I lay my head down
on top of her and cried.
“She was pale and her eyes were
bloodshot. Her lips were blue, her
lips were very very blue. There was
sand on her skin.
“She was soaking wet and her
clothes were ripped at that stage. And
she was missing one of her wellies.
“I remember feeling that it seemed
like time was standing still, not being
able to comprehend all that had happened, and feeling that there had to
be something wrong, that this wasn’t
real, that it was some nightmare.
“Then the paramedics said that
they had to go and take her in the ambulance to the autopsy and that I
couldn’t come.
“I remember trying to insist on
coming but they said I had to go. I left
the ambulance and the guards told
me they had found Martin. She asked
me if I wanted to see him and I said
no.
“The ambulance left the beach, the
fire truck left the beach and I walked
back up to the house and I can’t remember anything else that happened
that night.”

BOBBING ON THE WATER
Micheal O’Regan, the officer in
charge of Goleen Coastguard, pulled
Clarissa’s blue little body from the
water that night.
She was wearing the same colourful clothes he had seen her smiling in
when he spoke to the seemingly
happy family at Sunday Mass just
days earlier.
Despite having retrieved some 80
bodies during his 50-year service
with the coastguard, nothing hit him
as hard as finding Clarissa that dark,
misty night on Audley Cove.
“We saw something bobbing on the
water. At first it looked like a rag doll.
But we ran out and picked it up. Unfortunately it was a child.
“There was a silence there that
night that you couldn’t describe. Rebecca was standing so close to us
when we brought her baby ashore. To
see the look on her face, that’s something you’ll never forget.

“It was unbelievable. I was 50 years
in the coastguard and never came
across anything like it. There’s nothing worse than a child. Until the
day I die I’ll never forget it.
“It nearly finished me. For six
months I woke up every night of the
week holding the child in my arms, as
I thought.”
Mr O’Regan had met Clarissa, Rebecca and Martin just days before the
tragedy at Sunday Mass in Schull.
“They were very outgoing people.
He had the little child up on his
shoulders and we were talking to
them. She was smiling.
“She was a smiley, happy child.
They hadn’t a care in the world. But
you never know what life brings.
“She [Clarissa] was dressed in
beautiful coloured clothes. What hit
me the hardest was the night we picked her body from the water she was
wearing the same clothes.”
Despite all her earth-shattering
grief, Rebecca arrived at Goleen
Coastguard centre one night after the
tragedy to thank the team that tried
so hard to save her daughter.
“She came in while we were training one night, gave us 15 minutes,
thanking people. After all she went
through to think of doing that, that
shows the kind of person she is,” Mr
O’Regan said.

WHY DIDN’T
I SEE THIS COMING?
Audley Cove is a pretty inlet in Foilnamuck across the bay from the eyecatching castle owned by Jeremy
Irons, and is near where Saoirse
Ronan recently bought a house. It
had been Clarissa’s special place.
Rebecca took her there whenever
the weather permitted it.
“Clarissa loved it. She loved to collect the rocks and stick her feet in the
water, she wasn’t crazy about the
idea of going swimming yet but she
loved to have her boots in a low tide,”
Rebecca said.
Rebecca has turned the memories
of those last few weeks over and over
in her head, looking for signs that
could have shown her what Martin
planned for Clarissa.
“You ask yourself: ‘Why didn’t I see
this coming?’ But the reality is that in
your wildest imagination, in your
most horrible nightmare, your mind
just can’t comprehend the act of murdering your daughter and killing
yourself,” she said.
“You don’t think any person is capable of doing that to your own child,
to someone so small who idolises
you, who has so much trust and faith
in you.
“When we had marriage problems
previously, he expressed suicidal
tendencies then, saying that he
wanted to end his life if I left him at
that stage.
“But he never brought that up to
me in the time leading up to Clarissa’s passing.”
Martin was well-known locally as
a hard-working farmer, an assistant
to the local vet, and a loyal Fine Gael
political activist. He played Santa at
the community’s annual Christmas
party and regularly played cards in
Ballydehob village.
But at home, Martin had long
shown signs of egotism, possessiveness, and narcissism, Rebecca said,
symptoms of which were his relentless legal battles.
These legal fights for land or
against perceived wrongs were one of
the reasons Rebecca wanted to leave

Clarissa McCarthy’s grave in Schull, West Cork. Her mother says she almost immediately regretted allowing her daughter to be buried with
the father who murdered her.

