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Introduction





The most striking aspect of Edna O’Brien’s short stories, aside from the consistent mastery with which they are executed, is their diversity. This writer knows many worlds, and delineates them for us with deep insight, uncanny accuracy, wry fondness and, always, compassion. Although she left it early, she is never far from the world into which she was born and where she was brought up. She is one of the most sophisticated writers now at work, yet her sensibility is suffused with the light of the far west of Ireland, and again and again in these tales she returns to the lovely fields and melancholy towns of her youth.


In her ‘international’ stories – and Henry James surely would acknowledge her as a fellow traveller – she looks with an exile’s measuring eye upon the racy thrills and false blandishments of life in society. The title story of this volume, ‘The Love Object’, one of the most celebrated of her mature short fictions, not only traces with an unflinching, almost forensic clarity the flowering and fading of a love affair, but also, and as if casually, portrays the flashy, complacent world of middle-class London in the 1960s. Only a girl from County Clare would note of her pompous lawyer lover on their first going to bed together: ‘Another thing he did that endeared him was to fold back the green silk bedspread, a thing I never do myself.’


Edna O’Brien began her career as a writer – and began it early – in a golden age of the Irish short story. She and near-contemporaries such as John McGahern and William Trevor had as exemplars the likes of Sean O’Faolain, Frank O’Connor, Mary Lavin and Benedict Kiely – and, of course, the James Joyce of Dubliners – yet on the evidence of the work gathered in this volume her true teacher was Chekhov, for she displays a positively Chekhovian empathy with the characters and milieus that she portrays.


The mark of genius in a writer is an ability to burrow deep into the consciousness of a disparate cast of personalities. We are familiar with Edna O’Brien as an Irish cosmopolitan, the russet-haired beauty who knows her way around not only London and New York but also the pleasure gardens and yachting harbours of Europe; the friend and confidante of the great figures of contemporary art and culture; the trail-blazer who flew the nets of Catholic Ireland and made a life for herself abroad that young women – such as those so lovingly brought to life in her early Country Girls trilogy – used to, and no doubt still do, dream of. Yet this is the same Edna O’Brien who in ‘The Shovel Kings’ can portray with accuracy and aching sympathy the grindingly harsh lives of Irish navvies who dug the foundations for the rebuilding of postwar Britain.


Nor has she let slip from her artistic memory even the tiniest detail of the Ireland of those first three literally marvellous novels, The Country Girl, The Lonely Girl and Girls in Their Married Bliss. One of the loveliest, funniest, most evocative and hair-raisingly accurate stories in this collection, ‘Irish Revel’, with its faint echoes of Joyce’s ‘The Dead’, conjures a world that is Ireland in the 1950s but that could also be Russia in the closing years of the nineteenth century, the Russia of Tolstoy, Turgenev and Chekhov. In Mary, the central character, Edna O’Brien catches all the innocence, longing and delicacy of a tender bloom set down unrescuably in a patch of weeds.




For as long as she could remember, she had been pumping bicycles, carting turf, cleaning out houses, doing a man’s work. Her father and her two brothers worked for the forestry, so that she and her mother had to do all the odd jobs – there were three children to care for, and fowl and pigs and churning. Theirs was a mountainy farm in Ireland, and life was hard.





The delicacy and fond humour on display in this story are magical, but so too, in its way, is the unforgiving portrait of the grossness and cruelty of country life. It is hard to think of any contemporary writer who could match the combination of immediacy and sympathetic recall out of which this luminous story is woven.


Younger writers today, particularly younger women writers, acknowledge the revolution that Edna O’Brien wrought in Irish writing. No one before her, not even Kate O’Brien or Mary Lavin, had managed to portray in fiction an utterly convincing female sensibility. It is not so much the figuring of the female characters themselves that is so striking in these stories, but the way in which their author catches in the web of her artistry something of the essence of womanhood itself. Some of her women, such as Maisie in ‘Brother’, who has murder on her mind, or Ita McNamara in ‘Oft in the Stilly Night’, who believes herself to have been ravished by the stalk of a lily, are plainly mad – one of Edna O’Brien’s novels is titled A Fanatic Heart – but all are in some way damaged by the world, and specifically by the world of men. And all are spiritually vulnerable; indeed, we might say of Edna O’Brien that she is the poet of vulnerability.


Two of the most moving stories, ‘Mrs Reinhardt’ and ‘Paradise’, portray a pair of women who have been, in their different ways, betrayed by men and by men’s impossible expectations of what and how they should be. Mrs Reinhardt, whose husband has left her for a spoilt young woman half her age, is almost unbearably touching in her determination to reach out and grasp anything and everything that life might still offer her, and, inevitably, ends up badly scarred. The unnamed young woman in ‘Paradise’ is also eager to sample life’s riches, and so has given herself to an elderly millionaire playboy who does not bother to try to understand her, and who at the close rejects her, ostensibly because of her failure to learn how to swim.


Here, as so often elsewhere, Edna O’Brien mourns for the plight of her wounded women and at the same celebrates their exuberance, their generosity and, ultimately, their indomitable spirit. She is, simply, one of the finest writers of our time.




 





John Banville, 2013

















Irish Revel





Mary hoped that the rotted front tire would not burst. As it was, the tube had a slow puncture, and twice she had to stop and use the pump, maddening, because the pump had no connection and had to be jammed on over the corner of a handkerchief. For as long as she could remember, she had been pumping bicycles, carting turf, cleaning out houses, doing a man’s work. Her father and her two brothers worked for the forestry, so that she and her mother had to do all the odd jobs – there were three children to care for, and fowl and pigs and churning. Theirs was a mountainy farm in Ireland, and life was hard.


But this cold evening in early November she was free. She rode along the mountain road, between the bare thorn hedges, thinking pleasantly about the party. Although she was seventeen, this was her first party. The invitation had come only that morning from Mrs. Rodgers of the Commercial Hotel. The postman brought word that Mrs. Rodgers wanted her down that evening, without fail. At first, her mother did not wish Mary to go, there was too much to be done, gruel to be made, and one of the twins had earache and was likely to cry in the night. Mary slept with the year-old twins, and sometimes she was afraid that she might lie on them or smother them, the bed was so small. She begged to be let go.


‘What use would it be?’ her mother said. To her mother all outings were unsettling – they gave you a taste of something you couldn’t have. But finally she weakened, mainly because Mrs. Rodgers, as owner of the Commercial Hotel, was an important woman and not to be insulted.


‘You can go, so long as you’re back in time for the milking in the morning; and mind you don’t lose your head,’ her mother warned. Mary was to stay overnight in the village with Mrs. Rodgers. She plaited her hair, and later when she combed it, it fell in dark crinkled waves over her shoulders. She was allowed to wear the black lace dress that had come from America years ago and belonged to no one in particular. Her mother had sprinkled her with Holy Water, conveyed her to the top of the lane, and warned her never to touch alcohol.


Mary felt happy as she rode along slowly, avoiding the potholes that were thinly iced over. The frost had never lifted that day. The ground was hard. If it went on like that, the cattle would have to be brought into the shed and given hay.


The road turned and looped and rose; she turned and looped with it, climbing little hills and descending again toward the next hill. At the descent of the Big Hill she got off the bicycle – the brakes were unreliable – and looked back, out of habit, at her own house. It was the only house back there on the mountain, small, whitewashed, with a few trees around it and a patch at the back which they called a kitchen garden. There was a rhubarb bed, and shrubs over which they emptied tea leaves, and a stretch of grass where in the summer they had a chicken run, moving it from one patch to the next every other day. She looked away. She was now free to think of John Roland. He had come to their district two years before, riding a motorcycle at a ferocious speed; raising dust on the milk cloths spread on the hedge to dry. He stopped to ask the way. He was staying with Mrs. Rodgers in the Commercial Hotel and had come up to see the lake, which was noted for its colors. It changed color rapidly – it was blue and green and black, all within an hour. At sunset it was often a strange burgundy, not like a lake at all, but like wine.


‘Down there,’ she said to the stranger, pointing to the lake below, with the small island in the middle of it. He had taken a wrong turning.


Hills and tiny cornfields descended steeply toward the water. The misery of the hills was clear, from all the boulders. The cornfields were turning, it was midsummer; the ditches throbbing with the blood-red of fuchsia; the milk sour five hours after it had been put in the tanker. He said how exotic it was. She had no interest in views herself. She just looked up at the high sky and saw that a hawk had halted in the air above them. It was like a pause in her life, the hawk above them, perfectly still; and just then her mother came out to see who the stranger was. He took off his helmet and said, ‘Hello,’ very courteously. He introduced himself as John Roland, an English painter, who lived in Italy.


She did not remember exactly how it happened, but after a while he walked into their kitchen with them and sat down to tea.


