
Ciara_2nd typeset.indd   3 17/12/09   12:07:42 PM



First published in 2010 by 
UWA Publishing 

Crawley, Western Australia 6009 
www.uwap.uwa.edu.au

This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private study, 
research, criticism or review, as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, no part may be 

reproduced by any process without written permission. 

Grateful acknowledgement is made to the following for permission to print excerpts from 
Benedictus by John O’Donohue, published by Bantam Press, reprinted by permission of 

The Random House Group Ltd and Collected Poems of W.H. Auden 1991, edited by Edward 
Mendelson, published by Faber & Faber. 

Every effort has been made to trace and acknowledge copyright material in this publication. 
The author and publisher would welcome information from copyright holders who could 

not be traced. Enquiries should be made to the publisher.

Copyright © Una Glennon, 2010

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

A full CIP record for this book is available from the National Library of Australia

ISBN 978-1-921401-64-0

Illustrations by Tracy Graffin

Typeset in 11 pt Adobe Garamond Pro

Printed by Imago

Ciara_internals_AW.indd   116 19/1/10   4:02:35 PM



To all parents who have lost a child.
Grieving never ends but it does not end life.
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What is your life? 
You are a mis that appears for a lixle while 
and then vanishes.
James 4:14
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This book was born out of my grief journey following the murder of our 
daughter Ciara. It is a book I never would have wished to write but it has 
become the book I must write, for not to do so would seem unfaithful. It is 
my story, but it could also be the story of every parent who has lost a child.

It is taken from jottings I wrote down at the time, interspersed with my 
vivid memories of events, and is comprised of short, self-contained segments. 
A grieving person may open the book at any segment, read it and identify 
with it or use it for further reflection. I have attempted to show some sequence 
through which my journey took me, but if I have not always succeeded it is 
because there is no sequence to grief. If my memories of events differ from 
those of others, please forgive me. I have attempted to be as truthful and as 
accurate as my experiences and recollections allow.

This is a story of love, despair, searching, spiritual awakening, acceptance 
and finally peace. During my struggle to come to terms with Ciara’s death, 
books were very important to me. They provided me with metaphors and 
images that helped me to understand and express my grief. They also gave me 
the means with which to probe the mystery of life and death. It is my wish 
that my book may provide similar consolation to those who are at present 
journeying through grief. It is possible to survive the worst of all tragedies and 
to emerge a fuller, stronger and better human being as a result. 

My experience compelled me to write this book but there was always a 
second motivation. I believe that this book allows something else of lasting 
value to emerge from Ciara’s life and the tragedy of her death. 

This book is Ciara’s gift to you.
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Each age is a dream that is dying 
Or one that is coming to birth.
Arthur O’Shaughnessy

Ciara_2nd typeset.indd   2 17/12/09   12:07:50 PM



3

The drone of the VC 8 pierces the silence as I slowly emerge from a 
restless, comfortless sleep. Awareness dawns as my eyes become accustomed 
to the muted light in the aircraft cabin and the crumpled, sleeping passengers 
emerge into view. 

I stretch my aching body and quietly raise the shutter on the aircraft window. 
The unveiling of a new day has just begun. The black night sky is fringed 
with a band of deep red along the horizon. Gradually the band dissolves into 
varying shades of pink and mauve as it extends further into the sky and the 
inky darkness fades into a dull grey. As the pinks and mauves begin to fade, 
without warning a great ball of gold bursts over the horizon, revealing in 
all their beauty and mystery the sweeping sands of the Sahara desert below.  
I hold my breath as if to halt time, the drama of the event reaching deep 
inside, making me profoundly aware that I have just experienced something 
majestic, almost mystical. A new day is born. It is not just any new day. It is 
also the birthing of a new life for me. My husband of two weeks and I are 
on our way to start our married life in Zambia, Central Africa.

I am filled with excitement and anticipation for our new life ahead. But 
deep down there is also the awareness of what I am leaving behind in Ireland. 
I am leaving behind my family and friends whom I love dearly and all the 
people who supported and nurtured me. I am leaving behind my culture 
and everything that made me who I am. I am leaving behind the name I was 
known by for the last twenty-three years. From now on I will be known only 
by my married name. I am leaving behind part of my very identity. 

It is 1968 and air travel is not so easy or common. I will not return to 
Ireland for at least two-and-a-half years. 