him, as he devoted more time to these
than to his young family, she said.
“There was an abnormal amount
of energy he put into trying to make
himself feel that he was right and the
world had wronged him,” she said.
“And if he could not have his way
then life should be horrendous for
everyone else involved.
“It was something that on the surface most people who knew him
wouldn’t have noticed. He did a good
job of hiding it.
“I think that is what drove him to
ultimately carry out the acts that he
did when he killed Clarissa and himself. That was the ultimate form of
egotism and entitlement. ‘You can’t
have this little girl.’ It was about
‘have’. Not that Clarissa was her own
individual person who had a life
ahead of her. She was his and so
could be disposed of as he saw fit.”
Disenchanted with life, Rebecca
first came to Ireland as a teen on a
study abroad programme. She was
disenchanted with life in her hometown Los Angeles and chose rural
Ireland as a place that seemed almost
diametrically opposite.
She attended Schull Community
College and happened to stay with
Martin’s neighbours. Interested in
farming, she asked Martin if she
could work there for a school project.
He was 42 and she was still a child
but he allowed a romantic relationship to develop anyway. When her
parents found out their teenage
daughter was involved with a much
older man, they banned her from
seeing him. But once Rebecca turned
18, young, naive and in love, she ﬂew
back to Ireland to live with Martin.
The first few years were lonely for
Rebecca, Martin was usually either
working on his farm or pursuing a
legal battle, she says.
And once Rebecca found that farming “wasn’t for her”, Martin’s attitude towards her changed and the
relationship soured, she said, as she
no longer fit the farm-loving wife
ideal he had imagined for himself.
“He had been a bachelor for so
long, he was so used to pleasing himself.
“He was very set in his ways … I
think there were a lot of cultural differences between us. There were different expectations that were never
voiced and that silence was toxic
from the beginning.”
Despite being on birth control, Re-

becca became pregnant.
She was hospitalised with soaring
blood pressure for 11 days before Clarissa was born at just 32 weeks by
emergency caesarean section. Martin only arrived to the hospital that
evening. Rebecca waited. alone and
petrified, to go into theatre for some
seven hours.
But once Clarissa arrived, Rebecca’s life took on a whole new colour.
“She was so, so small. Just 4lb 1oz.
But she was just a little fighter from
the beginning. She only stayed in
neonatal for three weeks, she learned
to breast feed very quickly,” Rebecca
explained.
“She was a very energetic, talkative, loving little girl. She loved to
meet new people, she loved to ask
them as many questions as she could
get out of her mouth.
“She was very high-spirited, she
always seemed to have a smile on her
face. She could make something fun
out of any experience that she was
in.
“She was very excited about her
cows and her dogs, very happy to just
be a part of the world.
“I envisioned her having a good relationship with her family in America and her family in Ireland, being
brought up in Ireland closer to nature than some people are.
“She was so determined - anything
she set her mind to, she could have
accomplished. I saw her growing up
to be the smart little girl that she was,
taking her intelligence and making
this huge life for herself. You always
think that your kids are going to go
on and do better things than you
have. I wanted her to have a greater
life than I did.”
Despite his horrifying actions, Rebecca believes that Martin did love
them both.
“I think that as best as that man
knew how to love, he did [love Clarissa]. While I think he saw both Clarissa and myself as his dogs, his possessions, just like his cattle, just like
his car — we were his chattel — I do
think that he loved us, that he loved
her.
“But he did not love her enough to
see her as her own little person with
her whole life ahead of her and her
own choices to make.
“I think that his last actions were
more done out of his vendetta for me
and his need to hurt me and punish
me and Clarissa was, unfortunately,
collateral damage,” Rebecca said,
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her voice breaking.
“I don’t think that I was so aware of
that [possessiveness] and just how
much of an issue that was in our marriage until after he had done what he
had done.
“I had felt like I was Martin’s personal belonging and if I didn’t go
along with what he wanted I would
have to deal with his anger. That was
pretty scary to me. I felt that I
couldn’t really have my own voice.
“I never felt as if I could go to Martin for emotional support. Every time
I tried to do something healthy for
myself like exercise or diet after
pregnancy, he would ridicule me.
“I wasn’t taken seriously by him.
He would rarely call me by name, in
conversations with other people, it
was always ‘the wife’. I didn’t notice
at first that there was that level of
possessiveness in him. That level of
‘You are mine and you give up your
individuality to be my wife. Because
that’s what you are at the end of the
day, you are not your own person,
you are my wife, the wife of Martin
McCarthy.’
“I tried to protect myself with silence because silence was safer than
voicing my opinions or desires. That
was quite a difficult thing to overcome.”

CHANGING HIS WILL
Martin told Rebecca that he was
changing his will in February, just
weeks before he murdered Clarissa.
But she believed he was telling her in
an attempt to control her — to make
her feel sorry for him as he had recently had a heart attack and to make
her rethink the divorce.
“I thought changing the will was a
slap in the face to me, him saying
‘everyone’s telling me I could die, I
need to get my house in order’.”
But Martin’s will change wrote Rebecca out of most of the estate, valued
at approximately €1m at the time,
with the majority bequeathed to
friends and relatives instead.
The will, seen by the Irish Examiner, even provided for what would
happen to his assets should his threeyear-old, healthy daughter die
young. The will did not mention what
should happen to the inheritance of
anyone else, all of whom were much
older, should they die.
“I was left destitute. He took Clarissa away, he made sure he left me
in a position of desperation,” Rebecca
said.
“In any kind of marriage, you
think there is this 50/50 division of
everything. I went into Martin’s farm
with the intent of spending my life
with him.
“Absolutely nothing was in my
name. I was working as well to the
betterment of the farm, the upkeep of
the house, and working outside the
house bringing money in. But everything was in his name.
“After he murdered Clarissa and
killed himself, I had to fight very
hard for what I thought was mine. It
was made very clear that what I considered ours, our home, was not.
“It makes you feel like our marriage was never a partnership, it
wasn’t a coming together of equals. It
always seemed like Martin had the
upper hand.”
A painful legal battle with Martin’s
family and friends ensued.
“They didn’t see why they
shouldn’t get what Martin bequeathed them. They all had houses
and healthy families and I was a

