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PROLOGUE

Kilkee, County Clare

October 2023

I stare at a document on my screen, empty apart from the blinking cursor. My fingers are on the keys, willing the right words to come, but I’m struggling. How can I sum up my father’s life and the chasm left by his absence in a few paragraphs? How do I capture the essence of Dad – his warmth, huge booming laugh and kindness – through a keyboard?

I type the title ‘Victim Impact Statement’ and focus on that middle word: ‘impact’. Just six letters. Such a small word for an unending ache.

It feels impossible to convey the impact of Dad’s killing eight years ago. The sense of loss is endless: birthdays, holidays, Christmases and many milestones in my life have already passed without my father’s presence. Future moments are also forever stolen: twenty-firsts, graduations, weddings, births, christenings, the grandchildren he’ll never hold. The ripples expand endlessly.

People tell me to write about how Dad’s death has affected my life. They make it sound simple, but how do you express the inexpressible? While friends are having fun, I am in therapy, trying to unload an invisible but crushing weight. I’ve spent endless hours crying, trying to process my grief, trauma, loss and regret. I can’t count the number of sleepless nights or the nightmares where I wake screaming. Nor can I calculate the days I’ve spent with officials, my voice raw with grief as I repeat what I experienced, desperately hoping for a response greater than sympathetic nods and scribbled notes.

How do I explain that I view the world through a permanently altered lens? ‘Victim Impact Statement’ seems like an emotionless term for someone who has seen her father’s bloody handprint trailing down his bedroom door, a silent testament to his desperate attempt to escape. But the law is black and white, and heartless. 

In 2017, Molly Martens and her father Tom Martens were convicted of the second-degree murder of my father, Jason Corbett, who they killed on 2 August 2015. However, their convictions were quashed on appeal in 2020, with the appeal upheld by the North Carolina Supreme Court in 2021, after they had served three-and-a-half years of their twenty-to-twenty-five-year sentences. 

The North Carolina Supreme Court upheld the decision for a new trial in 2021. The court found that evidence that could have supported the Martens’ claims of self-defence had been improperly excluded during the original trial. A retrial was ordered and their prison sentences ended in April 2021. 

They have now been free for two years, back to living their normal family lives in Tennessee as they wait for the next step in the legal process. Meanwhile, my father’s remains lie under a marble stone in Castlemungret Cemetery, near our former home in Limerick. My only consolation is that in death, Dad has been reunited with my birth mother Mags, his first wife, and the love of his life.

However, we received news weeks ago that the Martens’ retrial will not happen. They have struck a plea deal with the prosecutors and will plead guilty to voluntary manslaughter. Instead of a retrial, they will have a sentencing hearing. I will never now have the chance to take the stand in court.

Throughout the twisting legal process since my father’s killing, I’ve begged the prosecution to let me take the stand in court. I have lost count of how many times I’ve written, emailed and called since the Martens began lodging their appeals after their sentencing in 2017. I have implored the District Attorney himself. I’ve asked everyone to give me a chance to confront my father’s killers and present what I know to a jury and judge. 

They kept telling me I was too young and that giving evidence in court would be too traumatic. But I’ve imagined being in the courtroom a hundred times, standing on the witness stand and telling my truth. The assurances from the District Attorney’s office that I would get my chance in a retrial have proven hollow. The only bone thrown by the District Attorney’s office is the offer of making a Victim Impact Statement – a few minutes standing in the courtroom to summarise a lifetime of loss.

I don’t even know if I can make a statement. No one can tell us how many of our family may address the court. If we’re only allowed one statement, my brother Jack is older than me, so maybe he’ll be the one to speak.

I have two parents in heaven, but I also have two living ones. Dad, in his wisdom, legally appointed his sister Tracey and her husband David Lynch as our guardians. He loved and trusted them, and they have repaid his trust many times over. They have been to hell and back saving Jack and me from Molly Martens’ grip, all while relentlessly pursuing justice for Dad. They have spent eight years fighting the Martens through America’s legal system. This courtroom date at the end of this month will be their twenty-fifth journey to the United States as Dad’s representatives.

Tracey and David’s entire lives and that of their sons, Adam and Dean, have been upended since our father’s killing. Their voices deserve to be heard too.

One statement, two or three – it feels like a mockery of everything we’ve done. We’re being offered a few footnotes in the margins of a long battle for justice for my father. After the trauma of losing Dad, a statement is a poor substitute for the closure I had hoped for.

The Word document on my screen still remains empty apart from its bureaucratic title. I gaze out at the street through the rain-streaked bedroom window of our home in Kilkee instead. As I do, memories of Dad run through my mind. I recall the feel and warmth of my small hand in his on the beach at Spanish Point in Clare. I remember him sitting in the rocking chair in my room in North Carolina, reading another bedtime story. Every memory is like reopening an old wound, painful but strangely comforting. Each reminds me of a more innocent time before the heartache began.

