

[image: ]






[image: ]


THE HUMAN STORIES BEHIND IRELAND’S ROAD TRAGEDIES


Jenny McCudden


[image: ]


The Collins Press







FOREWORD


This is a different kind of road safety message. It will shock, but because of the sensitive tone, readers will not have to look away, tune out or close the book. In fact, they will find this book hard to put down, for the simple reason that they will care about the people inside it. Impact takes statistics and turns them into real-life stories. This is not a snapshot of lost lives, but rather a fitting tribute to the victims of road crashes and their families. These people have opened their hearts and the rawness of their grief so that this book could be written. Their resilience is commendable; their courage can only be admired. So many families are living the nightmare: they’ve heard the knock in the middle of the night, seen the telltale yellow jackets on the other side of the windowpane, screamed out to nothing but silence. For the people who love them, a person can never be a mere statistic, a faceless name, a number. Jenny McCudden’s book reminds us of this precious fact. It also highlights our vulnerability as road users, another truth that is so often overlooked. No one ever thinks it is going to happen to them – until it does. Hundreds of people die on Irish roads every year, thousands more are injured. Lives are totally destroyed. The reality of living with a brain or spinal injury is laid bare within these pages. A young executive from a top mobile phone company learns how to switch on a computer by himself, his feat for the day. The same man once travelled the globe as part of his job. A solicitor who crashed on the way to her wedding-dress fitting will now never walk up the aisle. There are so many tragic circumstances to consider when it comes to the aftermath of road crashes. Impact offers an understanding of what it means when lives are shattered within seconds, because, behind the wheel, every second counts.


Gay Byrne


January 2010




INTRODUCTION


A Quiet Catastrophe



The crash scene has been cleared, but the signs of death are everywhere. The road is wide and straight. Summer sunlight bakes the tarmac so that it looks as if it is melting, the surface like ripples in a stream. We arrive, as always, after the event and search for clues. Tyre tracks, a hole in the wall, a passport photo from a driver’s licence. I wonder if I have become immune to the tragedy that is a road death when I call my cameraman to take a shot of a bunch of fresh flowers.


I stoop down to a child’s line of vision to read the sympathy note, looking for a poignant line, a word or expression that encapsulates the grief of a loved one left behind. Perched among the pink carnations, under the rain-drenched plastic, and scrawled in lazy handwriting is the message: Luv ya and miss ya forever buddy, won’t forget ya.


A car pulls into the hard shoulder and a middle-aged man in a black shirt gets out, slamming the door shut. Instinctively I know this man has just lost his son, a fact later confirmed by a local resident. He is studying the road, wanting to see it with his own eyes, seeking some sort of explanation. His hands act as a sun visor as he peers into the distance. Taking a number of long strides from the skid marks to the damaged wall, he counts in his head, trying to make sense of the senseless. An arrow of swallows swoops past, twittering in the quiet. The man hears nothing but the voice of his teenage son. He reads the sympathy messages; they take his breath away. With his right hand clasped to his mouth, he leaves.


From a discreet distance, we capture his image as he walks slowly away, the picture of anguish. Later that day, this broken man will be shown on the TV3 News bulletin, along with a smiling photo of his dead son, taken from Bebo.


News stories follow a formula. Road deaths are tragic and the tone of any report should reflect that tragedy in a sensitive manner. We talk to the gardaí, the emergency services, the local parish priest and the neighbours who come out to help when they hear the loud noise in the middle of the night. We try to piece together what went wrong with the facts that we have been given. We make no judgements. I realise as I edit the report that I have covered too many of these stories, seen too many smashed-up vehicles, twisted pieces of metal, a collection of obscene modern sculptures, hidden at the back of Garda stations: the proof of lives wasted.


Multiple fatalities happen all too frequently. Young men and women with the world at their feet never think that life could end for them, so they take risks, insane chances. I know because I took them myself without ever considering the consequences. As a teenager I accepted lifts home from rural discos with drunk drivers. Perched on someone’s knee, no seat belts, music blaring, cigarette smoke blinding us, we drove home, the car journey sometimes as much fun as the nightclub itself. This was excitement. This was the 1990s. Driving laws were not so strict, attitudes less stringent. We would not get caught. We could trust the driver – he was good-looking and smart. The fact that he had been drinking pints of beer all night was overlooked because it was not an issue. His inebriated state did not even feature on my radar.