young woman who had everything
taken from her.
“I don’t understand why they still
chose to follow out his wishes. But I
do understand that it is very, very
hard to imagine that your brother,
your friend, could have carried out
something like Martin did, it’s easier
to make someone else, who you’re
not a blood relative of or have a long
history with, to be the bad guy. I don’t
like it and I don’t agree with it but I do
understand it.”
After years of legal battles, Rebecca eventually took a settlement from
Martin’s estate. Several members of
Martin’s family were contacted for
this article, but declined to comment.
The deaths had a huge impact on
the west Cork community, according
to Michael O’Regan.
“The whole community was in an
awful way. They knew the whole
family.
“I knew Martin, not very well,
but… you’d meet him on the roads
several times a week. I would have
thought he was an ordinary person,
he’d salute you on the road and if you
met him he’d talk to you.
“There was no indication. It was
very hard to believe that someone
could be thinking that way.
“It was very hard to believe it.
Even now.”
He said Rebecca suffered a horrendous trauma that night followed by
months of fresh pain as some people
bizarrely blamed her for Martin’s
actions.
“She took all that pain really on
her own,” Mr O’Regan said.
“She was a great person to put up
with it. A lot of people half blamed
her for what happened. I saw it myself at the coroner’s court. They challenged the coroner, shouted and
roared at him.”
The atmosphere was so volatile
that Mr O’Regan was too afraid to
answer the coroner’s question about
whether Martin took Clarissa into
the water that night.
“I didn’t answer because I was
afraid to answer. He asked me my
direct opinion, did I think that she
was dead before him.
“Did she just walk into the water
and drown. I didn’t answer and he
didn’t push me.
“You couldn’t. They were screaming and roaring and we still have to
live in the community.”
Martin’s supporters shouted and
screamed that he was innocent, despite the State pathologist’s report
that he had walked into the water and
drowned the child.
The inquest also heard that Martin
was well over the legal alcohol limit
that night, with 204mg of alcohol in
his blood and 124mg in his urine.
Coroner Frank O’Connell eventually recorded a verdict of drowning
in both deaths, with that death selfcaused in Martin’s case, while Clarissa was “taken into the water where
she became unconscious and
drowned”.
“The inquest was an awful, dreadful ordeal to have to go through after
everything,” Rebecca said.
“Martin’s friends were shouting
that he probably slipped and it was
an accident. It seemed like him [Martin] getting what he wanted, him
being vindicated again.
“I don’t think that his actions were
condemned as they should have been
in the coroners that day.”
Grief-stricken and shocked, Rebecca went back to America.
“It felt like being in limbo, it felt
like being thrown out of a plane and

not knowing what to do next,” she
said.
“I still felt the sting every single
day of not having Clarissa anymore.
Not feeling like a mother anymore
because my child wasn’t there.
“I used to say to myself that if I
could just turn back time I’d change
what happened.
“But I realise I can’t do that so I
had to heal from the fact that nothing
I could do would make her little body
take another breath. That’s a very
bitter pill to swallow.
“But when I finally began to accept
that, that’s when things started to
open up and I started to realise that
it’s OK to find joy again.
“It’s OK not to wallow in grief and
depression everyday because you
lost this beautiful little girl.
“She would want you to celebrate
the days that she can’t.”
ver time, Rebecca studied
pastry, baking, and oenology, married a man who
supports and loves her and
had two daughters with him.
She also set up her own cinnamon
bun business.
But despite her successes in life
and her gratitude for her family and
friends and all the good things she
now enjoys, every day is still tinged
with the pain of Clarissa’s loss.
“You look around and you think,
‘how did I get here?’ A lot of it is bittersweet and always will be bittersweet.
“There’s no getting around that
greyness that colours many beautiful
things.
“There’s no moment that Clarissa’s loss is not in the back of my
heart. When you lose a child a piece
of your heart is just gone forever.
“I’m very, very blessed to be married to my best friend now.”
As her daughters grow up, she sees
Clarissa in them.
“But I look at them and wonder
how I am going to explain their sister
to them. I want them to know about
their sister, there are pictures of her
in the house and in their room. I want
them to know that she is still part of
their lives, even though they will
never get a chance to meet her.”
Rebecca still gets nightmares
about the horror of that night.
“It’s something I try to not to
think about too much, to distance
myself from, but the nightmares
never stop.
“I’m lucky because I do have
people that I can talk to if they really
upset me but I’ve lived through the
worst and I know that the mind can
only process so much. And nightmares, dreams, they’re going to keep
on happening, so it’s about not letting
them affect me to the best of my ability.
“I’m not going to let Martin break
me. I’m not going to let what he did
ruin me.
“I can still celebrate Clarissa every
day because I was so fortunate to
spend that short amount of time with
her. Three years and 10 months. I got
three years and 10 months with a
wonderful little child.
“While it’s still hard every day that
she’s not here I can still lead a good
life, a happy life in her memory.
“Nobody can take her memories
away from me. No one can take away
the joy that she gave me.
“She has made me realise that nothing is certain and that life is short
and fragile. We only get so many
precious moments and they need to
be enjoyed for the delicacies that they
are with the people you love.”
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Crack addiction