Tears are welling, but a tiny spark of determination flickers. If this statement is all I get, I’ll make every single word count. I’ll tell the world what a decent and caring person my father was. I will take what little control I have to set the record straight. Every anecdote I tell and each character trait I outline will be part of his enduring legacy. My words about Dad will be captured for posterity in the transcripts, his permanent case file and the public record. If I can capture a true picture of Dad, my statement will help preserve his memory. 

I am determined that the judge knows that the life Tom and Molly Martens extinguished was much loved and valued. 

My words will also be an act of defiance. The Martens brutally silenced my father, but they can’t silence me any longer. I will do my best to inform the court what happened in our home at 160 Panther Creek Court in North Carolina on that August night in 2015.

I know I will write and rewrite this statement a hundred times over the coming weeks, but I make a start. The judge must understand that my father is more than another crime statistic or a file in the Davidson County Sheriff’s Office. He is more than his assigned number – forty-two – of the seventy-eight victims of domestic violence listed in 2015 by the North Carolina Coalition Against Domestic Violence. And he’s a lot more than the bloodied corpse the judge will see in crime-scene photographs.

Your Honour 

You know my dad as the deceased, but he had a name. It was Jason. I am proud to be the daughter of such a kind and gentle man. I am proud to be Jason Corbett’s daughter.





CHAPTER 1

THE HEALING ROOM



Your Honour

Please do not think I haven’t or do not try to heal – I do. I have been in talk therapy for eight years. While my friends are out having fun and going to parties, I am seventeen years old and in therapy.

Kilkee, County Clare

September–October 2023

I hadn’t felt the need to see my psychologist for ages. But as Tom and Molly Martens’ sentencing hearing loomed, my fingers hovered again over her familiar number.

Stepping into the familiarity of Dr Mary Hayes’ office and seeing her face spread into a smile has always been reassuring. Her office in Castletroy, Limerick, has only changed slightly since I first went there in 2016 aged nine. The room always seems to be bathed in natural light, highlighting the sparse furnishings: a light wood desk and two comfortable black-leather chairs. Blue curtains frame one side of the window, looking over nearby brick buildings, and a clock hangs on the yellow walls. I have spent many hours gazing at those curtains and that clockface, looking anywhere to avoid meeting Mary’s eyes.

As we settled in our facing chairs, Mary assumed her usual position, balancing her notepad and pen on her knee. My throat felt tight, but I was relieved to be in this room again. Mary would be an anchor in the storm about to come.

‘I thought I was doing okay,’ I began.

Her presence was as steadying as it had been when I was a child. ‘And now?’

Like a dam breaking, the tears and words tumbled out. I told Mary what had happened. ‘They made a plea deal,’ I cried, sharing my fears that I might never get the closure I hoped for.

In September 2023, I was on a sleepover with my friend Alva at her Limerick home when I saw an email arrive from District Attorney (DA) Garry Frank – the man in charge of my father’s case in North Carolina. Alva and I were on a call with a friend, so I swiped away the email until we finished. I was about to open it minutes later when Tracey rang.

‘Don’t open the email, love,’ she said. She explained that my brother Adam, who is six years older than me, was in Limerick that evening and would drive me halfway home to Kilkee, and they would collect me and bring me the rest of the way. ‘Pack your things, and we’ll talk when we see you.’

My heart sank. Tracey and David had become my guardians after my father’s death. I soon grew to regard them as my parents, implicitly loving and trusting them. So I didn’t ask what was happening that night, but I knew it wasn’t good. All I knew was our schoolgirl sleepover was over. 

Sometimes, when I was with my friends, I could almost forget about my double life and be like any other teenager. Then, a single email or a newspaper report could thrust me back into adult concerns of legal arguments, appeals, evidence and court cases. Tracey and David have always been protective, trying to shield my brother Jack and me from the slow grind of the American legal system. But I have felt caught between two worlds since I was eight – sometimes a carefree child; other times weighed down by my dad’s loss and the fight for justice.

Adam collected me but had no idea why Tracey and David wanted to talk to me so urgently. The sun was setting when he pulled in at a service station in Darragh. The village was a halfway point between my school in Limerick and our new family home in Kilkee, more than an hour away. Tracey and David were waiting and, as I changed cars, Tracey talked with Adam for a few minutes. 

It had been a beautiful September day. The sky looked on fire in a blaze of red and orange as we left Darragh and drove towards home. But I couldn’t enjoy the glorious scene, as Tracey and David’s troubled silence made me anxious.

‘What’s going on?’ I finally asked.