It is for this reason, in particular, that I took on this project. Because I want to let every teenager know that I was one of the fortunate ones. I considered myself sensible, always bright, sharp, ambitious, friendly; rarely foolish. I was blind to the dangers of drink-driving, of speeding along in an overcrowded car full of raucous teens. When I think back now at the road safety risks I took, my mature mind can hardly take it in. Not only do I shudder and cringe, I thank my lucky stars that I have lived to tell the tale.


I am not implying that I am indicative of every teenager, but I believe that I shared many of the same traits as teenagers of this generation: the carefree, idealistic, it-won’t-happen-to-me attitude. But I know now that it can, and does. As Western Correspondent for TV3 News, I see it first hand, the groups of friends huddled together outside funeral homes. I notice the hallmarks of youth, streaked blonde hair, Converse runners, school uniforms, and tears, so many tear-stained cheeks. This is what real disbelief feels like – not the ‘I don’t believe I will crash’ type, but the ‘I can’t believe he is dead’ kind.


A road statistic is something we should all strive never to become. My first cousin was twenty-one years old when he was killed in a road traffic collision on a cold January evening in 2003. He was not speeding, just unlucky. Leaving the M50 toll bridge plaza, an articulated truck hit his motorbike. He died instantly. This blond boy, as a smiling, cheeky child, played chasing in my parents’ back garden, and ran through golden meadows next to my grandmother’s house in County Mayo, bounding over hills, captured in photos and in my mind. I didn’t really know him as an adult, but those who did speak of his beautiful spirit and kind nature.


I write this book knowing that most families in Ireland have some experience of the heartache of road crashes, the infinite void that an instant can leave. This book is for them, for those who have to live with the consequences of yesterday’s news.


From Letterkenny to Limerick, I cover stories along the western seaboard. The locations may vary but there is nowhere in my patch untouched by road deaths. I don’t report on every fatal crash, because there are too many. I fear that the public sometimes switch off from the shocking statistics of deaths and serious injuries on our roads, that such tragedy continues on as a quiet catastrophe, lost somewhere in the running order of life. This book takes statistics and turns them into real-life stories, because only then do they become relevant in the fight against road carnage.


People make things real: not some abstract figure we must improve on, but the sounds of crying children trapped in the back seat, the dazed driver on side of the road, the initial silence after a head-on smash. I heard that silence once and will never forget how strange it sounded. We were en route to a news story in County Clare. The cameraman, Oisín Moran, was driving while I scribbled into my notebook in the passenger seat. Joe Duffy was pontificating in an endearing tone, as only he can. The mid-afternoon sunlight was glorious. It was July 2009 and summer had finally arrived. I glanced up at the magnificent vista. A purple haze illumined the distance bogs; velvet green hills looked ripe for picnics.


As we approached the brow of a hill, a cloud of ominous black smoke drifted into the piercingly blue sky. ‘Jesus!’ Oisín said, and I knew something was very wrong. The traffic had come to a halt. There were three cars in front of us, before the gap in the road, where the smoke now billowed up. ‘What happened?’ I asked as we, like the vehicles in front of us, pulled into the hard shoulder. It then became clear that there had just been a head-on collision. One car was in the middle of the road, facing the wrong way; the other had smashed into the ditch on the opposite side of the single-carriageway. Drivers abandoned cars, some running, others walking cautiously towards the crashed cars and the unfortunate people inside them. I followed the small knot of people, but I needed reassurance that I was doing the right thing. In those initial moments, the silence of the unspoken was astounding. It was like a scene from a post-apocalyptic movie, stunned civilians in slow motion. And it hit me then that it is always civilians who first come across scenes like this; ordinary people with no training trying to help.


I called the emergency services. So did everyone else. We approached the car in the ditch with another man who shouted for some tools. Oisín found a spanner in the back of the jeep and offered it up. ‘I think he’s trying to manoeuvre the smashed bonnet to turn off the engine,’ he said. I was no longer listening because I could see that the driver of the car in the ditch was dead. His head was halfway through the front windscreen. He was as lifeless as a child’s soft toy. The nausea was instantaneous, no warning. I vomited into the long grass beside the barbed wire. I could hear the sound of children screaming, coming from the other car. My shock rendered me useless. Here was I, a journalist, having researched road deaths for the past two months, getting sick on the side of the road. Fighting back tears, I wanted to be anywhere but where I was. Fortunately, some of the people on the scene came from a medical background. They told me to find towels, but to stay back. ‘Is there anything I can do?’ I inquired again. ‘No, just stay back, please. Thanks.’ The emergency services arrived and the road was closed off. I felt privileged to witness their ability to place order on a chaotic situation. Taking a detour, we drove home, talking non-stop, as if by talking we, too, could place some order on our chaotic thoughts.