Specialreport

‘There is no crack being on this drug’
H

igh on crack cocaine, Aaron carried a knife and
kept his shoes tied
tight, constantly prepped to
either fight or run.
He stabbed a dealer in the
face to get a fix — knowing
that the high would only last
minutes while the scars
could last a lifetime.
But the noose of addiction
was too tight to allow any
oxygen of reason through.
Life was a sickening spiral
of getting high, selling drugs,
stealing, being stolen from,
going to jail or barricading
himself into homeless hostels, too paranoid to leave his
room.
Every day was a desperate
pitch to feed the hungry
ghosts of addiction. A €50
rock of crack would bring an
intense high that evaporated
almost as quickly as it came,
leaving Aaron deeply paranoid and desperate to get another fix.
Aaron, not his real name,
is now 26. Polite, with a
warm smile and easy charm,
after four months in addiction charity Cuan Mhuire’s
step-down supported housing facility in Cork, Aaron is
excited to start an apprenticeship and is building a
new life for himself and his
family.
The birth of his baby
daughter made him seek
help and he said that he will
never return to his chaotic
old life which almost killed
him.
“My whole life was unmanageable,” he said. “It revolved around drink and
drugs. I had a child on the
way and I had to say ‘this is
it.’ I was 14 when I started
taking tabs and E’s [ecstasy].
It made me feel good, like I
was part of something.
“I was about 22 when I first
tried crack. It was the best
feeling I ever had. It just removes you from life. But
when that gets a hold of you
it’s as bad, if not worse, than
the heroin. You have to keep
going until you have no
money left or there’s nothing
left to rob.
“The high only lasts for a
few minutes so you’re constantly chasing it, you can
never have enough.”
Aaron said that the drug
that he first tried ‘to be one of
the boys” eventually lost him
his home, his family, everything. And he is now speaking out to warn people of its
dangers.
Crack is a free base form of
cocaine. Powder cocaine (cocaine hydrochloride) is
heated in a pan with baking
soda to remove the hydrochloride until a solid rock is
formed. An alkaline solution, like ammonia, can alternatively be used with a
solvent which is evaporated
to extract almost pure cocaine crystals.
This form of cocaine can
be smoked or injected, hitting the bloodstream faster

Recovering addicts tell Liz Dunphy about the horrors of a life on crack cocaine, the brief high followed by paranoia and
misery, and how they are turning their lives around thanks to the service offered by a rehabilitation facility

Every drug
“
dealer in Cork
is selling it.
It’s like a new
thing in Cork

Clients of Teach Mhuire, Western Road, Cork which is step-down facility for recovering addicts.
and with more impact than
snorting it in powder form.
“It looks like a small white
crystal. It’s €50 for one rock,
and that’s gone in 15-20 minutes. You can smoke it in a
pipe or a can. Or you can inject it.”
Aaron said that the drug
made him intensely paranoid. He would lock himself
into his room at the homeless
hostel with three rocks of
crack and “two or three pipes
later” he’d board up the door
and block out the windows.
“It [the high from crack cocaine] is a nice feeling when
you’re up, but 30 or 40 seconds later the paranoia and

anxiety kicks in.
“I couldn’t talk to anyone.
I’d take the gear [heroin] to
try to come down, and smoke
joints but all that night you’d
be up in a heap. There’s no
snapping out of it.
“You could definitely see
people snapping and stabbing the person they’re with
just over pure paranoia.”
Crack cocaine, he said,
fuels violence.
“Someone would be grand
chatting to you one day, then
they’d be holding a knife to
your throat robbing you because you had a nice ring on.
That’s the environment
around town [Cork].
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Winning At Life: Three of Ireland’s most
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motivated, even when they don’t feel like it.