Tracey turned to me, reaching back from the front passenger seat to grab my hand. That’s when I learned that District Attorney Garry Frank had dropped the murder charges against the Martens. The prosecutors felt that their chances of getting a successful murder conviction at retrial were small. Instead, Tracey explained, the Martens had been offered a plea deal and were being charged with the voluntary manslaughter of my father. 

I felt winded. 

I couldn’t breathe. 

My mind raced with the implications of this news.

‘Sarah, love, please talk to me,’ Tracey urged but, for the next twenty minutes, I couldn’t form any words. 

Garry Frank and his legal team had successfully prosecuted Molly and Tom Martens for second-degree murder in 2017. Since then, they had lodged appeals using several arguments, including alleging jury misconduct in an appeal that they had been denied in December 2017. 

They had begun a broader process in 2018. We had been gutted when, in 2020, the North Carolina Court of Appeals agreed that the Martens were entitled to a new trial. However, the prosecution immediately appealed to North Carolina’s Supreme Court, and we were hopeful that the Court of Appeals decision would be overturned.

In March 2021, we had been told that the Court of Appeals decision was being upheld by the state’s Supreme Court. A retrial was announced and the Martens were to be freed soon after. The date for a retrial was uncertain.

Two years after the courts had freed the Martens, the threat of a plea deal had disappeared – the retrial had been postponed because of the Covid-19 pandemic. However, we finally had a date for October 2023, and we focused our energies on this last battle. I thought I would finally be given a chance to tell my side of the story and get justice for Dad. It was a massive blow to hear a retrial would never happen.

We only had the bare details of the plea deal that had been accepted, but those details ran around my head. Tom Martens would plead guilty to voluntary manslaughter and Molly Martens would plead no contest to voluntary manslaughter.

Instead of a retrial, my father’s killers would only face a sentencing hearing, which would decide what additional jail time they would serve, if any.

Before being released, they had only spent three-and-a-half years in jail – out of the twenty-to-twenty-five-year sentences imposed on them when they had been convicted of second-degree murder in 2017. With time served, the pair could walk free or return to prison for years.

The notion of the Martens being convicted of ‘voluntary manslaughter’ angered me because there was nothing voluntary about Dad’s death. He didn’t choose to leave my brother Jack and me. The people who were meant to love all three of us tore him from us.

David pulled in near the cliff walk at Diamond Rocks in Kilkee. None of us wanted to go straight home. Darkness surrounded us now, but Tracey stepped into the buffeting Atlantic wind to have a moment alone. I got out of the car and went my own way, pulling my school jacket close and feeling my long wool skirt whipping off my legs. Gazing into the black ocean void, I felt like shrieking in sheer frustration. I wanted the world to swallow me whole.

Without a trial, I would never be a witness in court. Jack and I could never reveal what we’d seen and experienced. We could never explain the lies we had told to social workers about our father in the days following his killing, or why we had told them. I’d lost the only opportunity to speak up for my father in a court of law. In one swoop, they had disempowered me. 

I felt outraged by the Martens’ plea deal and betrayed by the legal system. The Martens had thrown money at expensive lawyers, launching one appeal after another, and their strategy had succeeded. The legal narrative had also changed. Like snakes shedding their skin, they would shake off the title ‘murderers’. Once convicted of voluntary manslaughter, the Martens could only be called ‘killers’. A plea deal didn’t feel like justice – it felt like the Martens were getting away with murder.

As the wind chill intensified, Tracey and I returned to the car and went home. 

The District Attorney’s decision was irrevocable, so I knew we couldn’t fight it. I cried all that night instead.

Now, back in Mary’s office, I related the latest twist in the legal process, along with many other issues that whirled around my head. Over many appointments with Mary before the sentencing hearing started, I tried to articulate all my concerns about our return to America. I needed to build resilience for the weeks ahead.

The prospect of seeing Molly Martens again was one of several issues I raised. I’d seen my former stepmother for the first time in seven years at a pre-trial hearing in March 2022, eighteen months before the prosecutors agreed to a plea deal. It was also the first time I had attended a court proceeding about Dad’s case. I was fifteen.

For that week, Tracey had found accommodation near the Davidson County Courthouse so we could walk to the hearing each day. On the opening day, as we approached the courthouse, I got my first experience of the media circus that would surround the case as photographers and TV reporters surrounded us. 

I could see Tom Martens and his wife Sharon ahead, but was relieved to see no sign of Molly. I didn’t want any contact with her outside of the formal situation of the courthouse. Molly was unpredictable and I was nervous about how she might react to seeing me for the first time since 2015.

Tracey had warned us that nothing would prepare us for the daily media gauntlet. But she also urged us to hold our heads high, reminding us that the only ones who should hang their heads going into court were the Martens. Feeling protected with my family around me, I looked straight ahead as the flurry of cameras clicked and big lenses surrounded us.