Two long years since; but she had never given up hoping – perhaps this evening. The mail-car man said that someone special in the Commercial Hotel expected her. She felt such happiness. She spoke to her bicycle, and it seemed to her that her happiness somehow glowed in the pearliness of the cold sky, in the frosted fields going blue in the dusk, in the cottage windows she passed. Her father and mother were rich and cheerful; the twin had no earache, the kitchen fire did not smoke. Now and then she smiled at the thought of how she would appear to him – taller and with breasts now, and a dress that could be worn anywhere. She forgot about the rotted tire, got up, and cycled.




*





The five streetlights were on when she pedaled into the village. There had been a cattle fair that day and the main street was covered with dung. The townspeople had their windows protected with wooden half-shutters and makeshift arrangements of planks and barrels. Some were out scrubbing their own piece of footpath with bucket and brush. There were cattle wandering around, mooing, the way cattle do when they are in a strange street, and drunken farmers with sticks were trying to identify their own cattle in dark corners.


Beyond the shop window of the Commercial Hotel, Mary heard loud conversation and men singing. It was opaque glass, so that she could not identify any of them, she could just see their heads moving about inside. It was a shabby hotel, the yellow-washed walls needed a coat of paint, as they hadn’t been done since the time De Valera came to that village during the election campaign five years before. De Valera went upstairs that time and sat in the parlor and wrote his name with a penny pen in an autograph book, and sympathized with Mrs. Rodgers on the recent death of her husband.


Mary thought of resting her bicycle against the porter barrels under the shop window, and then of climbing the three stone steps that led to the hall door, but suddenly the latch of the shop door clicked and she ran in terror up the alley by the side of the shop, afraid it might be someone who knew her father and would say he saw her going in through the public bar. She wheeled her bicycle into a shed and approached the back door. It was open, but she did not enter without knocking.


Two town girls rushed to answer it. One was Doris O’Beirne, the daughter of the harness maker. She was the only Doris in the whole village, and she was famous for that, as well as for the fact that one of her eyes was blue and the other a dark brown. She was learning shorthand and typing at the local technical school, and later she meant to be a secretary to some famous man or other in the government, in Dublin.


‘God, I thought it was someone important,’ she said when she saw Mary standing there, blushing, beholden, and with a bottle of cream in her hand. Another girl! Girls were two a penny in that neighborhood. People said that it had something to do with the limewater that so many girls were born. Girls with pink skins and matching eyes, and girls like Mary, with long, wavy hair and gorgeous figures.


‘Come in or stay out,’ said Eithne Duggan, the second girl, to Mary. It was supposed to be a joke, but neither of them liked her. They hated shy mountainy people.


Mary came in, carrying cream which her mother had sent to Mrs. Rodgers as a present. She put it on the dresser and took off her coat. The girls nudged each other when they saw her dress. In the kitchen was a smell of cow dung from the street, and fried onions from a pan that simmered on the stove.


‘Where’s Mrs. Rodgers?’ Mary asked.


‘Serving,’ Doris said in a saucy voice, as if any fool ought to know. Two old men sat at the table eating.


‘I can’t chew, I have no teeth,’ said one of the men to Doris. ‘’Tis like leather,’ he said, holding the plate of burned steak toward her. He had watery eyes and he blinked childishly. Was it so, Mary wondered, that eyes got paler with age, like bluebells in a jar?


‘You’re not going to charge me for that,’ the old man was saying to Doris. Tea and steak cost five shillings at the Commercial.


‘’Tis good for you, chewing is,’ Eithne Duggan said, teasing him.


‘I can’t chew with my gums,’ he said again, and the two girls began to giggle. The old man looked pleased that he had made them laugh, and he closed his mouth and munched once or twice on a piece of fresh shop bread. Eithne Duggan laughed so much that she had to put a dishcloth between her teeth. Mary hung up her coat and went through to the shop.


Mrs. Rodgers came from the counter for a moment to speak to her.


‘Mary, I’m glad you came, that pair in there are no use at all, always giggling. Now, first thing we have to do is to get the parlor upstairs straightened out. Everything has to come out of it except the piano. We’re going to have dancing and everything.’


Quickly Mary realized that she was being given work to do, and she blushed with shock and disappointment.


‘Pitch everything into the back bedroom, the whole shootin’ lot,’ Mrs. Rodgers was saying, as Mary thought of her good lace dress and of how her mother wouldn’t even let her wear it to Mass on Sundays.


‘And we have to stuff a goose, too, and get it on,’ Mrs. Rodgers said, and went on to explain that the party was in honor of the local Customs and Excise Officer, who was retiring because his wife won some money in the sweep. Two thousand pounds. His wife lived thirty miles away at the far side of Limerick, and he lodged in the Commercial Hotel from Monday to Friday, going home for the weekends.


‘There’s someone here expecting me,’ Mary said, trembling with the pleasure of being about to hear his name pronounced by someone else. She wondered which room was his, and if he was likely to be in at that moment. Already in imagination she had climbed the rickety stairs and knocked on the door and heard him move around inside.


‘Expecting you!’ Mrs. Rodgers said, and looked puzzled for a minute. ‘Oh, that lad from the slate quarry was inquiring about you, he said he saw you at a dance once. He’s as odd as two left shoes.’


‘What lad?’ Mary said, as she felt the joy leaking out of her heart.


‘Oh, what’s his name,’ Mrs. Rodgers said, and then to the men with empty glasses who were shouting for her, ‘Oh, all right, I’m coming.’


Upstairs Doris and Eithne helped Mary move the heavy pieces of furniture. They dragged the sideboard across the landing, and one of the casters tore the linoleum. She was expiring, because she had the heaviest end, the other two being at the same side. She felt that it was on purpose: they ate sweets without offering her one, and she caught them making faces at her dress. The dress worried her, too, in case anything should happen to it. If one of the lace threads caught in a splinter of wood, or on a porter barrel, she would have no business going home in the morning. They carried out a varnished bamboo whatnot, a small table, knickknacks, and a chamber pot with no handle which held some withered hydrangeas. They smelled awful.


‘How much is the doggie in the window, the one with the waggledy tail?’ Doris O’Beirne sang to a white china dog and swore that there wasn’t ten pounds’ worth of furniture in the whle shebeen.


‘Are you leaving your curlers in, Dot, till it starts?’ Eithne Duggan asked her friend.


‘Oh, def,’ Doris O’Beirne said. She wore an assortment of curlers – white pipe cleaners, metal clips, and pink plastic rollers. Eithne had just taken hers out, and her hair, dyed blond, stood out, all frizzed and alarming. She reminded Mary of a molting hen about to attempt flight. She was, God bless her, an unfortunate girl, with a squint, jumbled teeth, and almost no lips; like something put together hurriedly. That was the luck of the draw.


‘Take these,’ Doris O’Beirne said, handing Mary bunches of yellowed bills crammed on skewers.


Do this! Do that! They ordered her around like a maid. She dusted the piano, top and sides, and the yellow and black keys; then the surround and the wainscoting. The dust, thick on everything, had settled into a hard film because of the damp in that room. A party! She’d have been as well off at home, at least it was clean dirt attending to calves and pigs and the like.


Doris and Eithne amused themselves, hitting notes on the piano at random and wandering from one mirror to the next. There were two mirrors in the parlor and one side of the folding fire screen was a blotchy mirror, too. The other two sides were water lilies painted on black cloth, but like everything else in the room it was decrepit.


‘What’s that?’ Doris and Eithne asked each other as they heard a hullabaloo downstairs. They rushed out to see what it was, and Mary followed. Over the banisters they saw that a young bullock had got in the hall door and was slithering over the tiled floor, trying to find his way out again.


‘Don’t excite her, don’t excite her, I tell ye,’ said the old toothless man to the young boy who tried to drive the black bullock out. Two more boys were having a bet as to whether or not the bullock would do something on the floor, when Mrs. Rodgers came out and dropped a glass of porter. The beast backed out the way he’d come, shaking his head from side to side.


Eithne and Doris clasped each other in laughter, and then Doris drew back so that none of the boys would see her in her curling pins and call her names. Mary had gone back to the room, downcast. Wearily she pushed the chairs back against the wall and swept the linoleumed floor where they were later to dance.


‘She’s bawling in there,’ Eithne Duggan told her friend Doris. They had locked themselves into the bathroom with a bottle of cider.


‘God, she’s a right-looking eejit in the dress,’ Doris said. ‘And the length of it!’


‘It’s her mother’s,’ Eithne said. She had admired the dress before that, when Doris was out of the room, and had asked Mary where she bought it.


‘What’s she crying about?’ Doris wondered aloud.


‘She thought some lad would be here. Do you remember that lad stayed here the summer before last and had a motorcycle?’


‘He was a Jew,’ Doris said. ‘You could tell by his nose. God, she’d shake him in that dress, he’d think she was a scarecrow.’ She squeezed a blackhead on her chin, tightened a curling pin which had come loose, and said, ‘Her hair isn’t natural either, you can see it’s curled.’


‘I hate that kind of black hair, it’s like a gypsy’s,’ Eithne said, drinking the last of the cider. They hid the bottle under the scoured bath.