Reporting on road deaths is difficult. This book has been emotionally draining to write but if it helps to save even one life, then it will have been worth it all. Nine out of ten collisions on Irish roads are the result of driver error, the over-confident young man, the over-the-limit executive, the mother with screaming kids in the back, the inexperienced girl who checks her lipstick once too often, the long-distance truck driver who gives in to sleep, the split-second lapse in concentration which can have catastrophic consequences.


Individual drivers can make a difference. All it takes are small changes. My hope is that this book may help you to do that.
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CARNAGE ON THE M50




‘One day I probably will fall apart, but not now.’ Lindsey Cawley





When the doorbell rang on Sunday morning, 23 November 2004, Lindsey Cawley was not expecting visitors. The nineteen-year-old covered her ears with her manicured hands. Go away, she groaned under her breath, still in the throes of the stomach upset that had kept her at home. The painkillers had not yet kicked in. Earlier, Lindsey, who was planning to go shopping with her family, had opted instead to stay in bed. Traipsing through the bustling streets of eager shoppers would have taken stamina. Lengthy queues, screaming children and loud, gum-chewing teens did not appeal to her. She had already been feeling queasy enough with an upset stomach. A hassle-free day was what she needed, with time to rest.


She stretched under the duvet, willing the uninvited guests to go away. The shrill sound of the doorbell persisted. Lindsey pulled on a tracksuit and made her way downstairs. She rubbed her eyes before focusing on the front door. It was then she noticed the telltale yellow jackets through the windowpane. The two gardaí on the doorstep asked Lindsey if they could come inside. Her first thought was, ‘God, what have I done?’


Lindsey was a shop assistant in the Blanchardstown Shopping Centre. She lived with her family, and kept out of trouble. What could she have done wrong? Lindsey found herself recalling her most recent nights out, delving through hazy recollections of dancing with friends or bellowing out chart-topping songs at the top of her voice. The idea that the gardaí could have been calling to report a crash did not cross her mind.


Lindsey was advised to sit down. She took a deep breath, before perching on the edge of the sofa, like a nervous interviewee. She placed her clammy hands on her knees and looked up earnestly. The garda asked her if she knew Elizabeth Cawley. ‘Yes’, she said, ‘she’s my Mam.’ The garda said, ‘She has been in an accident.’ Lindsey imagined her mother, Betty, a clumsy woman, slipping on a café floor, tripping over her shopping bags, or falling off a curb. Her mother always made such a fuss. She probably had forgotten her mobile phone and had had to send the gardaí to let Lindsey know about her broken arm. She smiled, close-lipped, and offered an apologetic look to the gardaí. In truth, she felt slightly embarrassed. It never occurred to her that it could be something more serious.


It was. The gardaí explained that Betty had been involved in a car crash on the M50 motorway. Lindsey was asked to accompany them to the Mater Hospital in Dublin city, where her mother was being treated. ‘They never mentioned my older sister, Errin, or my younger brother, Evan, who had been in the car with my mother. It never clicked with me to ask about them.’


At the hospital, Lindsey was greeted by a nurse and taken to a family room. There, in the quiet of this small dark room, she learned for the first time the extent of her mother’s injuries. ‘I was told Mam was in surgery because the doctors couldn’t stop the bleeding.’ Lindsey asked after her siblings. Twenty-two-year-old Errin had been taken with head injuries to the Intensive Care Unit at Beaumont Hospital, while fifteen-year-old Evan was in Blanchardstown Hospital. It took just a few lines of dialogue for the improbable to become the probable, for Lindsey to realise that things that happened only to other people had suddenly happened to her.


Lindsey walked towards the front steps of the hospital. People brushed past her, some with bouquets of flowers. She tried, but couldn’t make any sense of the facts. It was as if dozens of voices were speaking simultaneously. In the end, she switched off, her head empty, drained of noise. The smell of disinfectant in the corridor made her want to vomit.


