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Events at Drimaghleen

Nothing as appalling had happened before at Drimaghleen;
its people had never been as shocked. They’d had their
share of distress, like any people; there were memories of
dramatic occurrences; stories from a more distant past were
told. In the 1880s 2 woman known as the Captain’s wife had
run away with a hunchbacked pedlar. In 1798 there’d been
resistance in the hills and fighting in Drimaghleen itself.
During the Troubles a local man had been executed in a
field by the Black and Tans. But no story, and no long
. membory, could match the horror of the tragedy that awaited
the people of Drimaghleen on May 22nd, 1985, a Wednes-
day morning. :

The McDowds, that morning, awoke in their farmhouse
and began the day as they always did, McDowd pulling on
his shirt and trousers and lifting down a black overcoat from
the pegs beside the kitchen door. He fastened it with a
length of string which he kept in one of its pockets, found
his socks in his gum-boots and went out with his two sheep-
dogs to drive the cows in for milking. His wife washed
herself, put the kettle on the stove, and knocked on her
daughter’s door. ‘Maureen!” she called. ‘Come on now,
Maureen!’ o

It was not unusual that Maureen failed to reply. Mrs
McDowd re-cntered her bedroom, stepped out of her night-
dress and dressed herself. ‘Get up out of that, Maureen?!
she shouted, banging again on her daughter’s deor. ‘Are you
sick?” she enquired, puzzled now by the lack of movement
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EVENTS AT DRIMAGHLEEN

from within the room: always at this second rousing
Maureen yawned or spoke. ‘Maureen!’ she shouted again,
and then opened the door.

McDowd, calling in the cattle, was aware that there had
been something wrong in the yard as he’d passed through

it, but an early-morning torpor hindered the progression of -

his thoughts when he endeavoured to establish what it was.
His wife’s voice shouting acress the field at him, and his
daughter’s name used repeatedly in the information that
was being inadequately conveyed to him, jolted him into an
awareness that what had been wrong was that Maureen’s
bicycle had not been leaning against the kitchen window-
sill. ‘Maureen hasn’t come back,” his wife repeated again
when he was close enough to hear her. ‘She’s not been in
her bed.’ ' .

The cows were milked because no matter what the reason
for Maureen’s absence they had to be. The breakfast was
placed on the kitchen table because no good would come of
not taking food. McDowd, in silence, ate with an appetite
that was unaffected; his wife consumed less than usual.
‘We will drive over,’ he said when they had finished, anger
thickening his voice. v

She nodded. She’d known as soon as she’d seen the un-
used bed that they would have to do something. They could
not just wait for a letter to arrive, or a telegram, or whatever
it was their daughter had planned. They would drive over
to the house where Lancy Butler lived with his mother, the
house to which their daughter had cycled the evening be-
fore. They did not share the thought that possessed both of
them: that their daughter had taken the law into her own
hands a_nd.goneoﬂ’withLancyButler,aspoiltandysel&Smn.

McDowd was a tallish, spare man of sixty-two, his face
almost gaunt, grey hair ragged on his head. His wife, two
years younger, was thin also, with gnarled features 3nd the
hands of a woman who all her life had worked in the fields.
They did not say much to one another, and never had; but
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EVENTS AT DRIMAGHLEEN

they did not quarrel either. On the farm, discussion was
rarely apt, there being no profit in it; it followed naturally
that grounds for disagreement were limited. Five children
had been born to the McDowds; Maureen was the youngest
and the only onc who had remained at home. Without a
show of celebration, for that was not the family way, her
twenty-fifth birthday had passed by a month ago.

‘Put your decent trousers on,” Mrs McDowd urged. ‘You
can’t go like that.’

‘I’'m all right the way [ am.’

She knew he would not be persuaded and did not try, but
instead hurried back to her bedroom to change her shoes.
At least he wouldn’t drive over in the overcoat with the
string round it: that was only for getting the cows in from
the field when the mornings were cold. He’d taken it off
before he’d sat down to his breakfast and there would be no
cause to put it on again. She covered up her own old skirt
and jumper with her waterproof.

“The little bitch,” he said in the car, and she said nothing.

They both felt the same, anxious and cross at the same
time, not wanting to believe the apparent truth. Their
daughter had ungratefully deceived them: again in silence
the thought was shared while he drove the four miles to the
Butlers’ house. When they turned off the tarred road into a
lane, already passing between the Budlers’ fields, they heard
the dog barking. The window of the Volkswagen on Mrs
McDowd’s side wouldn’t wind up, due to a defect that had
developed a month ago: the shrill barking casily carried
above the rattle of the engine.