‘Have a cachou, take the smell off your breath,’ Doris said as she hawed on the bathroom mirror and wondered if she would get off with that fellow O’Toole from the slate quarry, who was coming to the party.


In the front room Mary polished glasses. Tears ran down her cheeks, so she did not put on the light. She foresaw how the party would be; they would all stand around and consume the goose, which was now simmering in the turf range. The men would be drunk, the girls giggling. Having eaten, they would dance and sing and tell ghost stories, and in the morning she would have to get up early and be home in time to milk. She moved toward the dark pane of window with a glass in her hand and looked out at the dirtied streets, remembering how once she had danced with John on the upper road to no music at all, just their hearts beating and the sound of happiness.


He came into their house for tea that summer’s day, and on her father’s suggestion he lodged with them for four days, helping with the hay and oiling all the farm machinery for her father. He understood machinery. He put back doorknobs that had fallen off. Mary made his bed in the daytime and carried up a ewer of water from the rain barrel every evening, so that he could wash. She washed the checked shirt he wore, and that day his bare back peeled in the sun. She put milk on it. It was his last day with them. After supper he proposed giving each of the grown-up children a ride on the motorbike. Her turn came last; she felt that he had planned it that way, but it may have been that her brothers were more persistent about being first. She would never forget that ride. She warmed from head to foot in wonder and joy. He praised her as a good balancer, and at odd moments he took one hand off the handlebar and gave her clasped hands a comforting pat. The sun went down, and the gorse flowers blazed yellow. They did not talk for miles; she had his stomach encased in the delicate and frantic grasp of a girl in love, and no matter how far they rode, they seemed always to be riding into a golden haze. He saw the lake at its most glorious. They got off at the bridge five miles away and sat on the limestone wall, which was cushioned by moss and lichen. She took a tick out of his neck and touched the spot where the tick had drawn one pinprick of blood; it was then they danced. A sound of larks and running water. The hay in the fields was lying green and ungathered, and the air was sweet with the smell of it. They danced.


‘Sweet Mary,’ he said, looking earnestly into her eyes. Her eyes were a greenish-brown. He confessed that he could not love her, because he already loved his wife and children, and anyhow, he said, ‘You are too young and too innocent.’


Next day, as he was leaving, he asked if he might send her something in the post; it came eleven days later: a black-and-white drawing of her, very like her, except that the girl in the drawing was uglier.


‘A fat lot of good, that is,’ said her mother, who had been expecting a gold bracelet or a brooch. ‘That wouldn’t take you far.’


They hung it on a nail in the kitchen for a while, and then one day it fell down and someone (probably her mother) used it to sweep dust onto; ever since it was used for that purpose. Mary had wanted to keep it, to put it away in a trunk, but she was ashamed to. They were hard people, and it was only when someone died that they could give in to sentiment or crying.


‘Sweet Mary,’ he had said. He never wrote. Two summers passed, devil’s pokers flowered for two seasons, and thistle seed blew in the wind; the trees in the forest were a foot higher. She had a feeling that he would come back, and a gnawing fear that he might not.


‘Oh, it ain’t gonna rain no more, no more, it ain’t gonna rain no more. How in the hell can the old folks say it ain’t gonna rain no more?’


So sang Brogan, whose party it was, in the upstairs room of the Commercial Hotel. Unbuttoning his brown waistcoat, he sat back and said what a fine spread it was. They had carried the goose up on a platter and it lay in the center of the mahogany table, with potato stuffing spilling out of it. There were sausages also and polished glasses rim downward, and plates and forks for everyone.


‘A fork supper’ was how Mrs. Rodgers described it. She had read about it in the paper; it was all the rage now in posh houses in Dublin, this fork supper where you stood up for your food and ate with a fork only. Mary had brought knives in case anyone got into difficulties.


‘’Tis America at home,’ Hickey said, putting turf on the smoking fire.


The pub door was bolted downstairs, the shutters across, as the eight guests upstairs watched Mrs. Rodgers carve the goose and then tear the loose pieces away with her fingers. Every so often she wiped her fingers on a tea towel.


‘Here you are, Mary, give this to Mr. Brogan, as he’s the guest of honor.’ Mr. Brogan got a lot of breast and some crispy skin as well.


‘Don’t forget the sausages, Mary,’ Mrs. Rodgers said. Mary had to do everything: pass the food around, serve the stuffing, ask people whether they wanted paper plates or china ones. Mrs. Rodgers had bought paper plates, thinking they were sophisticated.


‘I could eat a young child,’ Hickey said.


Mary was surprised that people in towns were so coarse and outspoken. When he squeezed her finger, she did not smile at all. She wished that she were at home – she knew what they were doing at home: the boys at their lessons; her mother baking a cake of whole meal bread, because there was never enough time during the day to bake; her father rolling cigarettes and talking to himself. John had taught him how to roll cigarettes, and every night since, he rolled four and smoked four. He was a good man, her father, but dour. In another hour they’d be saying the Rosary in her house and going to bed; the rhythm of their lives never changed, the fresh bread was always cool by morning.


‘Ten o’clock,’ Doris said, listening to the chimes of the landing clock.


The party began late; the men were late getting back from the dogs in Limerick. They killed a pig on the way in their anxiety to get back quickly. The pig had been wandering in the road, and the car came around the corner; it got run over instantly.


‘Never heard such a roarin’ in all me born days,’ Hickey said, reaching for a wing of goose, the choicest bit.


‘We should have brought it with us,’ O’Toole said. O’Toole worked in the slate quarry and knew nothing about pigs or farming; he was tall and thin and jagged. He had bright-green eyes and a face like a greyhound’s; his hair was so gold that it looked dyed, but in fact it was bleached by the weather. No one had offered him any food.


‘A nice way to treat a man,’ he said.


‘God bless us, Mary, didn’t you give Mr. O’Toole anything to eat yet?’ Mrs. Rodgers said as she thumped Mary on the back to hurry her up. Mary brought him a large helping on a paper plate, and he thanked her and said that they would dance later. To him she looked far prettier than those good-for-nothing town girls – she was tall and thin like himself; she had long black hair that some people might think streelish, but not him; he liked long hair and simple-minded girls; maybe later on he’d get her to go into one of the other rooms where they could do it. She had funny eyes when you looked into them, brown and deep, like a bloody bog hole.


‘Have a wish,’ he said to her as he held the wishbone up. She wished that she were going to America on an airplane, and on second thought she wished that she would win a lot of money and could buy her mother and father a house down near the main road.


‘Is that your brother, the bishop?’ Eithne Duggan, who knew well that it was, asked Mrs. Rodgers, concerning the flaccid-faced cleric over the fireplace. Unknown to herself, Mary had traced the letter J on the dust of the picture mirror earlier on, and now they all seemed to be looking at it, knowing how it came to be there.


‘That’s him, poor Charlie,’ Mrs. Rodgers said proudly, and was about to elaborate, but Brogan began to sing unexpectedly.


‘Let the man sing, can’t you,’ O’Toole said, hushing two of the girls who were having a joke about the armchair they shared; the springs were hanging down underneath and the girls said that any minute the whole thing would collapse.


Mary shivered in her lace dress. The air was cold and damp, even though Hickey had got up a good fire. There hadn’t been a fire in that room since the day De Valera signed the autograph book. Steam issued from everything.


O’Toole asked if any of the ladies would care to sing. There were five ladies in all – Mrs. Rodgers, Mary, Doris, Eithne, and Crystal, the local hairdresser, who had a new red rinse in her hair and who insisted that the food was a little heavy for her. The goose was greasy and undercooked, she did not like its raw, pink color. She liked dainty things, little bits of cold chicken breast with sweet pickles. Her real name was Carmel, but when she started up as a hairdresser, she changed it to Crystal and dyed her brown hair red.


‘I bet you can sing,’ O’Toole said to Mary.


‘Where she comes from, they can hardly talk,’ Doris said.


Mary felt the blood rushing to her sallow cheeks. She would not tell them, but her father’s name had been in the paper once, because he had seen a pine marten in the forestry plantation; and they ate with a knife and fork at home and had oilcloth on the kitchen table, and kept a tin of coffee in case strangers called. She would not tell them anything. She just hung her head, making it clear that she was not about to sing.


In honor of the bishop, O’Toole put ‘Far Away in Australia’ on the horn gramophone. Mrs. Rodgers had asked for it. The sound issued forth with rasps and scratchings, and Brogan said he could do better than that himself.


‘Christ, lads, we forgot the soup!’ Mrs. Rodgers said suddenly, as she threw down the fork and went toward the door. There had been soup scheduled to begin with.


‘I’ll help you,’ Doris O’Beirne said, stirring herself for the first time that night, and they both went down to get the pot of dark giblet soup which had been simmering all that day.


‘Now we need two pounds from each of the gents,’ said O’Toole, taking the opportunity while Mrs. Rodgers was away to mention the delicate matter of money. The men had agreed to pay two pounds each, to cover the cost of the drink; the ladies did not have to pay anything, but were invited so as to lend a pleasant and decorative atmosphere to the party, and, of course, to help.