We took the lift to the courtroom floor and, when we emerged, everyone stopped, glancing around, unsure of which direction to take. As we hesitated, I felt my anxiety rise. Molly will come out of that lift any minute now, I thought. On cue, I heard a soft ping. The lift door slid open, and out stumbled Molly with two women friends, their heads thrown back and laughing hysterically.

I was right in front of Molly and our eyes locked. Her laughter trailed off, replaced by a look of stunned recognition. I saw what I could only describe as a shadow pass over her face. She regained her composure in an instant, turned back to her cheery friends and walked right past me.

I didn’t expect it, but that brief encounter stirred up a world of memories, emotions and anxieties. 

As Molly strode off, flanked by her protective pals, I felt my heart race and my chest heave for breath. Then I broke down in gasping sobs – my composure crumbling in that courthouse corridor.

Even while I was crying, I realised my tears had little to do with Molly. Of course, her laughter and her carefree demeanour caught me off-guard – it had been unsettling to see the person who had killed my father look jovial before her case – but it was more about my anxiety facing a courtroom for the first time. Tracey and David had sheltered Jack and me from the courtroom dramas up to this point. I had insisted I be there this time – but, suddenly, the process had all become real, and I felt overwhelmed.

Tracey wrapped her arms around me as I cried. ‘It’s okay, love,’ she said. ‘You’re not going in there. We’re going back to the hotel.’

As soon as I heard those words, I took a deep breath, wiped my tears and steadied myself. ‘I’m okay. I’m going in,’ I said determinedly.

A year later, in the safety of Mary’s office, I unburdened every worry I had so that I wouldn’t experience that visceral response again when I returned to the courtroom. Even though the Martens had agreed a plea deal, their jail time still had to be decided by a judge in a sentencing hearing. The prosecution would produce a body of evidence to ensure that their sentences would be as long as possible. The Martens’ defence team would use everything in their power to see their clients walk free with time already served. 

Tracey and David had warned us we’d need resilience to get through some evidence. ‘We won’t lie and say it will be fine,’ Tracey said. ‘You’ll hear and experience things you’ll wish you hadn’t. As bad as you think the courtroom will be, it will probably be worse.’

I felt terrible apprehension about being exposed to crime-scene photographs. I had a beautiful picture of Dad in my head, and I didn’t want that replaced by any horror images of his death. Tracey, David and other family and friends had already been through that trauma. They can never unsee the viciousness, rage and horror inflicted on my dad. 

My memories of Dad were of him smiling, and I wanted to keep it like that. Mary agreed I should not be exposed to those photographs, and I would leave the court during the testimony from the crime-scene experts. It helped ease some of my concerns about the hearing.

Though I had lost any chance to testify as a witness, I still hoped to deliver my Victim Impact Statement. However, I needed to build up my emotional strength first. I wanted to stand in court and make my statement without breaking down. These are the challenges I worked through with Mary before going to America.

The plea deal was difficult to swallow and made harder because we couldn’t discuss it in public. Judge David Hall had imposed a gag order, preventing us from speaking about any aspect of the case. DA Garry Frank had warned we could subject ourselves and the prosecution to ‘serious negative consequences’ if we made any public statement before the sentencing hearing concluded.

However, I could talk about anything in the privacy of that quiet room with Mary. I could also think and breathe. As each session wound down, I felt that usual mix of exhaustion and greater clarity.

I feel fortunate that Tracey and David had sought psycho-logical support for Jack and me soon after they had brought us home to Ireland. As guardians, they provided us with the most supportive and caring family environment that we could have asked for. As qualified foster parents, they also had the insight to know my bright smile was only a veneer and that, behind it all, I was suffering from profound loss and grief.

They had found Mary, the most caring clinical psychologist I could have hoped for. She offered the experience and objectivity that only experts can provide. 

Mary knows me better than I know myself, and her office has become another safe and confidential place to explore my feelings, a place where the tangled, most complex parts of myself can unravel safely. I’ve been with her for years grappling with a world bereft of safety, where loved ones could disappear overnight. I still carry the dread that those I cherish may vanish from my life. But the losses of my maternal grandad to cancer and paternal grandmother to Covid-19 in the intervening years have taught me that even natural death brings pain that cuts deeply.

Between Tracey and Mary, I have received all the emotional and psychological support I needed. Few are lucky to have the backing of a formidable team like mine. But therapy wasn’t an easy process for any of us. In the beginning, I had refused to share anything about the past. At the start of every session, Mary had laid out colouring materials – vibrant crayons, soft-coloured pencils and vivid markers alongside colouring books or white sheets of paper. And, week after week, I had bounded into Mary’s office, ponytails swinging, and settled down to colour, and tell her nothing. Drawing had enabled me to avoid eye contact and made it easier to talk, and I spoke for Ireland about nothing of any consequence.