That was that, they thought, listening to the dog. Maureen
and Lancy had gone the night before, and Mrs Butler
couldn’t manage the cows on her own. No wonder the old
dog was beside himself. Bitterly, McDowd called his daugh-
ter a bitch again, though only to himself. Lancy Butler, he
thought, my God! Lancy Butler would lcad her 2 dance,
and lead her astray, and lead her down into tie gutters of
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EVENTS AT DRIMAGHLEEN

some town. He’d warned her a thousand times about Lancy
Butler. He’d told her the kind of fool he was.

‘His father was a decent man,’ he said, breaking at last
the long silence. ‘Never touched a drop.’ :

*The old mother ruined him.’

It wouldn’t last long, they both thought. Lancy Butler
migh: marry her, or he might wriggle out of it. But however
it turned out she’d be back in six months’ time or at any-
rate a year’s. There’d probably be a baby to bring up.

The car turned into the yard, and neither McDowd nor
his wife immediately saw their daughter lying beside the
pump. For the first few moments of their arrival their atten-
tion was claimed by the distressed dog, a black and white
sheepdog like their awn two. Dust had risen from bemeath
the Volkswagen’s wheels and was still thick in the air as
they stepped from the car. The dog was running wildly
across a corner of the yard, back and forth, and back'and
forth again. The dog’s gone mad, Mrs' McDowd thoaght,
something’s after affecting it. Then she saw her daughter’s
body lying by the pump, and a yard or so away her daugh-
ter’s bicycle lying on its side, as if she had fallen from it.
Beside the bicycle were two dead rabbits. o
- ‘My God,” McDowd said, and his wife knew from his
voice that he hadn’t seen his daughter yet but was looking
at something else. He-had walked to another part of the
yard, where the dog was. He had gone there instinctively,
to try to calm the animal. C :

She knelt down, whispering to Maureen, thinking in her
confusion that her daughter had just this minute fallen off
her bicycie. But Maureen’s face was as cold as stotie, and
her flesh had already stiffencd. Mrs McDowd screamed, -
and then she was aware that she was lying down herself,
clasping Maureen’s dead body. A moment later she was
aware that her husband was weeping piteously, unable to
conirol himself, that he was kneeling down, his hands on
the body alse. :

Co#
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EVENTS AT DRIMAGHLEEN

Mrs McDowd did not remember rising to her feet, or
finding the energy and the will to do so. ‘Don’t go over
there,” she heard her husband saying to her, and saw him
wiping at his eyes with the arm of his jersey. But he didn’t
try to step her when she went to where the dog was; he re-
mained on his knees beside their daughter, calling out to
her between his sohs, asking her not to be dead.

The dog was crouched in a doorway, not barking any
more. A vard or so away Mrs Butler lay with one of her legs
twisted under her, blood on the ground already turned
brown, a pool of 1t stll scarlet. Looking down at her, Mrs
McDowd thought with abrupt lucidity: Maureen (&' not
tall off her bicycle. She went back to where her daughter
'ay and behind the two tin barrels that stood by the pump
she saw the body ot Lancy Butler, and on the ground not
far from 1t the shotgun that must have blown off Mrs
Butler’s face.

*

O’Kelly of the Garda arrived at a swift conclusion. Old Mrs
Butler had been as adamant as the McDowds in her opposi-
tion to the match that her son and Maureen McDowd had
pianned for themselves. And there was more to it than that:
Mrs Butler had been obsessively possessive, hiding from no
one her determination that no other woman should ever
take her son away trom her. Lancy was her only child, the
single one to survive years of miscarrying. His father had
died when Lancy was only two years old, leaving mother
and. child to lead a lonely life on a farm that was remote.
('Kelly knew that Mrs Butler had been reputed to be
Q'rangg in the head, and given to furious jealousies where
mmy was concerned. In the kind of rage that people who'd
known her were familiar with she had shot her son’s sweet-
neart rather than suffer the theft of him. He had wrenched
the shotgun fram her and by accident or otherwise it had
explcded A weak man at the best of times, he had turned it
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upon himself rather than face the reality of what had hap-
pened. This deduction, borne out by the details in the yard,
satisfied O’Kelly of the Garda; the people of Drimaghleen
arrived themselves at the same conclusion. ‘It was always
trouble,’ McDowd said on the day of the funerals. ‘The
minute she went out with Lancy Butler it was trouble
written down for poor Maureen.’