O’Toole went around with his cap held out, and Brogan said that as it was his party, he ought to give a fiver.


‘I ought to give a fiver, but I suppose ye wouldn’t hear of that,’ Brogan said, and handed up two pound notes. Hickey paid up, too, and O’Toole himself and Long John Salmon – who had been silent up to then. O’Toole gave it to Mrs. Rodgers when she returned and told her to clock it up against the damages.


‘Sure that’s too kind altogether,’ she said, as she put it behind the stuffed owl on the mantelpiece, under the bishop’s watchful eye.


She served the soup in cups, and Mary was asked to pass the cups around. The grease floated like drops of molten gold on the surface of each cup.


‘See you later, alligator,’ Hickey said, as she gave him his; then he asked her for a piece of bread, because he wasn’t used to soup without bread.


‘Tell us, Brogan,’ said Hickey to his rich friend, ‘what’ll you do, now that you’re a rich man?’


‘Oh, go on, tell us,’ said Doris O’Beirne.


‘Well,’ said Brogan, thinking for a minute, ‘we’re going to make some changes at home.’ None of them had ever visited Brogan’s home because it was situated in Adare, thirty miles away, at the far side of Limerick. None of them had ever seen his wife either, who, it seems, lived there and kept bees.


‘What sort of changes?’ someone said.


‘We’re going to do up the drawing room, and we’re going to have flower beds,’ Brogan told them.


‘And what else?’ Crystal asked, thinking of all the lovely clothes she could buy with that money, clothes and jewelry.


‘Well,’ said Brogan, thinking again, ‘we might even go to Lourdes. I’m not sure yet, it all depends.’


‘I’d give my two eyes to go to Lourdes,’ Mrs. Rodgers said.


‘And you’d get ’em back when you arrived there,’ Hickey said, but no one paid any attention to him.


O’Toole poured out four half tumblers of whiskey and then stood back to examine the glasses to see that each one had the same amount. There was always great anxiety among the men about being fair with drink. Then O’Toole stood bottles of stout in little groups of six and told each man which group was his. The ladies had gin-and-orange.


‘Orange for me,’ Mary said, but O’Toole told her not to be such a goody, and when her back was turned, he put gin in her orange.


They drank a toast to Brogan.


‘To Lourdes,’ Mrs. Rodgers said.


‘To Brogan,’ O’Toole said.


‘To myself,’ Hickey said.


‘Mud in your eye,’ said Doris O’Beirne, who was already unsteady from tippling cider.


‘Well, we’re not sure about Lourdes,’ Brogan said. ‘But we’ll get the drawing room done up anyhow, and the flower beds put in.’


‘We’ve a drawing room here,’ Mrs. Rodgers said, ‘and no one ever sets foot in it.’


‘Come into the drawing room, Doris,’ said O’Toole to Mary, who was serving the jelly from the big enamel basin. They’d had no china bowl to put it in. It was red jelly with whipped egg white in it, but something had gone wrong, because it hadn’t set properly. She served it in saucers, and thought to herself what a rough-and-ready party it was. There wasn’t a proper cloth on the table either, just a plastic one, and no napkins, and that big basin with the jelly in it. Maybe people washed in that basin downstairs.


‘Well, someone tell us a bloomin’ joke,’ said Hickey, who was getting fed up with talk about drawing rooms and flower beds.


‘I’ll tell you a joke,’ said Long John Salmon, erupting out of his silence.


‘Good,’ said Brogan, as he sipped from his whiskey glass and his stout glass alternately. It was the only way to drink enjoyably.


That was why, in pubs, he’d be much happier if he could buy his own drink and not rely on anyone else’s meanness.


‘Is it a funny joke?’ Hickey asked of Long John Salmon.


‘It’s about my brother,’ said Long John Salmon, ‘my brother Patrick.’


‘Oh no, don’t tell us that old rambling thing again,’ said Hickey and O’Toole together.


‘Oh, let him tell it,’ said Mrs. Rodgers, who’d never heard the story anyhow.


Long John Salmon began, ‘I had this brother Patrick and he died; the heart wasn’t too good.’


‘Holy Christ, not this again,’ said Brogan, recollecting which story it was.


But Long John Salmon went on, undeterred by the abuse from the three men.


‘One day I was standing in the shed, about a month after he was buried, and I saw him coming out of the wall, walking across the yard.’


‘Oh, what would you do if you saw a thing like that?’ Doris said to Eithne.


‘Let him tell it,’ Mrs. Rodgers said. ‘Go on, Long John.’


‘Well, it was walking toward me, and I said to myself, “What do I do now?”; ’twas raining heavy, so I said to my brother Patrick, “Stand in out of the wet or you’ll get drenched.”’


‘And then?’ said one of the girls anxiously.


‘He vanished,’ said Long John Salmon.


‘Ah, God, let us have a bit of music,’ said Hickey, who had heard that story nine or ten times. It had neither a beginning, a middle, nor an end. They put a record on, and O’Toole asked Mary to dance. He did a lot of fancy steps and capering; and now and then he let out a mad ‘Yippee.’ Brogan and Mrs. Rodgers were dancing, too, and Crystal said that she’d dance if anyone asked her.


‘Come on, knees up, Mother Brown,’ O’Toole said to Mary, as he jumped around the room, kicking the legs of chairs as he moved. She felt funny: her head was swaying around and around, and in the pit of her stomach there was a nice ticklish feeling that made her want to lie back and stretch her legs. A new feeling that frightened her.


‘Come into the drawing room, Doris,’ he said, dancing her right out of the room and into the cold passage, where he kissed her clumsily.


Inside, Crystal O’Meara had begun to cry. That was how drink affected her; either she cried or talked in a foreign accent and said, ‘Why am I talking in a foreign accent?’


This time she cried.


‘Hickey, there is no joy in life,’ she said as she sat at the table with her head laid in her arms and her blouse slipping up out of her skirtband.


‘What joy?’ said Hickey, who had all the drink he needed, and a pound note which he slipped from behind the owl when no one was looking.


Doris and Eithne sat on either side of Long John Salmon, asking if they could go out next year when the sugar plums were ripe. Long John Salmon lived by himself, way up the country, and he had a big orchard. He was odd and silent in himself; he took a swim every day, winter and summer, in the river at the back of his house.


‘Two old married people,’ Brogan said, as he put his arm around Mrs. Rodgers and urged her to sit down because he was out of breath from dancing. He said he’d go away with happy memories of them all, and sitting down, he drew her onto his lap. She was a heavy woman, with straggly brown hair that had once been a nut color.


‘There is no joy in life,’ Crystal sobbed, as the gramophone made crackling noises and Mary ran in from the landing, away from O’Toole.


‘I mean business,’ O’Toole said, and winked.
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O’Toole was the first to get quarrelsome.


‘Now, ladies, now, gentlemen, a little laughing sketch, are we ready?’ he asked.


‘Fire ahead,’ Hickey told him.


‘Well, there was these three lads, Paddy th’Irishman, Paddy th’Englishman, and Paddy the Scotsman, and they were badly in need of a …’


‘Now, no smut,’ Mrs. Rodgers snapped, before he had uttered a wrong word at all.


‘What smut?’ asked O’Toole, getting offended. ‘Smut!’ And he asked her to explain an accusation like that.


‘Think of the girls,’ Mrs. Rodgers said.


‘Girls,’ O’Toole sneered, as he picked up the bottle of cream – which they’d forgotten to use with the jelly – and poured it into the carcass of the ravaged goose.


‘Christ’s sake, man,’ Hickey said, taking the bottle of cream out of O’Toole’s hand.


Mrs. Rodgers said that it was high time everyone went to bed, as the party seemed to be over.


The guests would spend the night in the Commercial. It was too late for them to go home anyhow, and also, Mrs. Rodgers did not want them to be observed staggering out of the house at that hour. The police watched her like hawks, and she didn’t want any trouble, until Christmas was over at least. The sleeping arrangements had been decided earlier on – there were three bedrooms vacant. One was Brogan’s, the room he always slept in. The other three men were to pitch in together in the second big bedroom, and the girls were to share the back room with Mrs. Rodgers herself.


‘Come on, everyone, blanket street,’ Mrs. Rodgers said, as she put a guard in front of the dying fire and took the money from behind the owl.


‘Sugar you,’ O’Toole said, pouring stout now into the carcass of the goose, and Long John Salmon wished that he had never come. He thought of daylight and of his swim in the mountain river at the back of his gray, stone house.


‘Ablution,’ he said aloud, taking pleasure in the word and in the thought of the cold water touching him. He could do without people, people were waste. He remembered catkins on a tree outside his window, catkins in February as white as snow; who needed people?


‘Crystal, stir yourself,’ Hickey said, as he put on her shoes and patted the calves of her legs.


Brogan kissed the four girls and saw them across the landing to the bedroom. Mary was glad to escape without O’Toole noticing; he was very obstreperous and Hickey was trying to control him.