Standing alone, she realised that she had neither credit nor battery power left in her mobile phone. She needed a cigarette and she rummaged around in her handbag to find only one left in the packet. Lindsey wondered what she should do. She tried to recall phone numbers in her head, but couldn’t remember any. She didn’t panic; she leaned against the wall and smoked. Her red nail varnish was chipped; she had been biting her nails. A frantic figure then appeared in the distance running towards her.


‘A friend of mine, Sinead, had heard a report on the radio and had come to the hospital. Everyone thought it was me who was in the car crash. She ran over crying hysterically and shaking. I was telling her to calm down, saying, “it’s all right, it’s all right”. I’m a calm person. It’s the strangest thing. I was in such a daze that when I saw her, face to face, I didn’t recognise who she was. I just felt I knew this person and I put my arms out to her.’


By this stage, the gardaí had also contacted Lindsey’s father, Larry, who was at Beaumont Hospital with Errin, while Evan had managed to phone a family friend, who went to his bedside at Blanchardstown Hospital. A fourth passenger in the car, a fourteen-year-old friend of Evan, had been taken to Temple Street Hospital. His injuries were not life-threatening.


Lindsey waited at the Mater until she could talk to the surgeon who had operated on her mother. When he told her that Betty might not recover, Lindsey wanted to know her mother’s percentage chance of survival. Her eyes locked on to his as she implored him to be as precise and honest as he could be. ‘He said that all I could do was hope; all I could do was pray. We just had to wait and see.’


Forty-eight-year-old Betty Cawley, the front-seat passenger, had lost her spleen and most of her bladder in the collision. Her collarbone and breastbone were crushed. She had a large number of broken bones and ripped muscles. Lindsey was allowed to visit the post-operative room, where, under fluorescent light, Betty lay hooked up to machines. Her heartbeat flashed on a black screen, red, green and blue lines, proof that she was still alive. Nurses took notes, monitoring the squiggly patterns. The smell was unmistakably hospital bleach, the disinfectant of the sick. Nothing could have prepared Lindsey for what she now saw. ‘Her shoulder was black. Her breastbone was just floating. Her arms and chest were as black as coal. She was bound really tight.’ Lindsey eventually had to leave her mother, not knowing if she would survive, in order to see about her brother and sister – how badly injured were they?


Lindsey’s husband, Dave, who was her boyfriend at the time, arrived at the Mater Hospital. Earlier, she had decided not to contact him, because it was his first day in a new job. It soon became clear, however, that she needed him. Her friend suggested that she call him. As soon as he heard, Dave rushed to be with Lindsey. The gardaí then escorted the couple to Blanchardstown and Beaumont Hospitals. The M50, one of the busiest stretches of road in the country, was closed for six hours that day, after the crash. Lindsey and Dave drove behind the squad car through the Phoenix Park, on the grass instead of on the congested road for most of the journey. Some frustrated motorists honked their horns at them. Lindsey focused on the flashing blue lights ahead, the even beats of the heart monitor machine still ringing in her ears. Their first stop was Blanchardstown Hospital.


Evan had suffered a broken collarbone, lacerations to the spleen, fractured ribs, a punctured lung and scarring from flying pieces of shattered glass. Hooked up to a morphine drip, Evan told Lindsey, ‘Errin is dead’. ‘He was convinced she was dead,’ Lindsey recalls. ‘He said something about her head being stuck in the steering wheel.’


Lindsey and Dave then travelled to Beaumont Hospital. Lindsey spoke with Errin’s doctor, who told her that her sister had a 50 per cent chance of surviving the crash. Errin, the driver of the car, had suffered a brain injury. Before that moment, the words ‘brain injury’ were just words. Lindsey was about to find out what exactly they meant. ‘The doctors drilled a hole in her head to relieve the pressure on Errin’s brain. Her eyes were bulging because her brain was so badly swollen.’ Lindsey searched for traces of her sister in the swollen, bruised face in front of her. She closed her eyes and saw Errin leaving that morning, glancing into her rear-view mirror; a twinkle in her eyes, happy.


‘She was such a pretty little thing – so petite, such a girl – and to see her like that was horrendous. Her pupil had burst because of the pressure on her left eye. She was on a ventilator. Her tongue was hanging out of her mouth. She looked like a zombie.’ Lindsey had to look away. It was an image that would haunt her. Errin, who was a dancer, had other injuries, including a crushed knee. As Lindsey slowly paced the room, she couldn’t help thinking that her sister would probably never dance again. That night Lindsey went home to an empty house. The three people she lived with were lying in separate hospitals across north Dublin.