I am learning one of the great lessons in life. With every new beginning 
there has to be an ending.
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I have settled into life in Zambia. Shortly after our arrival we experience 
a water shortage. All the students in the Teacher Training College where I 
am lecturing are sent home to their villages and towns until the rainy season 
begins. We watch our water supply dwindle until only a brown murky liquid 
trickles from our taps. It is evident that we must also leave. As we receive 
only a modest stipend from the mission where we are working, our financial 
resources are limited. We buy an old Peugeot 304 car and a tent, and head 
south into Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). 

We are fortunate to have time on our side as we meander through the 
countryside, pitching our tent wherever we choose. Here, unspoiled by human 
interference, nature displays herself in all her splendour. Each day is filled with 
wonder and reverence, a feast for our senses and our souls. Sleeping with only 
a piece of canvas between us and the stars, we are immersed in the sounds and 
smells of nature. Here, humans and animals live a respectful co-existence. It 
is not unusual to have to stop to allow a herd of elephants to cross the road, 
or to be awakened by the sound of some wild animal chomping outside our 
tent or the early morning screeches of monkeys high in the trees above. 

Here, there is time and space for reflection, for interiority. From the vastness 
of the night skies viewed from the stillness and isolation of the Matopos Hills, 
the chosen burial place of Cecil Rhodes, to the smallest of living creatures 
crawling in the bare earth around our tent, I am constantly reminded of 
the mystery and magnificence of the universe. Briefly I ponder the vast web 
of life and humankind’s place and purpose in it all. But it is only a brief 
contemplation, for the exuberance of youth still courses through my veins, 
urging me on to new experiences, to greater adventures. 

Sorrow had not yet dimmed my vision or slowed me in my tracks.

5
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It is holiday time again at the college. This time we plan to travel north-east 
into Tanzania, our destination being Dar es Salaam on the east coast and 
returning to Zambia through Malawi, an epic trip of some five thousand 
kilometres. As Zambia is a landlocked country and the government has 
imposed sanctions against Rhodesia, all imported goods must be transported 
by road from the port of Dar es Salaam. This busy road is nothing more than 
a corrugated dirt track and very potholed. It is not called the ‘Hell Run’ for 
nothing. We take off in our sturdy Peugeot with nothing more than two spare 
wheels, a jerry can with extra petrol, our two-person tent, canned and dried 
food and a Michelin map covering the entire continent of Africa. 

As we travel north I am struck by the remoteness of the region, the absence 
of towns and the scarcity of people. The landscape is largely uninteresting 
and inhospitable, mainly low scrub. There is not the same sense of freedom 
and safety I encountered in Rhodesia. We only use our tent when absolutely 
necessary. There is an unspoken code of hospitality among the missionaries 
and there is always an open door for weary travellers. We sleep in a leprosarium 
one night, on another night in a dusty unused monk’s cell on an isolated 
mission station. 

As we enter Tanzania the landscape changes. Each day brings new visual 
delights. The road meanders through lush forests, past native villages of 
thatched mud huts, along steep escarpments, and we catch our first sight of 
wildlife. The distances between towns are not so great here and we can pace 
our trip so we are in a town each night. 

Almost from the moment we leave I am feeling nauseous. It soon becomes 
evident it is not just carsickness. I am pregnant. The trip takes on a new 
perspective. My awareness shifts from the miracle of nature without to the 
miracle of life that is taking place within. 

We finally reach Dar es Salam with its azure sea and palm-fringed white 
powdery beaches. This is a city that engages the senses. Sights, sounds and 
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smells reflect the rich diversity of cultures the city embraces. Our time here 
is brief but enjoyable. 

Our return trip through Malawi brings us again into very isolated landscapes. 
Apart from my almost continual nausea, our days are carefree. The countryside 
is beautiful. We camp by the shores of Lake Malawi and completely lose track 
of the days of the week. The people we encounter speak very little English and 
do not have the same concern for knowing what day it is. Not to be aware of 
or constrained by time gives a whole new meaning to freedom. 

But we are still bound by the calendar and must keep moving. As we 
leave Malawi we are stopped by the Malawi Youth—an army of young men 
who patrol the country. They retain us for an inordinate length of time, 
searching our car and taking out all our belongings. They are like children, 
full of curiosity about the items they find in our luggage. I am decidedly 
uncomfortable with these youths as they skittishly play with our possessions 
and their loaded guns. Relief comes when they eventually allow us to repack 
our car and move on. Our wonderful holiday has been marred by the actions 
of these young men, drunk with power and authority. 