In the bedroom she sighed; she had forgotten all about the furniture being pitched in there. Wearily they began to unload the things. The room was so crammed that they could hardly move in it. Mary suddenly felt alert and frightened, because O’Toole could be heard yelling and singing out on the landing. There had been gin in her orangeade, she knew now, because she breathed closely onto the palm of her hand and smelled her own breath. She had broken her Confirmation pledge, broken her promise; it would bring her bad luck.


Mrs. Rodgers came in and said that five of them would be too crushed in the bed, so that she herself would sleep on the sofa for one night.


‘Two of you at the top and two at the bottom,’ she said, as she warned them not to break any of the ornaments, and not to stay talking all night.


‘Night and God bless,’ she said, as she shut the door behind her.


‘Nice thing,’ said Doris O’Beirne, ‘bunging us all in here; I wonder where she’s off to.’


‘Will you loan me curlers?’ Crystal asked. To Crystal, hair was the most important thing on earth. She would never get married because you couldn’t wear curlers in bed then. Eithne Duggan said she wouldn’t put curlers in now if she got five million for doing it, she was that jaded. She threw herself down on the quilt and spread her arms out. She was a noisy, sweaty girl, but Mary liked her better than the other two.


‘Ah, me old segotums,’ O’Toole said, pushing their door in. The girls exclaimed and asked him to go out at once, as they were preparing for bed.


‘Come into the drawing room, Doris,’ he said to Mary, and curled his forefinger at her. He was drunk and couldn’t focus on her properly, but he knew that she was standing there somewhere.


‘Go to bed, you’re drunk,’ Doris O’Beirne said, and he stood very upright for an instant and asked her to speak for herself.


‘Go to bed, Michael, you’re tired,’ Mary said to him. She tried to sound calm because he looked so wild.


‘Come into the drawing room, I tell you,’ he said as he caught her wrist and dragged her toward the door. She let out a cry, and Eithne Duggan said she’d brain him if he didn’t leave the girl alone.


‘Give me that flowerpot, Doris,’ Eithne Duggan called, and then Mary began to cry in case there might be a scene. She hated scenes. Once, she heard her father and a neighbor having a row about boundary rights and she’d never forgotten it; they had both been a bit drunk, after a fair.


‘Are you cracked or are you mad?’ O’Toole said, when he perceived that she was crying.


‘I’ll give you two seconds,’ Eithne warned, as she held the flowerpot high, ready to throw it at O’Toole’s stupefied face.


‘You’re a nice bunch of hard-faced aul crows, crows,’ he said. ‘Wouldn’t give a man a squeeze,’ and he went out, cursing each one of them. They shut the door very quickly and dragged the sideboard in front of the door, so that he could not break in when they were asleep.


They got into bed in their underwear; Mary and Eithne at one end, with Crystal’s feet between their faces.


‘You have lovely hair,’ Eithne whispered to Mary. It was the nicest thing she could think of to say. They each said their prayers and shook hands under the covers and settled down to sleep.


‘Hey,’ Doris O’Beirne said a few seconds later, ‘I never went to the lav.’


‘You can’t go now,’ Eithne said, ‘the sideboard’s in front of the door.’


‘I’ll die if I don’t go,’ Doris O’Beirne said.


‘And me, too, after all that orange we drank,’ Crystal said. Mary was shocked that they could talk like that. At home you never spoke of such a thing, you just went out behind the hedge and that was that. Once a workman saw her squatting down, and from that day she never talked to him, or acknowledged that she knew him.


‘Maybe we could use that old pot,’ Doris O’Beirne said, and Eithne Duggan sat up and said that if anyone used a pot in that room she wasn’t going to sleep there,


‘We have to use something,’ Doris said. By now she had got up and had switched on the light. She held the pot up to the naked bulb and saw what looked to be a crack in it.


‘Try it,’ Crystal said, giggling.


They heard feet on the landing, and then the sound of choking and coughing, and later O’Toole cursing and swearing and hitting the wall with his fist. Mary curled down under the bedclothes, thankful for the company of the girls. They stopped talking.


‘I was at a party. Now I know what parties are like,’ Mary said to herself, as she tried to force herself asleep. She heard a sound as of water running, but it did not seem to be raining outside. Later she dozed, but at daybreak she heard the hall door bang and she sat up in bed abruptly. She had to be home early to milk, so she got up, took her shoes and her lace dress, let herself out by dragging the sideboard forward, and opening the door slightly.


There were newspapers spread on the landing floor and in the lavatory, and a heavy smell pervaded. Downstairs, porter had flowed out of the bar into the hall. It was probably O’Toole who had turned on the taps of the five porter barrels; the stone-floored bar and sunken passage outside were swimming with black porter. Mrs. Rodgers would kill somebody. Mary put on her high-heeled shoes and picked her steps carefully across the room to the door. She left without even making a cup of tea.


She wheeled her bicycle down the alley and into the street. The front tire was dead flat. She pumped for half an hour, but it remained flat.


The frost lay like a spell upon the street, upon the sleeping windows and the slate roofs of the narrow houses. It had magically made the dunged street white and clean. She did not feel tired but relieved to be out, and stunned by lack of sleep, she inhaled the beauty of the morning. She walked briskly, sometimes looking back to see the track which her bicycle and her feet made on the white road.


Mrs. Rodgers wakened at eight and stumbled out in her big nightgown from Brogan’s warm bed. She smelled disaster instantly and hurried downstairs to find the porter in the bar and the hall; then she ran to call the others.


‘Porter all over the place; every drop of drink in the house is on the floor – Mary Mother of God, help me in my tribulation! Get up, get up.’ She rapped on their door and called the girls by name.


The girls rubbed their sleepy eyes, yawned, and sat up.


‘She’s gone,’ Eithne said, looking at the place on the pillow where Mary’s head had been.


‘Oh, a sneaky country one,’ Doris said, as she got into her taffeta dress and went down to see the flood. ‘If I have to clean that in my good clothes, I’ll die,’ she said. But Mrs. Rodgers had already brought brushes and pails and got to work. They opened the bar door and began to bail the porter into the street. Dogs came to lap it up, and Hickey, who had by then come down, stood and said what a crying shame it was, to waste all that drink. Outside, it washed away an area of frost and revealed the dung of yesterday’s fair day. O’Toole, the culprit, had fled since the night; Long John Salmon was gone for his swim, and upstairs in bed Brogan snuggled down for a last-minute warm and deliberated on the joys that he would miss when he left the Commercial for good.


‘And where’s my lady with the lace dress?’ Hickey asked, recalling very little of Mary’s face, but distinctly remembering the sleeves of her black dress, which dipped into the plates.


‘Sneaked off, before we were up,’ Doris said. They all agreed that Mary was no bloody use and should never have been asked.


‘And ’twas she set O’Toole mad, egging him on and then disappointing him,’ Doris said, and Mrs. Rodgers swore that O’Toole, or Mary’s father, or someone, would pay dear for the wasted drink.


‘I suppose she’s home by now,’ Hickey said, as he rooted in his pocket for a butt. He had a new packet, but if he produced that, they’d all be puffing away at his expense.


Mary was half a mile from home, sitting on a bank.


If only I had a sweetheart, something to hold on to, she thought, as she cracked some ice with her high heel and watched the crazy splintered pattern it made. The poor birds could get no food, as the ground was frozen hard. Frost was everywhere; it coated the bare branches and made them like etchings, it starched the grass and blurred the shape of a plow that stood in a field, above all it gave the world an appearance of sanctity.


Walking again, she wondered if and what she would tell her mother and her brothers about it, and if all parties were as bad. She was at the top of the hill now, and could see her own house, like a little white box at the end of the world, waiting to receive her.

















The Connor Girls





To know them would be to enter an exalted world. To open the stiff green iron gate, to go up their shaded avenue and to knock on their white hall door was a journey I yearned to make. No one went there except the gardener, the postman, and a cleaning woman who told none of their secrets, merely boasted that the oil paintings on the walls were priceless and the furniture was all antique. They had a flower garden with fountains, a water-lily pond, kitchen garden and ornamental trees that they called monkey-puzzle trees. Mr Connor, the Major, and his two daughters lived there. His only son had been killed in a car accident. It was said that the accident was due to his father’s bullying of him, always urging him to drive faster since he had the most expensive car in the neighbourhood. Not even their tragedy brought them closer to the people in the town, partly because they were aloof, but being Protestants, the Catholics could not attend the service in the church or go to the Protestant graveyard where they had a vault with steps leading down to it, just like a house. It was smothered in creeper. They never went into mourning and had a party about a month later to which their friends came.