The day had begun like any other Sunday in the Cawley household. Larry and Betty Cawley had been separated for a number of years. The children remained close to their father, but they lived with Betty in their Blanchardstown home. The smell of a cooked breakfast lingered in the air downstairs. Betty was deciding what to wear, sifting through clothes in her wardrobe, before going shopping with her two daughters in Grafton Street.


It was a month to Christmas and already seasonal lights were draped above the city centre streets. People would be walking about with a festive step, lighter than usual. Betty chose her outfit. She loved this time of year. High-pitched noises came from Evan’s room. He was practising his martial arts movements in preparation for a class later that day. At just fifteen, he was enjoying the challenge of his latest hobby. Lindsey, who was still in bed, had begun to feel unwell. She changed her mind about going shopping.


Outside, Errin honked the horn of her new Nissan Almera. It had not been easy, but the determined young driver had passed her driving test. The next step was to invest in a set of wheels, and after saving up the cash, she splashed out on the car. ‘She loved that car,’ says Lindsey, ‘it was her baby. She’d only had it a few weeks when the crash happened.’


A youth worker in the local community, Errin taught dance and ran a homework club. She was also employed part-time in the Blanchardstown Shopping Centre. ‘Errin was the Cawley cab, always happy to drop us wherever we needed to go,’ Lindsey explains. ‘She was a cautious driver, who adhered to the speed limit and insisted that all her passengers wear seat belts.’


As she switched on the ignition, Errin turned to her brother and his friend in the back seat, making sure that they fastened their seat belts. She had agreed to drop the boys to their martial arts class at the nearby Dublin City University. Betty Cawley sat in to the passenger seat, looking forward to a day’s shopping with her daughter. Smiling, she flicked the fir-shaped air freshener. Lindsey waved goodbye to her family before going back to bed.


The car pulled out of the Brookhaven estate, situated close to the Blanchardstown Shopping Centre, and drove towards the motorway. The journey took less than ten minutes. As usual, the M50 was busy with weekend traffic. Errin was driving in the inside lane, but moved into the outside lane to make way for other motorists who were about to join the motorway from the slip road at Finglas. She was now driving northbound next to the grass median that separated the two sides of the motorway. (At that time, there was no crash barrier along that section of the road, but one has since been erected.)


At the same time, a 27-year-old Latvian man was travelling in the opposite direction, southbound. Pavels Desjatnikovs, who lived in Lucan, was driving erratically, overtaking on the inside lane. He was also driving with no insurance. A number of witnesses reported him later for dangerous driving. Moments before the crash, one driver called a traffic watchdog number to report him. The calls could not prevent what happened next. Pavels Desjatnikovs lost control of his car. It crossed the grass verge and somersaulted through the air before landing on the bonnet of Errin Cawley’s car.


Evan Cawley, in the back seat, was looking out of the side window. He did not see the car hurtling towards them. The teenager, who is now nineteen, remembers his mother’s reaction: ‘I’ll never forget her screams. That’s the first thing I recall about the crash.’ Evan says that the moment of impact was so sudden that he finds it difficult to put into words. He is unsure if he can even remember it. He just knows that, within a few seconds, he was splattered with blood. ‘I got up slowly from the back seat and climbed out of the car. I carried my friend out of the car. He asked me to lift up his top and I saw blood all over his stomach. I was crippled over with a really bad pain.’


Evan then did something that can be explained only by shock: the fifteen-year-old started to walk down the hard shoulder of the M50 on his own, without turning back. He had nowhere to go, but he kept walking for about five minutes before picking a spot on the side of the road and sitting down. Putting his bloody hands up to his face, he started to sob. ‘It then hit me, all of a sudden, that Mam and Errin were still in the car. I went back to see if they were all right. Mam was sitting in the front seat with her eyes staring straight ahead in a kind of daze; they were wide open but she couldn’t say anything. I said to her a few times, “Mam, are you all right?” She just sat there looking so angry. It was as if she was trying to say something to me in her head, but no words came out.’ Another image that will never leave Evan is that of the gospel choir who happened to be travelling northbound in a minibus when the crash happened. The group stood on the tarmac, singing hymns softly, while waiting for the emergency services to arrive. Evan thought later this was a dream.