‘I went horse riding yesterday and rode Millie and today in art class, I drew a big rainbow. I’ll do another rainbow now …’

As I’d strive to fill the air with forced cheer, I regaled her with tales of parties, school, new hobbies and clothes. I was all sunshine and rainbows, a smile frozen on my face. I was so used to maintaining that chirpy facade of a happy, obedient child that I hadn’t even been aware that I was wearing a mask. Problem? What problem?

Mary and I had sat on the same side of her desk through every session, and through the non-threatening medium of art, she had helped me to express my thoughts and feelings. In the beginning, I had seen Mary regularly. She’d listened, validated my feelings and ensured that I felt heard. It took time and patience, but I’d begun to open locked doors in my head. As I coloured, I’d started disclosing concerning memories, often without even realising.

As the years went on, my appointments with Mary became less frequent. After each session, Tracey or David were waiting with a hug as I walked out, often with eyes swollen red from crying. They never asked what I discussed with Mary, and Tracey always assured me that everything between Mary and me was confidential. However, I told Tracey everything anyway. In recent years, I only made appointments with Mary when I needed them.

Despite my trust in Mary and Tracey, I didn’t disclose a few distressing flashbacks until a year or two ago. Some were painful memories that were always deep within me, but others were troubling recollections that had resurfaced as I got older. If I’d articulated those thoughts, I knew I’d have to accept that they were real, and I wasn’t always prepared to do that.

I couldn’t always talk it out, and I often sought refuge in my music and writing during times when I felt silenced by the courts and unheard in my struggles. It was a challenging experience, so, in an attempt to express the toxic feelings I was carrying, I wrote a song called ‘Summer Days’ when I was just 13. With the help of a friend, we brought the music to life and recorded it. In 2022, I shared it on my Instagram and Twitter pages, and though no one knew the depth of my experiences, creating that song provided me with a sense of control amidst the chaos. It felt as though I was suffocating by the injustice of it all and having my words weaponised against me by the Martens in public. Each small action I took served as a release valve. Little by little, those creative outlets helped me find a way to cope and accept my circumstances, allowing me to navigate my journey with a bit more peace. The lyrics represented my way of gaining control and feeling a sense of empowerment.

‘Poolside, best life, that’s what everyone thought. But I was lost inside, I had nowhere to hide, you locked me up and made me blind. Summer days smiling, no one ever saw the mind games, I never had a voice, and I was only five. Summer days smiling, it’s all going to be ok, that’s what you told me when you said get over it, but I miss him every day and someday they will know who you are and what’s inside your mind … Those summer days … your mind games … your lies to confuse us … those summer days.’

I guarded a particularly troubling memory for years, carrying it around like a rock in the darkest reaches of a deep pocket. But one day, something shifted, and the incident ballooned in my head. 

Mary has always assured me she’s always available, but I was in two minds. The rational part of my brain told me I could make an appointment with her as usual, but my growing panic screamed otherwise. The pressure built until I couldn’t stop myself. I rang Mary’s private number and, like a lifeline, she answered on the first ring. I just needed to hear her reassuring voice say everything would be okay. Mary has always shown that she’s there for me when I need her.

I’ve exposed every traumatic recollection in therapy now, but Mary has warned me that some more may surface when I’m older. Some disclosures will be kept between Tracey, Mary and me. I can’t say that I always felt better when I talked about ordeals from my past. They’ve already happened, and I can do nothing to change them. 

I also struggle because guilt compounds my grief. But I keep talking in the hope that it will help me heal or at least soften the sharpest edges of the pain. And Mary’s office will always be a healing room, a place to gather strength during a long journey of grief, loss and betrayal.





CHAPTER 2

A SKY FULL OF GOODBYES



Your Honour

Just like that, I had to leave house, home, community and country. I will never come to terms with that …

Lexington, North Carolina

Sunday, 29 October 2023

Tracey, David, Jack and I had landed at Washington’s Dulles International Airport just days before the sentencing hearing and made the six-hour drive to Winston-Salem in North Carolina. 

Dad’s twin brother Wayne, his sister Marilyn and her partner Sharon followed the next day with Dad’s best friend and my godfather, Paul Dillon. My brothers, Dean and Adam, flew out days later. All ten of us stayed in an old, rambling house in downtown Winston-Salem that Tracey had found on Airbnb. The sentencing hearing was expected to take two weeks.

Jack and I invited Dad’s friends, former colleagues and family to gather in his name outside his former Lexington workplace on Sunday afternoon, the day before the hearing started. We held the event beside a memorial plaque to Dad that had been placed by his colleagues. 

Dad started a tradition with Jack and me of releasing balloons on the anniversary of our mother’s passing. I loved to watch those balloons sail into the winter sky where Daddy said Mommy was always watching over us.