All I want now is to return to Zambia to allow our baby to grow and 
develop in the safety of our own home.
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You know your life has changed forever,
For in all the days and years to come,
Disance will never be able to cut you of
From the one you now carry
For nine months under your heart.
John O’Donohue
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I am sitting in the back row of the college hall watching a movie, some 
B-grade action-packed production, with the student body. The students 
really love these movies. They whistle and cheer-on the good guys and hoot 
and boo at the bad guys. Every so often a reel has to be changed or the 
projector breaks down and the students impatiently hiss and whistle until 
the projector spurts into life again and the movie resumes. I am here not 
out of interest but in a supervisory capacity and tonight my husband is 
operating the projector. My mind drifts into reverie. I am vaguely aware 
of the clickitty-clack of the projector in the background, the swirls of dust 
particles in the shaft of light coming from the small square hole in the 
projection room wall, the flickering on the screen, then suddenly, a faint 
fluttering inside me. There it goes again, like the movement of a bubble, the 
flick of a feather. It is not a familiar feeling.

I hold my breath in wonder as it suddenly dawns on me: this is my baby’s 
first movement. 

The significance of the event fills me with excitement and awe. I long 
to share my secret but there is no one near, just the students around me 
fully engrossed in what is taking place on the screen, totally oblivious to 
the miracle that has just occurred in their midst. For me it is a momentous 
occasion, one I will carry with me for the rest of my life. Miracles are 
continually taking place in the deep and dark recesses of our lives and most 
of the time we are so taken up with the busyness of life that they happen 
without us even noticing.
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I enjoy preparing for our new baby. Our nearest store, owned by an Indian 
trader, is about ten kilometres away. It stocks almost everything from sewing 
needles to bags of maize to engine oil. Although it doesn’t stock baby items 
or maternity wear it does have a good supply of materials, so I set to and 
make maternity dresses, baby rugs and wraps. But there are many items we 
cannot purchase, so we head off again to Rhodesia (Zimbabwe) during our 
next holidays. 

I am heavily pregnant so we stay in a hotel and concentrate on rest and 
relaxation and purchasing the necessities for our baby. I buy nappies and baby 
clothes, wool, patterns, crochet hooks and knitting needles. I am going to 
enjoy knitting and crocheting items for our baby and it will help to fill in my 
leisure time while waiting for the birth. Lastly, we buy a pram.

I am happy with my simple purchases as we set off on our return journey 
but we still have the hurdle of crossing the border. Having come from a 
border town in Ireland, I have a necessary respect for and indeed fear of border 
crossings. This time is no different. The customs officials unpack our entire 
luggage and under some obscure, implausible pretext, confiscate all the baby 
items. One does not try to reason or argue with customs officials. We return 
to our home with only the pram, knitting needles and patterns. Africans have 
no use for these items.
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My pregnancy progresses normally and soon it is November. The rains 
are late. As the days pass the heat builds up, forming a shimmering haze over 
the landscape. There is no relief. All of nature languishes in the heat. The soil 
is parched and powdery. Insect eggs and seeds lie dormant underneath, waiting 
for the first drops of rain that will stir them into life. Dogs lie panting in the 
scanty shade. Life is suspended, waiting for the impending rain. With each 
passing day our senses become more heightened as we listen for the distant 
rumblings of thunder or scan the horizon for the buildup of storm clouds that 
announce the first downpour. We sniff the air in the hope of detecting that 
welcome earthy aroma of the first few drops. A sense of expectation looms as 
people become more lethargic in the oppressive heat. 

I am also full of expectation as I await the arrival of our baby. Will it be 
a boy or a girl? If it is a girl we will call her Ciara. The baby is in the breech 
position and showing no signs of turning. If it doesn’t turn soon I will have an 
early caesarean section. I continue to lecture each day as I await the decision. 
I have no apprehension about what lies ahead of me. I have total faith in the 
young Irish doctor who is also a nun and who will deliver my baby in the 
small mission hospital that services this area.
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The hospital is run by five Irish nuns—four nurses and one doctor. It is a 
sixty kilometre drive over a dusty, corrugated road. There are no other medical 
personnel in the area and the hospital is very understaffed. The local people 
really depend on this facility and it is kept very busy. It consists mainly of 
two large wards, one for males and one for females, and both are always 
overflowing. Extra mattresses are shoved in between the beds to accommodate 
the extra patients. When women are admitted they invariably bring their 
babies and toddlers. Food is not provided. Instead families arrive with their 
charcoal stoves and cook maize porridge, the staple food and the only meal 
of the day. If the patient is well enough she cooks her own meals.