Betty Cawley used to wonder how any of them got out alive. ‘It will always be crystal clear in my head. The image of that car somersaulting through the sky; it was just so unbelievable. The things I remember are the silence after it happened, the strong smell of burning rubber and metal and my daughter Errin’s head on my shoulder.’


Errin Cawley’s memory of that day will never be known. Less than a week after the crash, on 4 December 2004, she died in Beaumont Hospital.


In the days following the crash, Lindsey divided her time between the three hospitals, hoping and praying that Errin and Betty would pull through. One day the hospital told her that Errin’s brain had died. ‘I had to wait for forty minutes before I could see her while they took all the tubes out of her.’ What Lindsey saw was frightening. ‘Her tongue was still hanging out of her mouth; she was completely bloated, her bulging eyes had not closed. Blood leaked from her ears and nose. It was something nobody should ever have to see – someone you love lying dead like that.’ Lindsey felt a wave of fear wash over her; her teeth chattered and she could taste bile at the back of her throat. ‘It’s very strange to be scared of somebody you love, but I couldn’t help it.’


Lindsey felt an immense loneliness, as if all the important things about her had disappeared – Errin was not just her sister, but a best friend, the one who knew all her secrets. Errin helped make sense of Lindsey’s life. Without her, how would she cope? In whom would she confide? Lindsey wanted to see her mother. She made her way to the Mater Hospital, where Betty lay unconscious, fighting for her life. Betty could not talk to Lindsey. She could not stroke her forehead or tell her everything was going to be all right. There were no words of comfort; there were no words at all.


‘What do you do when everything goes wrong? You go straight to your Mam,’ she says. ‘Errin was gone and I just needed to be beside my mother.’


Lindsey recorded Errin’s funeral on video, so that her mother, if she survived, would be able to see it. ‘To grieve properly, Mam would need to see Errin lying in her coffin and the coffin going into the ground. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been real to her. You can’t grieve for somebody you haven’t lost.’


Evan was allowed out of hospital for the funeral at St Patrick’s Church in Blanchardstown. Hundreds gathered there to pay their respects. It was a very painful day for the Cawley family. ‘I looked around the church at this sea of people and was so proud of her,’ says Lindsey. On her sixteenth birthday, Errin had bought Lindsey a poem about sisters, printed in calligraphy on a scroll. From the altar, Lindsey read the verse, and it was only at the close that she wept.


As Errin was being buried, Betty began to regain consciousness. For the first few days and weeks, everything was confusing. Having no recollection of the crash, she believed she was in hospital for another reason. ‘I have cancer, don’t I? I’m dying of cancer,’ she said.


Lindsey got into a routine, spending full days at the hospital to help take care of her mother. ‘I would rub cream on to her legs and we would chat about trivial things.’ She decided not to mention the crash, believing that Betty would talk about it when she was ready to face up to what had happened. The last thing Lindsey wanted was having to tell her twice. ‘Rushing her would have been the wrong thing to do. I was not prepared to tell her about Errin’s death until I was certain she could understand.’


A few days later, as Lindsey was massaging her mother’s feet, Betty inquired after Errin. ‘Where’s Errin? Are the two of you fighting again?’ she said, before asking, ‘Why do the two of you keep coming in separately? The two of you are fighting, aren’t you?’ ‘Mam was convinced that she was seeing this pink blur between falling asleep and waking up,’ Lindsey says. ‘Errin always wore pink. We used to call her the Pink Lady. Mam presumed it was Errin, but it was me because from the day Errin died, I have always worn a piece of pink clothing.’


Lindsey kept gently working the cream into her mother’s skin, refusing to make eye contact with her. But one day Betty started to talk about the crash. Her questions became more specific, her tone more urgent. She wanted to know where Errin was being treated. Slowly a picture began to take shape in her head: an oncoming car, a collision, horror. Betty persisted, ‘Where’s Errin? Where’s Errin?’ Lindsey finally said, ‘Errin didn’t make it.’ Betty was stunned, but said ‘Okay.’ She had no other words. For ten minutes, they sat in silence.


Three months after the crash, Betty’s feeding tubes were removed and she was permitted to spend a short time away from the hospital on day leave. She watched the funeral of her dead daughter for the first time. Then she watched it again, and again. Lindsey began to worry. ‘Seeing the funeral helped her, but we should have destroyed the tape after she had watched it once.’ Lindsey had to coax the video away from her mother, as if she were a toddler with an unsuitable toy.