The Major had friends who owned a stud farm and these were invited two or three times a year along with a surgeon and his wife, from Dublin. The Connor girls were not beauties but they were distinguished and they talked in an accent that made everyone else’s seem flat and sprawling, like some familiar estuary or a puddle in a field. They were dark haired with dark eyes and leathery skin. Miss Amy wore her hair in plaits which she folded over the crown of her head and Miss Lucy’s hair, being more bushy, was kept flattened with brown slides. If they as much as nodded to a local or stopped to admire a new baby in its pram the news spread throughout the parish and those who had never had a salute felt such a pang of envy, felt left out. We ourselves had been saluted and it was certain that we would become on better terms since they were under a sort of compliment to us. My father had given them permission to walk their dogs over our fields so that most afternoons we saw the two girls in their white mackintoshes and biscuit-coloured walking sticks drawing these fawn unwieldy beasts, on leashes. Once they had passed our house they used to let their dogs go, whereupon our own sheep-dogs barked fiercely but kept inside our own paling being as I think terrified of the thorough-breeds, who were beagles. Though they had been passing by for almost a year, they never stopped to talk to my mother if they met her returning from the hen-house with an empty pail, or going there with the foodstuff. They had merely saluted and passed on. They talked to my father of course and called him Mick, although his real name was Joseph, and they joked with him about his hunters which had never won cup or medal. They ignored my mother and she resented this. She longed to bring them in so that they could admire our house with all its knicknacks, and admire the thick wool rugs which she made in the winter nights and which she folded up when no visitors were expected.


‘I’ll ask them to tea this coming Friday,’ she said to me. We planned to ask them impromptu, thinking that if we asked them ahead of time they were more likely to refuse. So we made cakes and sausage rolls and sandwiches of egg mayonnaise, some with onion, some without. The milk jelly we had made was whisked and seemed like a bowl of froth with a sweet confectionery smell. I was put on watch by the kitchen window and as soon as I saw them coming in at the gate I called to Mamma.


‘They’re coming, they’re coming.’


She swept her hair back, pinned it with her brown tortoiseshell comb and went out and leaned on the top rung of the gate as if she was posing for a photograph, or looking at a view. I heard her say ‘Excuse me Miss Connor, or rather Miss Connors,’ in that exaggerated accent which she had picked up in America, and which she used when strangers came, or when she went to the city. It was like putting on new clothes or new shoes which did not fit her. I saw them shake their heads a couple of times and long before she had come back into the house I knew that the Connor girls had refused our invitation and that the table which we had laid with such ceremony was a taunt and a downright mockery.


Mamma came back humming to herself as if to pretend that it hadn’t mattered a jot. The Connor girls had walked on and their dogs which were off the leashes were chasing our young turkeys into the woods.


‘What will we do with this spread?’ I asked Mamma as she put on her overall.


‘Give it to the men, I expect,’ she said wearily.


You may know how downcast she was when she was prepared to give iced cake and dainty sandwiches to workmen who were ploughing and whose appetites were ferocious.


‘They didn’t come,’ I said stupidly, being curious to know how the Connor girls had worded their refusal.


‘They never eat between meals,’ Mamma said, quoting their exact phrase in an injured sarcastic voice.


‘Maybe they’ll come later on,’ I said.


‘They’re as odd as two left shoes,’ she said, tearing a frayed tea towel in half. When in a temper, she resorted to doing something about the house. Either she took the curtains down, or got on her knees to scrub the floor and the legs and rungs of the wooden chairs.


‘They see no one except that Mad Man,’ she said mainly to herself.
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The Connor girls kept very much to themselves and did most of their shopping in the city. They attended church on Sundays, four Protestant souls comprising the congregation in a stone church that was the oldest in our parish. Moss covered the stones and various plants grew between the cracks so that in the distance the side wall of the church was green both from verdure and centuries of rain. Their father did not attend each Sunday but once a month the girls wheeled him down to the family vault where his wife and son were interred. Local people who longed to be friends with them would rush out and offer their sympathy as if the Major was the only one to have suffered bereavement. Always he remained brusque and asked his daughters the name of the man or woman who happened to be talking to him. He was known to be crotchety but this was because of his rheumatism which he had contracted years before. He could not be persuaded to go to any of the holy wells where other people went, to pray, and seek a cure for their ailments. He was a large man with a very red face and he always wore grey mittens. The Rector visited him twice a month and in the dapping season sent up two fresh trout on the mail car. Soon after the Connor girls invited the Rector for dinner and some of the toffs who had come for the dapping.


Otherwise they entertained rarely, except for the Mad Man who visited them every Sunday. He was a retired captain from the next town and he had a brown moustache with a red tint in it and very large bloodshot eyes. People said that he slept with the Connor girls and hence he had been given the nickname of Stallion. It was him my mother referred to as the Mad Man. On Sundays he drove over in his sports car, in time for afternoon tea, which in summer time they had out of doors on an iron table. Us children used to go over there to look at them through the trees and though we could not clearly see them we could hear their voices, hear the girls’ laughter and then the tap of a croquet mallet when they played a game. Their house was approached from the road by a winding avenue that was dense with evergreen trees. Those trees were hundreds of years old but also there were younger trees that the Major had planted for the important occasions in his life – the Coronation, the birth of his children, England’s victory in the last war. For his daughters he had planted quinces. What were quinces we wondered and never found out. Nailed to the blue cedar, near the gate was a sign which said ‘Beware of dogs’ and the white pebble-dashed walls that surrounded their acres of garden were topped with broken glass so that children could not climb over and steal from the orchard.


Everyone vetted them when they came out of their stronghold on Sunday evening. Their escort, the Stallion, walked the girls to the Greyhound Hotel. Miss Amy, who was younger, wore brighter clothes but they both wore tweed costumes, and flat shoes with ornamental tongues that came over the insteps and hid the laces. Miss Amy favoured red or maroon while Miss Lucy wore dark brown with a matching dark-brown beret. In the hotel they had the exclusive use of the sitting room and sometimes when they were a little intoxicated Miss Lucy played the piano while her sister and the Stallion sang. It was a saucy song, a duet in which the man asked the pretty maid where she was going to, and eventually asked for her hand in marriage. Refusing him she said, ‘I will not marry, marry, marry you’, and then stamped her feet to emphasise it, whereupon the men in the bar would start laughing and saying Miss Amy was ‘bucking’. There was much suggestiveness about their lives because the Stallion always spent Sunday night in their house. Hickey our hired help said they were all so drunk that they probably tumbled into bed together. Walking home on the frosty nights Hickey said it was a question of the blind leading the blind, as they slithered all over the road, and according to Hickey used language that was not ladylike. He would report these things in the morning to my mother and since they had rebuffed her she was pleased, and emphasised the fact that they had no breeding. Naturally she thought the very worst of the Stallion and could never bring herself to pronounce his christian name. To her he was ‘that Mad Man’.
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The Stallion was their sole escort until fate sent another man in the form of a temporary bank clerk. We reckoned that he was a Protestant because he didn’t go to Mass on the first Sunday. He was most dashing. He had brown hair, he too had a moustache but it was fuller than the Stallion’s and was a soft dark brown. Mostly he wore a tweed jacket and matching plus-fours. Also he had a motor cycle and when he rode it, he wore goggles. Within two weeks he was walking Miss Amy out and escorting her to the Greyhound Hotel. She began to pay more attention to her clothes, she got two new accordion-pleated skirts and some tight-fitting jumpers that made her bust more pronounced. They were called Sloppy Joe’s but although they were long and sloppy they were also sleek, and they flattered the figure. Formerly her hair was wound in a staid plait around her head but now it was allowed to tumble down in thick coils over her shoulders and she toned down the colour in her cheeks with pale powder. No one ever said she was pretty but certainly she looked handsome when she cycled to the village to collect the morning paper, and hummed to herself as she went free-wheel down the hill that led to the town.


The bank clerk and herself were in love. Hickey saw them embrace in the porch of the Greyhound Hotel when Miss Lucy had gone back in to get a packet of cigarettes. Later they kissed shamelessly when walking along the towpath and people said that Miss Amy used to nibble the hairs of his luxurious moustache. One night she took off her sandal in the Greyhound Hotel and put her bare foot into the pocket of his sports jacket and the two of them giggled at her proceedings. Her sister and the Stallion often tagged along but Miss Amy and the bank clerk would set off on his motor cycle, down the Shannon Road, for fun. It was said that they swam naked but no one could verify that and it was possible that they just paddled their feet.


As it happened, someone brought mischievous news about the bank clerk. A commercial traveller who was familiar with other parts, told it on good authority that the bank clerk was a lapsed Catholic and had previously disgraced himself in a seaside town. People were left to guess the nature of the mistake and most concluded that it concerned a girl or a woman. Instantly the parish turned against him. The next evening when he came out from the bank he found that both wheels of his pedal bicycle had been ripped and punctured and on the saddle there was an anonymous letter which read ‘Go to Mass or we’ll kill you.’ His persecutors won. He attended the last Mass the following Sunday, knelt in the back pew with no beads and no prayer book, with only his fingers to pray on.


However it did not blight the romance. Those who had predicted that Miss Amy would ditch him because he was a Catholic were proven wrong. Most evenings they went down the Shannon Road, a couple full of glee, her hair and her headscarf flying, and chuckles of laughter from both of them as they frightened a dog or hens that strayed on to the roadside. Much later he saw her home, and the lights were on in their front parlour until all hours. A local person (the undertaker actually) thought of fitting up a telescope to try and see into the parlour but as soon as he went inside their front gate to reconnoitre, the dogs came rearing down the avenue and he ran for his life.