“I always had my shoes
tied tight in case I had to run
from the guards or fight. You
don’t know what’s around
the corner.
“I used to carry a knife
every day, even going to the
shop. I wouldn’t leave the
house without a knife. Just
to let people know that you
had it, so when you were selling bags [of drugs], they’d
know that you were carrying
it.
“A fella selling bags would
be grand one day, the next
he’d be swinging blades. If I
had a blade on me they’d
think twice.”
One day, stoned on crack,
Aaron and two friends decided to mug a drug dealer.
“Two of the boys chased
him, I pulled out a blade, ran
towards him, I should have
just tried to scare him but
without even thinking I cut
him. Just to get his money.
Knowing that the money is
going to be gone again any
minute.
“I cut him on the face. It’s
something I really regret.
There was no need for it at
all. It all happened so fast because I was out of it. He
didn’t die but they’re the
chances you take for drugs.”
Aaron noticed increasing
numbers of people turning to
crack as its availability and
popularity soared in Cork
over the last two to three
years.
He had started selling it to
feed his own expensive addiction and there was a ready
market.
“Sometimes I’d take the
money and not bring the
drugs back,” he said.
“I’d rob people. I’d rob
from family and people I was
close to, even people in the
[homeless] hostel knowing
that I’d have to come back
that night and face them. But
you wouldn’t care once you
had it [crack].”
Aaron was jailed for three
years with one year suspended for two burglaries
and one robbery.
For six years, his life was a
constant circle of going to
prison for a few months, getting out, “going mad” on
drugs and getting imprisoned again.
“I often cried and said to
myself, ‘I can’t do this.’ But
the next day I’d do it again. It
was impossible to just stop. I
had to go into a detox place.”
Aaron said that it took him
four months to get a place in
treatment but once in, he
was determined to succeed.
“It was my first time in
treatment. I said to myself,
‘no matter how hard it gets
I’m staying here, I’m not
leaving. I want to make
something of myself.’
“This [treatment] is the
best thing I’ve ever done. It’s
opened my eyes, making me
live in the real world. When
you’re on drugs you’re living
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Service users at Teach Mhuire, Western Road, Cork. ‘Drug awareness needs to start in primary school
before you go into secondary school.’
in your own bubble, going
from day to day, just thinking about how you’ll get the
next fix. Nothing else
matters.
“I do not want to go back
there. Losing everything,
having to rob for money. I
have no desire to use now at
all.
“I think that easier access
to detox facilities and to stepdown housing like this would
help a lot of people get
clean.”
ames, 29, also from
Cork, has been in
Teach Mhuire, Cuan
Mhuire’s step-down

J

facility for recovering addicts for five weeks.
James, not his real name,
said that when he first
started using crack cocaine
about four years ago, it was
very rare in Cork.
“You’d nearly have to go to
Dublin for it,” he said. “But
now it’s everywhere. Cork is
riddled in crack. You go up to
buy a bag of heroin and it’s
standard to have a bag of
crack with it.
“Every drug dealer in
Cork is selling it. It’s like a
new thing in Cork.”
James, who had been
using heroin for years before

he tried crack, said that he
found this new lethal vice
“very addictive”.
“Crack gets hold of you
straight away. It’s so instant,” he said. “It’s that euphoric feeling multiplied by
100 compared to heroin.
“But it’s gone like that. In
a minute. So you could easily
spend €1,000 a night on it if
you had the money.” James
started selling heroin and
crack cocaine to feed his own
habit.
“I was selling a lot of drugs
so I could use myself for free.
I took nearly an eighth of
gear a day and six or seven

James and Aaron credit Cuan Mhuire with changing their lives for the better and believe that more
supports like it should be available to help addicts recover and turn their lives around.

€50 rocks of crack a day for
four years.
“I’d need it just to get out
of bed in the morning. Even
to go to bed. Although I
couldn’t sleep. You wouldn’t
sleep for three or four days in
a row. Your head would be
fucked up from that alone.
You would be seeing things,
talking to people who aren’t
there. To do anything I had to
smoke a bit of crack.”
He was arrested at the
house he rented and his landlord evicted him.
suddenly, he was living a
“horrible” life on the streets,
taking shelter in homeless
hostels at night and chasing
drugs or stealing all day.
“From the moment you
open your eyes and walk out
of that Simon or Vincent’s
[homeless hostel], it starts
there. It’s a constant circle
all day, every day. Of robbing, getting robbed. It’s horrible.” James has served
time in jail for robberies and
assaults. He said that he
would steal and attack
people to get drugs.
And he’s been hospitalised
in a crack-induced psychosis, with no memory of anything for three or four days
in a row.
“The psychosis from crack
could last for days,” he said.
“You end up in a mental
hospital or in a hospital with
your heart beating out of
your chest about to have a
heart attack. You could do
anything and not know
you’re after doing it when
you’re off your head on that
stuff.
“You could be doing serious shit and you wouldn’t
know.”
Suicidal ideation is also
common with crack, James
said, and both he and Aaron
have lost “countless” friends
and acquaintances to overdoses and suicide.
“You just don’t want to
live,” James said. “If you
can’t get drugs you literally
don’t want to be on this
planet. You have suicidal
thoughts. You’re trying to
block out your past, and look
after your sickness. Life is
not good.
“A lot of people kill themselves from it. And there are
a lot of overdoses.”
Sitting in the rain outside
the Cork Simon Community’s homeless hostel,
James hit rock bottom.
He was so ‘strung out” that
when his partner called to
ask him to see their children,
he didn’t want to go.
“I remember thinking,
‘you don’t even want to go
see your kids or your
partner.’ Sitting on the curb
in the pissing rain outside
Simon, thinking this life is
no good. You’re after losing
your house, everything you
had is gone through addiction.
“But thinking about my
two kids and my partner got
me through. I thought ‘there
must be a way out.’ Then I
got into Bruree [Cuan
Mhuire’s drug rehabilitation
centre in Limerick].”
Both James and Aaron
credit Cuan Mhuire with
changing their lives for the
better and believe that more
supports like it should be
available to help addicts recover and turn their lives
around.
James also believes that
earlier intervention at school
would teach children, who
perhaps are exposed to drug
use at home, that drugs are
dangerous and can destroy
your life.
“Drug awareness needs to
start in primary school before you go into secondary
school,” James said.
“I was dabbling with weed
in primary school. I know
they do drug awareness in
secondary schools but
there’s not enough of it and
it’s too late.
“For a long time I believed
there was no help for me.
That there was no way out of
this. But then you come into
treatment and you realise
that there is another life.
This place gives you really
good support.”
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Coco’s Law