All this activity takes place in the central quadrangle of the hospital. Many 
of the patients are women who have come to give birth, others are suffering 
from malaria or dysentery and many of them carry tuberculosis. 

Into this setting Ciara enters the world by caesarian section on the 
twentieth of November 1969, ten days before she is due. She is delivered 
at 6:30am before the heat of the day builds up and conditions become too 
uncomfortable in the basic theatre. The young doctor who performs the 
operation also administers the anaesthetic and is assisted by a single nurse. 
Some hours later when the effect of the general anaesthetic has worn off, I 
am presented with my baby. She is a perfect baby, a perfect example of the 
miracle of life. She is also the first newborn baby I have ever held.
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As soon as possible I struggle out of bed and make my way to the nursery 
where Ciara is kept. As I enter, I sense there is someone behind the door. 
I turn to look and am momentarily transfixed. Sitting on the floor is a 
woman feeding her baby. Her body is frail and ravaged by leprosy. Her dull 
and wrinkled skin hangs from her skeletal frame. She wears only a shabby 
chetenga (sarong) tied around her waist. Her extremities are missing, eroded 
by her cruel disease. She holds her baby to her obviously empty, pendulous 
breast with fingerless hands. Her baby is tiny, barely clinging to life. She looks 
up and our eyes lock momentarily. Her life of suffering is visible in her deep 
sad eyes. In that brief moment of encounter something deep inside me is 
touched and I too feel the burden of her suffering. 

I turn away clumsily, confused and unsettled. I am too shocked to speak, 
she too humble.

Later I speak with the nurse. She assures me that the disease is arrested, that 
my baby is not in jeopardy, but she also tells me this same woman comes into 
the hospital each year to give birth and each year she goes home alone. Her 
babies never survive.

I am deeply affected by the plight of this mother, by the contrast between 
her life and mine: between our birth experiences, between our babies’ life 
expectancies. I return to my home with a heart full of joy at the new 
addition to our family, but at the same time carrying a deep feeling for 
all the mothers whose birth experience is not as happy as mine. Joy and 
sorrow live side by side.
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Nothing could have prepared your heart 
to open like this.
John O’Donohue
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Back home with our new baby, the real meaning of unconditional love 
begins to unfold. No task is too great or sacrifice too much for the welfare 
of this new life we have brought into the world and for which we are now 
totally responsible. Living on a mission station with only nuns and priests for 
company, I have no one to turn to for advice about babies. I am totally on 
my own. On one of his rare trips to the capital Lusaka, my husband buys Dr. 
Spock’s book on child care. It becomes my bible. At times the responsibility 
of motherhood is overwhelming but I am rewarded a hundred fold by the 
increasing bond of trust and love that grows with each passing week. 

Life had changed for us now; no more wandering through the untamed 
parts of Africa. The priority now is the health and welfare of our baby. 

Fifteen months later we are joined by Ciara’s sister, Denise, and our family 
is complete. They are both happy children who bring great joy and love into 
our lives. As we live in an isolated community away from extended family, 
our small nuclear family becomes very close-knit. Ciara and Denise become 
inseparable. We have none of the trappings of modern day society. There is 
no television and only a limited supply of toys, and lollies are almost unheard 
of. But the children have a freedom and an exposure to the natural world that 
they would not have in a modern city. We continue to travel frequently, back 
to Ireland and Europe during our long holidays and throughout the southern 
parts of Africa in our short breaks.