‘Can it be serious I wonder.’ So at last my mother admitted to knowing about the romance. She could not abide it, she said that Catholics and Protestants just could not mix. She recalled a grievance held for many years of a time in her girlhood when she and all the others from the national school were invited to the big house to a garden party, and were made to make fools of themselves by doing running jumps and sack races and were then given watery lemonade with flies in it. Her mind was firmly made up about the incompatibility of Catholics and Protestants. That very night Miss Amy sported an engagement ring in the Greyhound Hotel and the following morning the engagement was announced in the paper. The ring was star-shaped and comprised of tiny blue stones that sparkled and trembled under the beam of the hanging lamp. People gasped when told that it was insured for a hundred pounds.


‘Do we have to give Miss Amy some sort of present,’ my mother said grudgingly that evening. She had not forgotten how they snubbed her and how they barely thanked her for the fillets of pork that she gave them every time that we killed a pig.


‘Indeed we do, and a good present,’ my father said, so they went to Limerick some time after, and got a carving knife and fork that was packed in a velvet-lined box. We presented it to Miss Amy the next time she was walking her dogs past our house.


‘It is kind of you, thanks awfully,’ she said as she smiled at each one of us, and told my father coyly that as she was soon to be hitched up they ought to have that night out. She was not serious of course but yet we all laughed and my mother did a ‘tch tch’ in mock disapproval. Miss Amy looked ravishing that day. Her skin was soft and her brown eyes had caught the reflection of her orange neck scarf and gave her a warm theatrical glow. Also she was amiable. It was a damp day, with shreds of mist on the mountains and the trees dripped quietly as we spoke. Miss Amy held out the palms of her hands to take the drips from the walnut tree and announced to the heavens what a ‘lucky gal’ she was. My mother enquired about her trousseau and was told that she had four pairs of court shoes, two camel-hair coats, a saxe-blue going-away suit and a bridal dress in voile that was a cross between peach and champagne colour. I loved her then, and wanted to know her and wished with all my heart that I could have gone across the fields with her and become her confidante but I was ten and she was thirty or thirty-five.


There was much speculation about the wedding. No one from the village had been invited but then that was to be expected. Some said that it was to be in a Register Office in Dublin but others said that the bank clerk had assured the Parish Priest that he would be married in a Catholic church, and had guaranteed a huge sum of money in order to get his letter of freedom. It was even said that Miss Amy was going to take instruction so as to be converted but that was only wishful thinking. People were stunned the day the bank clerk suddenly left. He left the bank at lunchtime, after a private talk with the Manager. Miss Amy drove him to the little railway station ten miles away, and they kissed several times before he jumped on to the moving train. The story was that he had gone ahead to make the plans and that the Connor girls and their father would travel shortly after. But the postman who was a Protestant said that the Major would not travel one inch to see his daughter marry a Papist.


We watched the house and gate carefully but we did not see Miss Amy emerge throughout the week. No one knows when she left, or what she wore or in what frame of mind. All we knew was that suddenly Miss Lucy was out walking with the Stallion and Miss Amy was not to be seen.


‘And where’s the bride-to-be tonight?’ enquired Mrs O’Shea, the hotel proprietor. Miss Lucy’s reply was clipped and haughty.


‘My sister’s gone away, for a change,’ she said.


The frozen voice made everyone pause and Mrs O’Shea gave some sort of untoward gasp that seemed to detect catastrophe.


‘Is there anything else you would care to know, Mrs O’Shea,’ Miss Lucy asked and then turned on her heel and with the Stallion left. Never again did they drink in the Greyhound Hotel but moved to a public house up the street, where several of the locals soon followed them.


The mystery of Miss Amy was sending people into frenzies of conjecture and curiosity. Everyone thought that everyone else knew something. The postman was asked but he would just nod his head and say ‘Time will tell’, although it was plain to see that he was pleased with the outcome. The priest when asked in confidence by my mother said that the most Christian thing to do would be to go down on one’s knees and say a prayer for Miss Amy. The phrase ‘star-crossed lovers’ was used by many of the women and for a while it even was suggested that Miss Amy had gone berserk and was shut up in an asylum. At last the suspense was ended as each wedding present was returned, with an obscure but polite note from Miss Lucy. My mother took ours back to the shop and got some dinner plates in exchange. The reason given was that there had been a clash of family interests. Miss Lucy came to the village scarcely at all. The Major had got more ill and she was busy nursing him. A night nurse cycled up their avenue every evening at five to nine, and the house itself, without so much coming and going, began to look forlorn. In the summer evenings I used to walk up the road and gaze in at it, admiring the green jalousies, the bird-table nailed to the tree, the tall important flowers and shrubs, that for want of tending had grown apace. I used to wish that I could unlock the gate and go up and be admitted there and find the clue to Miss Amy’s whereabouts and her secret.
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We did in fact visit the house the following winter when the Major died. It was much more simply furnished than I had imagined and the loose linen covers on the armchairs were a bit frayed. I was studying the portraits of glum puffy dark-looking ancestors when suddenly there was a hush and into the parlour came Miss Amy wearing a fur coat looking quite different. She looked older and her face was coarse.


‘Miss Amy, Miss Amy,’ several people said aloud, and flinching she turned to tell the driver to please leave her trunk on the landing upstairs. She had got much fatter and was wearing no engagement ring. When the people sympathised with her, her eyes became cloudy with tears and then she ran out of the room, and up the stairs to sit with the remains.


It did not take long for everyone to realise that Miss Amy had become a drinker. As the coffin was laid in the vault she tried to talk to her father which everyone knew was irrational. She did not just drink at night in the bar, but drank in the daytime and would take a miniature bottle out of her bag when she queued in the butcher’s shop to get chops and a sheep’s head for the dogs. She drank with my father when he was on a drinking bout. In fact she drank with anyone that would sit with her, and had lost all her snootiness. She sometimes referred to her engagement as ‘My flutter’. Soon after, she was arrested in Limerick for drunken driving but was not charged because the Superintendent had been a close friend of her father’s. Her driving became calamitous. People were afraid to let their children play in the street in case Miss Amy might run them over in her Peugeot car. No one had forgotten that her brother had killed himself driving and even her sister began to confide to my mother, telling her worries in tense whispers, spelling the words that were the most incriminating.


‘It must be a broken heart,’ my mother said.


‘Of course with Dad gone there is no one to raise any objections now, to the wedding.’


‘So why don’t they marry,’ my mother asked and in one fell swoop surrendered all her prejudices.


‘Too late, too late,’ Miss Lucy said and then added that Miss Amy could not get the bank clerk out of her system, that she sat in the breakfast room staring at photographs they had taken the day of her engagement and was always looking for an excuse to use his name.


One night the new Curate found Miss Amy drunk in a hedge under her bicycle. By then her driving licence had been taken away for a year. He picked her up, brought her home in his car and the next day called on her because he had found a brooch stuck to the fuchsia hedge where she became entangled. Furthermore he had put her bicycle in to be repaired. This gesture worked wonders. He was asked to stay to tea, and invited again the following Sunday. Due to his influence or perhaps secretly due to his prayers, Miss Amy began to drink less. To everyone’s amazement the Curate went there most Sunday nights and played bridge with the two girls and the Stallion. In no time Miss Amy was overcome with resolve and industry. The garden which had been neglected began to look bright and trim again and she bought bulbs in the hardware shop, whereas formerly she used to send away to a nursery for them. Everyone remarked on how civil she had become. Herself and my mother exchanged recipes for apple jelly and lemon curd, and just before I went away to boarding school she gave me a present of a bound volume of Aesop’s Fables. The print was so small that I could not read it, but it was the present that mattered. She handed it to me in the field and then asked if I would like to accompany her to gather some flowers. We went to the swamp to get the yellow irises. It was a close day, the air was thick with midges and they lay in hosts over the murky water. Holding a small bunch to her chest she said that she was going to post them to somebody, somebody special.


‘Won’t they wither,’ I said, though what I really wanted to know was who they were meant for.


‘Not if I pack them in damp moss,’ she said and it seemed that the thought of despatching this little gift was bringing joy to her, though there was no telling who the recipient would be. She asked me if I’d fallen in love yet or had a ‘beau’. I said that I had liked an actor who had come with the travelling players and had in fact got his autograph.