‘I’m proud that she has such a huge legacy’
Cruelly bullied in life, Nicole ‘Coco’ Fox will forever be remembered as the inspiration behind ‘Coco’s Law’, the anti-online bullying law that
her heartbroken mother Jackie fought so hard for after watching her daughter’s descent into depression and suicide, writes Liz Dunphy

D

ESPITE being just
5ft tall, Nicole Fox
has made a monumental impact
on Ireland, protecting
others from the horrors of
online abuse through legislation enacted this week in
her name.
Known affectionately as
‘Coco’ by her loving family,
Nicole was 21 years old when
she died by suicide after
suffering years of horrific
physical and online abuse
that started just after she
turned 18.
Her mother Jackie’s world
shattered the day she found
Coco’s limp body at their
Clondalkin home in January
2018, after popping out to
collect her son from school.
But she channelled her
excruciating grief into
changing Ireland in Coco’s
name, fighting tirelessly for
legislation that could better
protect others from online
bullying and abuse.
And on Tuesday, the
Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related
Offences Act 2020, known as
Coco’s Law, was commenced, with a memorandum about Coco and how she
inspired the new law.
“Nicole’s name is in the
Irish Statute Book,” said
Jackie. “Her memorandum
is attached to the legislation.
“Long after we’re gone,
her name will still be there.
“I’m also working with
[Justice Minister] Helen
McEntee and [Labour TD]
Brendan Howlin to educate
people on Coco’s Law. It will
be in the curriculum, so
everyone must learn what
Coco’s Law is.
“This legislation was not
there to protect Nicole, but
hopefully it will save other
people’s lives and other
families from having to
suffer like we have.
“I’m proud that she has
such a huge legacy.
“But we still have to live
without her. We’ll never be
able to hug her, or hear her
laugh, or see her smile again.
So it’s a hugely bittersweet
time.”
Nicole had been bullied
relentlessly, both physically
and online before her death,
out of nothing but jealousy,
Jackie said.
She was burned with cigarettes, hauled by the hair,
hurled down metal staircases and her hip was dislocated. The online bullying
was relentless and “got into
her head”.
“I personally think the
online abuse was worse,”
said Jackie. “She thought
there was no getting out with
that. The online abuse gets
into your head more. It gets
deeper and deeper.”
Remembering her daughter, Jackie said: “When she
was growing up, she was the
funniest person.
“She was lively, she was
bubbly, she was very outgoing, she had a lot of
friends. She was cheeky too!
But she never brought
trouble to the door. She was a
mammy’s girl. She was my
best friend. We did everything together,” Jackie said,
her voice breaking.
The bullying started when
Nicole turned 18, excited
about embarking on her
adult life and going to her
first nightclub.
An older woman in her 20s
befriended her to try to get
close to a male friend of
Nicole’s, Jackie said.
But when that young man
declined this woman’s
advances “things turned
nasty”, and the woman
recruited more people to
harass and assault Nicole,
Jackie said.
“They started to physically abuse her. They put
cigarette butts out on her
skin. There was a metal
ﬂight of stairs in the night-

Jackie Fox, in Courtown, Co Wexford, on a bench with a plaque for her daughter Nicole ‘Coco’ Fox, who died by suicide in 2018 after a sustained campaign of physical and online bullying. Jackie said that as the
bullies lived around their old home in Clondalkin, there were too many distressing memories to stay there.
Pictures: Patrick Browne

‘We have a bench with a plaque for her at the sea too,’ said Jackie. ‘I go there to read a
book or think about her.’
club and one of them got Nicole by the hair and bounced
her down every step.
“They scarred her skin
with a hair straightener.
“Nicole was only my
height, 5ft — she was only
tiny. She used to dance on
the dance ﬂoor in the nightclub and no matter where
she went, they would pretend to dance beside her and
give her an elbow in the face
or the chest.
“One time Nicole was
coming out of the bathroom
and one of the girls pushed
her so hard into the corner of
the table that they actually
dislocated her hip.” Reeling
from the physical abuse, Nicole took an overdose in 2015.
“We spent four nights in
the hospital, myself and Nicole,” said Jackie.
“I thought that was our
worst nightmare, but that
was only the beginning of it.”