After three months Betty Cawley was eventually discharged from the Mater, but her quality of life would never be the same again. She needed help to dress; she had to be bathed by others. She also suffered from fibromyalgia, a condition characterised by chronic pain in the muscles, joints and soft tissue, and by fatigue. She woke up feeling exhausted, weak and in pain. Because she had lost most of her bowel in the crash, she had to visit the bathroom about thirty times a day. She was effectively housebound. In any case, Betty no longer had the inclination to go anywhere. Besides her physical ailments, she was depressed.


‘It was very hard for Mam. She used to say “I can’t go on with this life”. She spent weeks in bed when she first came home from the hospital. Evan and I would have to go upstairs and plead with her to get up. Sometimes we had to climb in beside her until she got so irritated that she would finally get up and come downstairs. I looked after my mother for such a long time. It was like the roles were reversed. I saw her as my baby. I was so protective over her. No one could take her out unless they got instructions from me as to what she could eat. I was the only person who knew what tablets she had to take, because I dispensed them.’


Betty was fearful of driving. It would be two years before she would get behind the wheel of a car. The family got into a daily routine, coaxing Betty out from the front porch to the car. Some days she would simply walk slowly around the vehicle, stalking it like prey. On other days, she would progress to sitting into the passenger seat. She would fasten her seat belt, then immediately regret the decision and get out of the car. Betty would sometimes manage to sit in the car for a full five minutes with both doors closed – a feat in itself. She would then go back into the house, her good deed done for the day. ‘We nearly had to sedate her when it was time to drive to the hospital,’ Lindsey says.


But, against all odds, Betty overcame her fear of cars and of the open road. Lindsey wonders how her mother ever smiled again, considering that her days were mapped out by medication and frequent trips to the bathroom. ‘The amount of tablets Mam had to take put immense strain on her liver. She would get moments when she honestly believed she would have been better off dead, but there were also those times when things started to look up for her.’


In 2006, Lindsey and Dave had a baby girl, Ruby, who brought much-needed joy to the Cawley family, giving Betty, in particular, a new reason for living. Before the birth of her granddaughter, Betty was steeped in depression. She would spend hours in her room weeping, rocking on her bed, wallowing in a world she despised. Her red-rimmed eyes held no hope. Ruby changed that. Betty began to look forward to the future.


In the first few weeks, Betty was there through the many sleepless nights to help Lindsey and offer advice. ‘She adored Ruby and wanted to be with her all the time. When Ruby was a month old, Mam took her for a walk around the block. She couldn’t walk very far, but she would try her best; she was the proudest grandmother in Blanchardstown. I have a playroom packed to capacity with toys, all from Mam.’


Betty had been a generous person, and not just with her own family. The door of her home in Brookhaven Close was always open. Betty could be seen bent over her sewing machine, with colourful materials strewn across the dining-room table, as she made costumes for the local theatre group. She would voluntarily devote her time to making costumes and supervising rehearsals. Helping others was second nature to this spirited Dublin woman, who always used her talents for the benefit of the community. Her family say it is hardly surprising that she became a road safety campaigner. Despite her poor health, in 2007 Betty took part in a television advertisement on behalf of the Road Safety Authority, becoming a public voice for families who had been bereaved by road deaths.


In August 2008 Betty was at Lindsey’s wedding. Like most brides, Lindsey was flustered before her big day. In her bedroom, she tried on her white dress, twirled in front of the full-length mirror twenty times and still couldn’t see what she had liked so much in the shop. She attempted to hide her disappointment, but her wide smile did not reach her eyes. Smoothing the skirt down one last time, she sighed. Betty sat silently on the edge of the bed.


‘You’re coming with me,’ she told Lindsey. They took a taxi to an exclusive bridal shop in the city centre, where Lindsey found her fairytale wedding dress. The cost was €2,000. Betty paid the bill. The grand gesture was to be one of the last Betty made for her daughter. Her health was deteriorating rapidly, an affliction she bore with dignity, choosing not to complain, but rather to take in her stride. She tried not to let it get her down, but it was not always possible for her to stay positive.


On the day of the wedding, Betty was particularly weak. She tried to keep a low profile, believing that this would be better for her daughter. So when Lindsey slid into her expensive gown, Betty was not there to help her, and when she walked down the stairs, her mother was not waiting in the hallway with a camera. Later, at the reception, Betty retired to her hotel room for much of the day.
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