All too quickly the years pass and it is time for Ciara to start school and 
we decide it is also time for us to put down some roots. Chasing the sun we 
decide to move to Perth, Western Australia.
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We soon settle into life in Perth. 
As Ciara grows and develops it becomes evident that she is blessed with 

many gifts. She has a cheerful, friendly disposition. She acquires a wide circle 
of good friends and is herself a loyal friend. She is totally honest and open 
in her relationships. She has a good intellect and a talent for any sport she 
chooses to play. She represents her school in swimming and athletics, and 
on the debating and public speaking teams. She takes part in her school’s 
drama and musical productions. She demonstrates a quiet determination to 
succeed at everything she attempts and will not let anything beat her. Yet, she 
is not competitive and takes delight in the achievements of her friends. Ballet 
becomes a major part of her life and here she also shows great potential. But 
when it comes to choosing a career she decides on the legal profession. 

After her first year at university, Ciara is one of a small group offered the 
opportunity to study two degrees simultaneously. Relishing another challenge, 
she embarks on a demanding study programme for both Law and Arts degrees, 
the latter with majors in Industrial Relations and Japanese. During these years 
Ciara studies diligently but also enjoys a good social life. Her open, friendly 
and vivacious personality immediately puts people at ease. By the sheer warmth 
of her presence she can light up a room. She is natural and unassuming: what 
you see is how she is and she says exactly what she thinks. 

The years pass swiftly and all too soon our two girls finish university and 
embark on their respective careers. Ciara takes up a position with a large 
law firm in Perth and the following year is admitted to the Bar. Denise has 
qualified in Medicine. I feel life is complete. We have launched our children 
successfully on the stage of life. Now it is time for my husband and me. 

These are happy times. We have not yet discovered the meaning of the 
word grief.
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After four busy years working in the legal profession, Ciara decides to take 
a year off to travel. During her year overseas I take an armchair journey with 
her. Some of the places she visits I have not even heard of: the islands of Nias 
in Indonesia and Kho Samui in Thailand and Elat in Israel are all unknown to 
me, so the first thing I do is find them on a map, then if possible, get a video 
and immerse myself in the scenery and the culture she is experiencing. I visit 
these places through her eyes. She phones regularly and this becomes another 
way of journeying with her. She travels extensively through Israel, Turkey and 
Greece. She crosses Europe and spends some months with relatives in Ireland.

I am really pleased that she is having this wonderful experience but I am 
apprehensive for her safety. I know I will be more settled when she returns 
to Perth. 

She finally arrives home via the U.S.A. on the first of March looking relaxed, 
rested and happy, and I breathe a sigh of relief. After a week of readjustment 
and catching up with friends, she returns to her very busy working life.
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Joy and sorrow are inseparable:  
together they come and when one sis alone wih you, 
remember that the other is aslep under your bed.
Kahlil Gibran
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Friday the fourteenth of March dawns. It is just another ordinary day, 
no premonitions, no foreboding of what is about to happen. I have a busy 
day planned.

The law firm where Ciara is employed is having drinks after work to 
celebrate St. Patrick’s Day. Ciara plans to attend and then have an early night. 
I drive her to the bus stop in the morning. She sold her car before going 
overseas and has not yet had the time to replace it. I offer to pick her up 
later but she declines. She will get a lift home with a friend or catch a taxi. 
We say a hasty goodbye and she says ‘thanks Mum’ as she gets out of the car. 
I speak to her again at five o’clock. Her plans have not altered. She says she 
is tired. I suggest she doesn’t attend the drinks after work, but she says she 
thinks she should. 

That is the last time I speak with her. 
It is now Saturday morning and Ciara did not return home last night. This 

has never happened before. Something untoward must have happened. I must 
not panic. There is probably a perfectly good explanation. It is now 1pm and 
still no sign of Ciara. I have spoken with her friends and found out that she 
and two work colleagues got a lift with one of the partners in their law firm. 
He dropped them off at the Continental Hotel in Claremont, close to where 
he lives and just ten minutes from our home. There she chatted with some 
friends but she was in a hurry to get home. She didn’t even take the time to 
have a drink but left after about twenty minutes to catch a taxi home. Her 
two colleagues stayed on.

Fear is beginning to take hold and I ring the police. Very soon a young 
police officer arrives. I am now very worried. As the officer laboriously writes 
down my answers to his questions, I am silently screaming at him to hurry 
up and get a search party out to look for Ciara. But there is a process that 
has to be adhered to and I will have to be patient. I remain calm outwardly, 
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with no hint of the terror that is welling up inside. 
By late evening when Ciara fails to keep a dinner engagement, the police 

finally accept that she is missing, and the nightmare begins.
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