I remember
“
saying to her,
‘Nicole, will you
just open your
eyes?’ But it
didn’t happen

Although Nicole went to
CAHMS after the suicide
attempt, Jackie said that
Nicole was essentially told
that it was a phase and she
would “get over it”, so they
never went back.
Although Jackie took her
on trips to cheer her up,
bringing her shopping, to the
cinema, to concerts, and to
their holiday home in Wexford, Nicole was slipping
further into depression.
“I could see I was losing
her. She went from this
bubbly, funny, lively girl to
just staying in her room a lot.
I would hear her crying at
night going to bed.
“I remember walking into
her room and seeing that she
had dug her nails so deep
into her legs and her belly
that she bled. Her smile was
gone, her confidence was
gone. She felt rejected. And
because she was staying in
the loneliness was getting to
her.
“I remember going into
her room one night and
Nicole told me that she didn’t
want to be here anymore and
the only reason she couldn’t
kill herself was because she
didn’t want to leave me
heartbroken.
“Hearing your only little
girl say that … just … it kills
you.
“And she was so strong,
because she held on for another two years after that.
But it got so bad for her at the
end, that she just couldn’t

‘She went from this bubbly, funny, lively girl to just staying in her room a lot,’ said Jackie. ‘I would hear her crying at night
going to bed.’

live another day with them.
“They stripped her of
everything. She was so
bubbly and funny and lively,
but they took it all away.”
The bullying had moved
online so that even when
locked away in her bedroom,
Nicole couldn’t escape her
abusers.
“These people weren’t
happy just with the physical
abuse, they brought it online
then. They made fake pages,
they told Nicole all the time
through Snapchat and
WhatsApp and Messenger to
go and hang herself, ‘everyone hates you, no-one wants
you here, you’re better off
dead.’ They even sent her
videos of a noose, showing
how to hang yourself. They
made a fake Facebook page
and on the fake page they
threatened to beat her up so
badly she’d be in a coma on a
life-support machine.
“Nicole had never suffered
from anxiety or anything
like that before, but she
started to throw up with fear
before leaving the house.
“Then she’d go out, dressed up and smiling and no one
would know she had been
throwing up in the bathroom
an hour earlier because of
these people.”
Jackie believes the abuse
moved online because Nicole’s abusers knew they
would get away with it that
way.
“And there was no help.
There was no legislation

there to stop it. I was powerless in every way.”
Three years after Nicole’s
first suicide attempt, Jackie
came home after collecting
her son from school to find
Nicole had tried again.
“We went to the chipper
that day. That always haunts
me because if we didn’t go to
the chipper, would we have
made it back in time?
“We were only gone an
hour. She was still alive. Her
heart was still beating. I was
doing CPR on her, on loudspeaker with the ambulance
crew. But when she went in
the ambulance on the way to
the hospital she took a massive heart attack, but being as
strong as Nicole was, they
got a heartbeat back again.
“She was put on a ventilator in intensive care, but in
between the sounds of the
ventilator there was another
noise, the nurse said that
was Nicole trying to breathe
herself. She was still alive.”
Jackie was then horrified
to hear from a doctor that
Nicole would not survive.
She had suffered extensive
brain damage and her organs were going to shut
down, the doctor said.
“We were only gone an
hour,” said Jackie. “She was
still breathing when we
found her. I couldn’t comprehend that she wasn’t going to
come home.
“I stayed with her for two
days and nights, I stayed
awake, family and friends

were coming in to say goodbye, I still couldn’t believe it.
“When she was lying in
the bed I remember saying to
her: ‘Nicole, will you just
open your eyes?’ But it didn’t
happen.
“That was on the 18th of
January. Then on the 20th of
January at 5.26, a nurse said
that it was time. I remember
getting up on the bed with
her and saying to her ‘just let
go. No-one can ever hurt you
again, Cocs. No-one can ever
hurt you. Just let go pet. I
love you Coco-Pops.’ And
then she died,” Jackie said
through tears.
Jackie was so distraught
that she decided to follow her
only daughter into the grave,
but then something happened to change her mind
and she instead decided to
fight for better protections
for people suffering online
bullying and harassment.
“It wasn’t that I missed
Nicole any less, but I decided
to fight instead of going with
her. I decided to do something about it so that no
other people would suffer the
way Nicole did, and so that
no other family would suffer
the way we are to this very
second.”
Jackie started calling TDs
and writing to people, calling
for new laws to criminalise
online abuse.
“At the start, no one was
listening, but I kept going,”
she said. “I held protests
outside the Dáil, I had a huge