The day before the Martens’ sentencing hearing began, we released balloons again. But, this time, there was a poignant echo because this time they were in memory of our father rather than our mother. 

Jack and I never got to know our mother, Margaret ‘Mags’ Corbett. She’d died from an asthma attack in 2006 when Jack was two and I was twelve weeks old. But Jack and I know we were born into love, and to a couple who had adored each other. 

Dad never let Mom’s anniversary – 21 November – pass unnoticed. He liked to show us videos of her. They were grainy and out of focus sometimes, but they offered us a tantalising glimpse of what our lives were and what they might have been if she hadn’t died.

One clip shows Dad returning home after a work trip, and I see my brother toddling towards him and Dad swooping him up. Mom is pregnant with me as she films, and it’s lovely to see how they were together, to hear the melodic lilt of her laughter around Dad. I love these videos, but they’re all too short, offering only fragments of what I desperately long to know more about.

I have a brief clip of Mom in the hospital hours after giving birth to me. The quality is not great because the light is poor, but she’s in bed, showing Jack her bare tummy. He’s poking it, saying ‘baby’, and Mom points to me in the bassinet to show him I have arrived. Dad’s voice is behind the camera, filming Jack as he goes to peer into the transparent hospital cot. I can see a blurred outline of myself, a sleeping swaddled bundle. I can hear Dad lovingly praise my mom in the background. ‘You were brilliant, absolutely brilliant …’

I have another video of Mom weeks later, on Jack’s second birthday. She could never have imagined that it would be her last birthday with her little boy or that she would never live to see my first birthday. I can hear the background chatter of many people gathered in the kitchen, but Dad focuses the camera on Mom and Jack. Mom is watchful, holding on to the back of Jack’s sweater while the candles flicker on the cake before he and everyone sings ‘Happy Birthday’. Jack stands on his chair, delighted to be the centre of attention, as he blows out the two candles. Mom and Jack clap with pure joy, and everyone around them applauds and cheers. The house is full of laughter. Watching some of these videos feels like I’m trying to peer through a window, my face pressed against the glass. But there’s a sadness knowing that I’m forever separated from the life inside.

One of my favourite clips is Mom getting ready on her wedding day. It’s a professional wedding video, and it’s lovely to witness her on one of the happiest days of her life. Her bridesmaids are tightening the laces of her off-the-shoulder white wedding dress. She is slight in figure. Her hair is short and feathered, topped with a delicate tiara with small sprays of seed pearls. The camera zooms in as one bridesmaid fastens a gold crucifix around her slender neck. Everything about her that day is simplicity and elegance.

The videographer placed a soundtrack over the video – ‘The Voyage’, a sentimental Christy Moore song. But I can hear Mom say in the background, ‘I’m fine! Honestly, I’m fine!’ She’s trying to reassure everyone as they fuss about her in the room. And she is fine. She has natural warmth and grace, and her smile is sweet, reaching her hazel eyes. She looks so beautiful and radiant, a fleeting dream from the past. The world must have seemed so full of promise for her that day.

We watched those videos many times over. It was important to Dad to impart something of our mother’s spirit and help us build a connection to the woman he had loved and who had given us life. 

The date of the balloon release coincided with Domestic Violence Awareness Month (DVAM) in America. 

By then, we knew the Martens’ defence team were planning to paint Dad as an aggressor and abuser at the sentencing hearing. By arranging the event and hundreds of biodegradable purple balloons – the official colour of DVAM – I’d hoped to correct the narrative and highlight that our father was a victim of domestic abuse, not the perpetrator. With the balloon event, I also hoped to show other children who were victims of abuse they were not alone.

It was comforting to be in the warm embrace of a community that knew and loved Dad the day before facing his killers in Davidson County Courthouse. It was also wonderful to reconnect with many of Dad’s friends and neighbours – many of whom I hadn’t seen since my father had died. So many familiar faces turned up and reintroduced themselves, and seeing all these people from our past brought memories of our years in America rushing back.

I have never forgotten Dad showing us our new home in North Carolina for the first time, even though I was only four when we moved to America. He drove us through the manicured Meadowlands Golf estate in Wallburg, northeast Davidson County, about ten miles from the city of Winston-Salem. The leafy estate was filled with grand family homes among spreading trees. He turned onto a curved driveway and pulled up before an imposing two-storey brick building.

As I craned forward in the car, the house looked vast, dwarfing the homes I’d known in Limerick. The red-brick property’s roofline had multiple pointed gables and dormer windows, and the rounded tower at one side reminded me of a fairytale turret.