Drimaghleen was a townland, with nothing to mark it
except a crossroads that was known as Drimaghleen Cross-
roads. The modest farms that comprised it. each of thirty
or so-acres, were scattered among bogland, one separated
from.the next by several miles, as the McDowds’ and the
Butlers’ were. The village of Kilmona was where the people
of Drimaghleen went to mass, and where they confessed to
Father Sallins. The children of the farms went to school in
the small town of Mountcroe, driven each morning in a
yellow bus that drove them back to the end of their lanes or
farm tracks in the afternoon. Milk churns were collected in
much the same way by the creamery lorry. Bread and
groceries were bought in the village; fresh meat in Mount-
croc. When the men of Drimaghleen got drunk they did so
in Mountcroe, never in the village, although often they took
a few bottles of stout there, in the bar beside the grocery
counter. Hardware and clothes were bought in Mountcroe,
which had had a cinema called the Abbey Picture House
until the advent of television closed it in the early 1960s.
Drimaghleen, Kilmona and Mountcroe formed a world that
bounded the lives of the people of the Drimaghleen farms.
Rarely was there occasion to venture beyond it to the facili-
ties of a town that was larger—unless the purpose happened
to be a search for work or the first step on the way to exile.

The children of the McDowds, whose search for such
work had taken them far from the townland, returned heart-
broken for their sister’s mass. All four of them came, two
with husbands, one with a wife, one on her own. The
weddings which had taken place had been the last family
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occasions, two of them in Kilmona, the third in distant
Skibbereen, the home of the girl whom the McDowds’ son
had married a year ago. That wedding was on their minds
at Maureen’s mass-—the long journey there had been in the
Voikswagen, the mght they had spent in Eldon’s Hotel, the
farewells the next day. Not in the wildest horror of a night-
mare could any of the McDowds have guessed the nature
of the occasion destined to bring them together next.

After the funeral the family returned to the farm. The
younger McDowds had known of Maureen’s and Lancy
Butler’s attachment, and of their parents’ opposition to it.
They had known as well of Mrs Butler’s possessive affection
for her son, having grown up with stories of this maternal
eccentricity, and having witnessed Lancy himself, as a child
and as a boy, affected by her indulgence. ‘Oh, it can wait,
Lancy, it can wait,” she would say a dozen times an hour,
referring to some necessary chore on the farm. ‘Ah, sure,
we won't bother with school today,” she had said before
that, when Lancy had complained of a difficulty he was
expertencing with the seven-times table or Brother Martin’s
twenty weekend spellings. The people of Drimaghleen used
to wonder whether the farm or Lancy would suffer more in
the end.

‘What did she see in him?* Mrs McDowd mused sadly at
the funeral meal. ‘Will anyone ever tell me what she saw in
him >’

They shook their heads. The cheeks of all of them were
still smeared with the tears thev had shed at the service.
Conversation was dithcult,

"We will never recover from it," the father said, with
Anality in his voice. It was all that could be said, it was all
they knew with certainty : for as long as the older McDowds
remained in this farmhouse—which would be until their
own deachs—the vicious, ugly tragedy would haunt them.
They knew that if Maureen had been knocked from her
hicycle by a passing motor-car they could have borne her
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death with greater fortitude; or if she had died of an illness,
or been the victim of incurable disease. The knife that
turned 1n their pain was their memory of the Butlers’ farm-
yard, the barking dog running back and forth, the three still
bodies. There was nothing but the waste of a life to con-
template, and the cruelty of chance—for why should it have
been simple, pretty Maureen whose fate it was to become
mixed up with so peculiar a couple as that mother and son?
There were other girls in the neighbourhood—underhand
girls and girls of doubtful character—who somehow more
readily belonged with the Butlers: anyone would tell you
that.

‘Why don’t you drive over and see us?’ one of the daugh-
ters invited. ‘Can’t we persuade you?’

Her father stared into the table without trying to reply.
It was unnecessary to say that a drive of such a distance
could only be contemplated when there was a wedding or a
funeral. Such journeys had not been undertaken during
Maureen’s lifetime, when she might have looked after the
farm for a day; in no way could they be considered now.
Mrs McDowd tried to smile, making an effort to acknow-
ledge the concern that had inspired the suggestion, but no
smile came.

*

Being of a nature that might interest strangers, the deaths
were reported in the newspapers. They were mentioned on
the radio, and on the television news. Then everything be-
came quiet again at Drimaghleen, and in the village and in
the town. People wrote letters to the McDowds, expressing
their sorrow. People came to see them but did not stay long.
‘I am always there,” Father Sallins said. ‘Kilmona 23. You
have only to summon me. Or call up at the rectory.’

The McDowds didn’t. They watched the summer going
by, taking in their hay during the warm spell in June, keep-
Ing an cye on the field of potatoes and the ripening barley.
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