march through Dublin City
and everyone who came
brought a single pink balloon for Coco.
“Eventually I was put onto
Brendan Howlin from
Labour, he was fantastic. I
had a Facebook page about
Coco’s Law and people really
got behind it.
“A group, March for Justice, got behind me too, and
they were fantastic. There
were a lot of setbacks, but
March for Justice kept me
going.”
They gave talks and
marched all over Ireland for
Coco’s Law. Jackie’s fight
against online abuse has
now given her “some faith”
that people can change the

law for the better.
“But now it’s up to the
guards and the courts to
enforce it,” she said.
“The guards and the
courts have to make
examples of these people
from the start to deter other
people from abusing others.
The legislation is here to
save people from suicide, so
do that. Make examples of
people.”
Many desperately need
protection now, she said.
“Online bullying has increased so much since lockdown,” she said. “It’s easy to
get people in groups online
and spread things around
when you have nothing else
to do. A lot of parents say
they fear for their kids now
when they go back to school,
because the online bullying
has been so bad.
“And I’ve met so many
parents who have already
lost their kids due to online
bullying. So many others
have suffered just as much
as Nicole. And it was allowed
to happen because of a lack
of legislation in Ireland to
stop it.
“When the guards came to
me two days after Nicole
died, they said that it wasn’t
a criminal offence to tell
people online to hang themselves or drink bleach. It
wasn’t a criminal offence to
send videos on how to kill
yourself. So there was no
protection there for Nicole,
or anyone else.”
After Nicole’s death,
Jackie and her family moved
to their “happy place” in
Wexford where Nicole had
loved to play on the beach as
a child. The bullies lived
around their old home in
Clondalkin.
“It’s never going to be our
happy-ever-after home because Nicole’s not going to be
in it, but it’s taken a lot of
stress off myself and my sons
since we moved. I brought all
her stuff with me. I couldn’t
give away her clothes, a lot of
them still had her smell on
them, so I got a big duvet
cover made with her clothes,
a patch from each dress or
her pyjamas.”
She even got a teddy made
from Nicole’s favourite
purple onesie.
“We have a bench with a
plaque for her at the sea too. I
go there to read a book or
think about her. I got her
cremated because I thought
she’d hate being up in a
graveyard in the cold and the
dark by herself. So she’s
beside my bed at home now.
“I never would be angry or
annoyed with her. I could
understand why she couldn’t
take it. I saw it, first hand,
what she was going through.
“She was my best friend. I
miss her so much, and I have
to live without her now just
because some other people
wouldn’t leave her alone.
“After she died, I said I was
going to make sure that she
was never forgotten. I was
angry and upset at the time,
but that did actually happen.
Now, today, everyone knows
her name.”

‘No tolerance’ for online abuse
The Harassment, Harmful
Communications, and
Related Offences Act was
commenced on Tuesday and
came into effect on
Wednesday.
The legislation, known as
Coco’s Law, has created the
toughest criminal sanctions
for online abuse in the
European Union.
The act makes the crime of
online harassment
punishable by a maximum
jail term of 10 years and/or
an unlimited ﬁne.
To do so, it amended the
Non-Fatal Offences Against
the Person Act 1997 which
could technically be used in
previous online harassment
cases, but brought a lower
maximum jail term of seven
years, and didn’t speciﬁcally
name the crime of online
harassment.
The new act also makes it a
crime to distribute, publish or
send threatening or grossly
offensive communication,
carrying a maximum jail term
of two years and/or an
unlimited ﬁne.
Two new offences have also
been created to criminalise
the distribution of intimate
images without the subject’s
consent with penalties of up
to seven years in prison and/
or an unlimited ﬁne.
The more serious of these
two offences involves the
non-consensual taking,
distribution, publication, or
threat to distribute intimate
images with an intent to
cause harm to the victim.
This will carry a maximum
penalty of an unlimited ﬁne
and/or seven years in jail.
The second offence also
involves the non-consensual
taking, distributing, or
publishing of intimate

images but without a
requirement that the
accused intended to cause
harm to the victim.
This will carry a maximum
penalty of a €5,000 ﬁne and/
or 12 months in prison.
It is irrelevant if a person
originally consented to the
image being taken: if they
did not consent to its
subsequent publication or
distribution, it is a criminal
offence.
When sentencing, it will be
an aggravating factor if the
perpetrator is/was in an
intimate relationship with the
victim.
The act also amends the Bail
Act and the Domestic
Violence Act.
The bill was ﬁrst brought to
the Dáil in 2017 by Labour’s
Brendan Howlin.
Speaking in the Dáil before
the bill was enacted, he said
that the internet is a public
space and people “should
be as protected there as they
are on a street or in a public
park. But there are no
protections, and the most
terrible harm has been done
to people.” When
commencing the act this
week, Justice Minister Helen
McEntee also announced a
new Research Observatory
on Cyberbullying, which will
conduct studies on
cyberbullying, cyberhate,
and online harassment, and
the implementation of
Coco’s Law.
It is being set up by the
Department of Justice, the
National Anti-Bullying
Research and Resource
Centre at DCU, and the
Department of Education.
“There can be no tolerance
for online abuse,” Ms
McEntee said.