When Dad unlocked the white front door, it swung open into a cavernous interior. I twirled slowly, mouth agape, in the dramatic two-storey high foyer and living space. Sunlight streamed in from the tall windows as I ran through the house, my footsteps echoing on gleaming hardwood floors. I flung open doors to vast, unfurnished spaces, wide-eyed with amazement and curiosity. I remember asking where my bedroom was.

Dad pointed up the open staircase in the hall, and I dashed up, squealing, ‘Show me! Show me!’

Dad laughed as I ran in circles around the space that was my bedroom. ‘Just wait until we get your toys and furniture in here,’ he said.

‘Will I have a new bed?’

‘Of course. Can’t have my princess sleeping on the floor.’ He always called me his princess. ‘We’ll put your big princess bed over there,’ he said, tracing an imaginary outline near one wall.

‘A real princess bed?’

‘Yep, and right here, we’ll set up your princess dressing table.’

I whooped excitedly as Jack and I continued our helter-skelter house tour. Molly and Dad wandered hand in hand through each room, discussing new furniture and where everything would go. We were all in high spirits, looking forward to this fresh start in beautiful surroundings.

Our vast home had six bedrooms with a traditional-style kitchen with cherrywood cabinets in the heart of it. Jack and I darted out onto a first-floor deck floating on stilts over the garden. We ran down the wooden steps, raced through half an acre of gardens and explored the forest of trees around the perimeter.

Overnight, the Corbett family from Limerick became part of a gated community with a network of walking and biking trails and a golf course for my father. Dad and Molly quickly met other couples with young children around the estate’s swimming pool. Our new home was also a quick drive from all the amenities of Winston-Salem, a city consistently ranked among America’s top places to live.

The defining feature of our first summer was the nightly chorus of crickets. Those noisy little insects were a constant reminder that I was living in a strange new land. They burst into song as the intense heat faded and the sky mellowed into a dark honey glow. My abiding memory of those summer evenings in North Carolina is the sound of the crickets outside my bedroom window while Dad read me stories.

Molly Martens instigated our family’s move to North Carolina. She had arrived in Limerick from Tennessee in her mid-twenties to work for my widowed father as a nanny for Jack and me. My brother was three and I was seventeen months old when Molly moved in with us and, very quickly, she and Dad became a couple. They announced their engagement three years later and, by then, Molly said she was homesick for America.

Initially, Dad had hesitated at the prospect of uprooting Jack and me from our extended family in Limerick. However, he also wanted his fiancée to be happy, especially as she was the woman who Jack and I considered our mother. He didn’t want to risk us losing another mother figure. Dad had little option but to transfer from his company, Multi Packaging Solutions (MPS) in Limerick, to the firm’s North Carolina operations, where he secured a position as the plant manager. Dad had a thirty-minute commute from our house in Meadowlands estate to his office at the plant off Lexington Parkway.

With his usual optimism, Dad embraced his new life in America and the opportunities offered by this unexpected relocation. Heartbroken after losing the love of his life, Mags, he believed he was creating a new start for us all. He had found a place where Molly could be happy and a sanctuary where he could create cherished childhood memories for Jack and me. It must have seemed like a slice of the American dream for Dad. He could never have known this relocation would end so tragically only four years later.

I hadn’t expected the turnout we got at our balloon-releasing event for Dad. My heart swelled with pride to know he had lived on in the memories of many of the people he had worked with in Lexington and lived among in Meadowlands eight years after his death. Jury members who had convicted Tom and Molly of murder were also among the gathering that day. Understandably, they were particularly upset by the Martens’ plea-deal arrangement. 

That afternoon brought another face from my past in North Carolina when I turned to see a man approach me from the crowd. He was strikingly tall, and something about him tugged at my memory. He was like a half-remembered dream, a towering man with a shaven head, but I couldn’t place him.

‘I don’t know if you remember me,’ he said, his warm Southern accent tinged with uncertainty. Tracey recognised him straightaway as a witness from the Martens’ 2017 trial. 

She reintroduced me. ‘This is the man who carried you down the stairs that night.’

Everything around me went silent for an instant, and I saw myself, a small and frightened child jolted from my sleep by a shadowy figure. My heart pounded as I made out a stranger, towering and bald, by my bed. I was confused at first. I looked again and believed Grandpa Tom (Martens) had gone bald. When I scrambled upright, the police badge on the man’s shirt came into focus.

Corporal Clayton Stewart Dagenhardt of the Davidson County Sheriff’s Office was the first officer to reach the scene of my father’s killing at approximately 3.15 a.m. on Sunday, 2 August 2015.

Using his mobile phone, he had captured the first photographs of the scene with my father’s naked, blood-stained body lying on his bedroom floor. I had never seen those photographs, but I knew they documented blood on the walls, floor, bed and hallway. 

After emergency services removed Dad’s body and his killers from the crime scene, Corporal Dagenhardt made his way upstairs with another policeman to wake Jack and me. Speaking kindly and softly, he inspired enough trust that I agreed to leave my bedroom with him. He asked me to promise to walk backwards and keep my eyes shut before he led me downstairs.

Then, he walked me out of my cosy bedroom for the last time. I never saw it again. As we emerged onto the landing, I saw Jack being walked backwards by another police officer. But as we reached the stairs, I hesitated. Earlier that night, I’d felt dizzy and sick and suffered hallucinations. I still felt unsteady, so I nodded when the officer asked if I wanted to be carried. I tried to look back at Jack, but the officer held my head against his white shirt and the nape of his neck and covered the side of my face with his large hand.

At the top of the stairs, I heard the clamour of frantic activity – strangers’ voices and the sounds of multiple boots on the wooden floors. It sounded like there were many people downstairs, but the pressure of the officer’s hand meant I saw nothing. As we neared the bottom of the stairs, everything went quiet. There was a hush as if everyone downstairs had disappeared. All I heard were Officer Dagenhardt’s boots and those of the other officer who was guiding Jack.

I’ve never forgotten the sense of safety I felt in that officer’s arms with his whispered reassurances that everything would be all right. Much later, I learned that he had shielded me from a nightmarish river of blood, trailing from Dad’s bedroom on the ground floor to the hall door – the result of my father’s body being removed from the house on a gurney. 

The officer’s hand over my eyes also ensured I remained blissfully ignorant of the scene of butchery inside and around Dad and Molly’s bedroom. I realised we had reached the basement door when I heard the creak of its stiff hinges as he pulled it open. Almost as soon as his foot hit the tread of the stairs to descend, the frenzied activity and voices I’d heard earlier started again.

The cold basement air hit me before the officer removed his hand and lowered me to the ground. The police brought us to the large bedroom we called the ‘blue room’ where Molly’s parents, Tom and Sharon Martens, had stayed that night when they visited us in Meadowlands.

When he opened the door, Sharon was sitting in bed, reading her book, with our dog Rory and her dogs, Homer and Guthrie, around her.

‘You guys just stay here for a while,’ said Officer Dagenhardt.

But Jack wanted to know what was going on. ‘Where’s Mom and Dad?’ he asked.

The officer said nothing as he left, and Jack looked at Sharon.

‘I don’t know,’ Sharon said. ‘Just wait like the officer said.’

I took my cue from Sharon. She seemed calm and composed. She read her book under a clip-on light as the three dogs settled back to sleep. The room became quiet, save for the soft rustle of paper as Sharon turned the pages of her book. Sharon Martens was included in a wrongful death claim along with Tom and Molly, however she has never been criminally charged with my dad’s killing.

That night, I remember moving to the window. The trees and garden looked dark and eery, painted with shifting red-and-blue lights pulsing through the trees. I couldn’t see the emergency vehicles. I don’t know how long I sat by the window, leaning on the sill, dozing and jerking awake. Every time I opened my eyes, those lights were still flashing their warning in the darkness.

Seeing Clayton Dagenhardt again brought memories of that night flooding back. My tears flowed as I reached to hug my guardian angel. ‘I never got to thank you,’ I said.

Clayton was still in the police force and was now a lieutenant. I learned he shouldn’t have been working that night, but he had stayed late and received the emergency call that sent him to our house at Panther Creek Court.

He introduced me to his wife, whom he had woken that night when he got home. He’d wanted to talk about the little girl who he’d had to shield from the slaughtered remains of her father. The officer’s wife explained the case affected him more than many because he had a baby daughter at home, also called Sarah. 

Clayton’s wife had followed me on social media ever since and related my progress to him. He explained he had wanted to reach out to me, but the cases and appeals had dragged on, and he had to keep a professional distance.

My rescuer also confirmed everything I remembered of that night. I believe therapy has retrieved many memories that might otherwise have remained buried. It explains why I remember so much about the past, and Jack remembers less. I’ve engaged in many therapies, but Jack has a different way of coping. He is more reserved about expressing his feelings, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But he recalls nothing about the police officer who brought him from his room, whereas I remember everything.

The night of 2 August will always hold traumatic memories, but it could have been much worse without Clayton Dagenhardt’s humanity and compassion. I was glad to have had the privilege of thanking him at the balloon release for Dad.

I addressed the crowd at one point, telling them how the day was inspired by Dad’s tradition of giving Jack and me balloons on the anniversary of our birth mother’s passing. I explained that just as Dad wanted to preserve Mom’s presence in our lives, Jack and I were similarly trying to preserve his spirit and carry memories of him forward in our lives. That day began a new tradition built upon the strong foundation Dad had given us.

I didn’t tell the people assembled that I was still young and naive enough to wish for things that I could never
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