‘Dreams’, she said, ‘dreams’, and then using the flowers as a bat swatted some midges away. In September I went to boarding school and got involved with nuns and various girl friends, and in time the people in our parish, even the Connor girls, almost disappeared from my memory. I never dreamt of them any more and I had no ambitions to go cycling with them or to visit their house. Later when I went to university in Dublin I learnt quite by chance that Miss Amy had worked in a beauty parlour in Stephens Green, had drank heavily, and had joined a golf club., By then the stories of how she teetered on high heels, or wore unmatching stockings or smiled idiotically and took ages to say what she intended to say, had no interest for me.
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Somewhat precipitately and unknown to my parents I had become engaged to a man who was not of our religion. Defying threats of severing bonds, I married him and incurred the wrath of family and relatives just as Miss Amy had done, except that I was not there to bear the brunt of it. Horrible letters, some signed and some anonymous, used to reach me and my mother had penned an oath that we would never meet again, this side of the grave. I did not see my family for a few years, until long after my son was born, and having some change of heart they proposed by letter that my husband, my son and I, pay them a visit. We drove down one blowy autumn afternoon and I read stories aloud as much to distract myself as to pacify my son. I was quaking. The sky was watery and there were pale green patches like holes or voids in it. I shall never forget the sense of awkwardness, sadness and dismay when I stepped out of my husband’s car and saw the large gaunt cut-stone house with thistles in the front garden. The thistle seed was blowing wildly, as were the leaves and even those that had already fallen were rising and scattering about. I introduced my husband to my parents and very proudly I asked my little son to shake hands with his grandfather, and his grandmother. They admired his gold hair but he ignored them and ran to cuddle the two sheepdogs. He was going to be the one that would make our visit bearable.


In the best room my mother had laid the table for tea and we sat and spoke to one another in thin, strained, unforgiving voices. The tea was too strong for my husband, who usually drank China tea anyhow, and instantly my mother jumped up to get some hot water. I followed her out to apologise for the inconvenience.


‘The house looks lovely and clean,’ I said.


She had polished everywhere and she had even dusted the artificial flowers which I remembered as being clogged with dust.


‘You’ll stay a month,’ she said in a warm commandeering voice, and she put her arms around me in an embrace.


‘We’ll see,’ I said prudently, knowing my husband’s restlessness.


‘You have a lot of friends to see,’ she said.


‘Not really,’ I said with a coldness that I could not conceal.


‘Do you know who is going to ask you to tea – the Connor girls.’ Her voice was urgent and grateful. It meant a victory for her, for me, and an acknowledgement of my husband’s non-religion. In her eyes Protestants and atheists were one and the same thing.


‘How are they?’ I asked.


‘They’ve got very sensible, and aren’t half as stuck up,’ she said and then ran as my father was calling for her to cut the iced cake. Next afternoon there was a gymkhana over in the village and my parents insisted that we go.


‘I don’t want to go to this thing,’ my husband said to me. He had intended to do some trout fishing in one of the many mountain rivers, and to pass his few days, as he said, without being assailed by barbarians.


‘Just for this once,’ I begged and I knew that he had consented because he put on his tie, but there was no affability in it. After lunch my father, my husband, my little son and I set out. My mother did not come as she had to guard her small chickens. She had told us in the most graphic details of her immense sorrow one morning upon finding sixty week-old chicks laid out on the flag dead, with their necks wrung, by weasels.


In the field where the gymkhana was held there were a few caravans, strains of accordion music, a gaudy sign announcing a Welsh clairvoyant, wild restless horses, and groups of self-conscious people in drab clothes, shivering as they waited for the events to begin. It was still windy and the horses looked unmanageable. They were being held in some sort of order by youngsters who had little power over them. I saw people stare in my direction and a few of them gave reluctant half-smiles. I felt uneasy and awkward and superior all at once.


‘There’s the Connor girls,’ my father said. They were perched on their walking sticks which opened up to serve as little seats.


‘Come on, come on,’ he said excitedly and as we approached them they hailed me and said my name. They were older but still healthy and handsome, and Miss Amy showed no signs of her past despair. They shook my hand, shook my husband’s hand and were quick to flirt with him, to show him what spirited girls they were.


‘And what do you think of this young man,’ my father said proudly as he presented his grandson.


‘What a sweet little chap,’ they said together, and I saw my husband wince. Then from the pocket of her fawn coat Miss Amy took two unwrapped jelly sweets and handed them to the little boy. He was on the point of eating them when my husband bent down until their faces were level and said very calmly, ‘But you don’t eat sweets, now give them back.’ The little boy pouted, then blushed, and held out the palm of his hand on which rested these absurd two jellies that were dusted over with granular sugar. My father protested, the Connor girls let out exclamations of horror, and I said to my husband, ‘Let him have them, it’s a day out.’ He gave me a menacing look and very firmly he repeated to the little boy what he had already said. The sweets were handed back and with scorn in her eyes Miss Amy looked at my husband and said, ‘Hasn’t the mummy got any say over her own child.’


There was a moment’s strain, a moment’s silence and then my father produced a packet of cigarettes and gave them one each. Since we didn’t smoke we were totally out of things.


‘No vices,’ Miss Lucy said and my husband ignored her.


He suggested to me that we take the child across to where a man had a performing monkey clinging to a stick. He raised his cap slightly to say his farewell and I smiled as best I could. My father stayed behind with the Connor girls.


‘They were going to ask us to tea,’ I said to my husband as we walked downhill. I could hear the suction of his galoshes in the soggy ground.


‘Don’t think we missed much,’ he said and at that moment I realised that by choosing his world I had said goodbye to my own and to those in it. By such choices we gradually become exiles, until at last we are quite alone.

















Tough Men





‘Throw more paraffin in it,’ Morgan said as he went out to the shop to serve Mrs. Gleeson for the sixth time that morning. Hickey threw paraffin and a fist of matches onto the gray cinders, then put the top back on the stove quickly in case the flames leaped into his face. The skewers of curled-up bills on the shelf overhead were scorched, having almost caught fire many a time before. It was a small office, partitioned off from the shop, where Morgan did his accounts and kept himself warm in the winter. A cozy place with two chairs, a sloping wooden desk, and ledgers going back so far that most of the names entered in the early ones were the names of dead people. There was a safe as well, and everything had the air of being undisturbed, because the ashes and dust had congealed evenly on things. It was called The Snug.


‘Bloody nuisance, that Gleeson woman,’ Morgan said as he came in from the counter and touched the top of the iron stove to see if it was warming up.


‘She doesn’t do a tap of work; hubby over in England earning money, all the young ones out stealing firewood and milk, and anything else they can lay hands on,’ Hickey said.


Mrs. Gleeson was an inquisitive woman, always dressed in black, with a black kerchief over her head and a white, miserable, nosy face.


‘We’ll need to get a good fire up,’ Morgan said. ‘That’s one thing we’ll need,’ and he popped a new candle into the stove to get it going. He swore by candle grease and paraffin for lighting fires, and neither cost him anything, because he sold them, along with every other commodity that country people needed – tea, flour, hen food, hardware, Wellington boots, and gaberdine coats. In the summer he hung the coats outside the door on a window ledge, and once a coat had fallen into a puddle. He offered it to Hickey cheap, but was rejected.


‘Will they miss you?’ Morgan said.


‘Miss, my eye! Isn’t poor man in bed with hot-water bottles and Sloan’s liniment all over Christmas, and she’s so murdered minding him, she doesn’t know what time of day it is.’


‘Poor man’ was Hickey’s name for his boss, Mr. James Brady, a gentleman farmer who was given to drink, rheumatic aches, and a scalding temper.


‘Say the separating machine got banjaxed up at the creamery,’ Morgan said.


‘Of course,’ said Hickey, as if any fool would know enough to say that. It was simple; Hickey had been to the creamery with Brady’s milk, and when he got home he could say he had been held up because a machine broke down.


‘Of course I’ll tell them that,’ he said again, and winked at Morgan. They were having an important caller that morning and a lot of strategy was required. Morgan opened the lower flap door of the stove and a clutter of ashes fell onto his boots. The grating was choked with ashes too, and Hickey began to clean it out with a stick, so that they could at least make the place presentable. Then he rooted in the turf basket, and finding two logs, he popped them in and emptied whatever shavings and turf dust were in the basket over them.


‘That stove must be thirty years old,’ Morgan said, remembering how he used to light it with balls of paper and dry sticks when he first came to work in the shop as an apprentice. He lit it all the years he served his time and he still lit it when he began to get wise to fiddling money and giving short weight. That was when he was saving to buy the shop from the mean blackguard who owned it. He even lit it when he hired the new shopgirl, because she was useless at it. She had chilblains and hence wore a dress down to her ankles, and he pitied her for her foolishness. Finally he married her. Now he had a shopboy who usually lit the stove for him.


‘His nibs is off again today,’ he said to Hickey, remembering the squint-eyed shopboy whom he hired but did not trust.


‘He’d stay at home with a gumboil, he would,’ Hickey said, though neither of them objected very much, as they needed the privacy. Also, business was slack just after Christmas.


‘If this thing comes off we’ll go to the dogs, Fridays and Saturdays,’ Morgan said.


‘Shanks’ mare?’ Hickey asked with a grin.


‘We’ll hire a car,’ Morgan said, and the dreams of these pleasant outings began to buoy him up and make him smile in anticipation. He liked the dogs and already envisaged the crowds, the excitement, the tote board, the tracks artificially lit up, and the six or seven sleek hounds following the hare with such grace as if it were wind and not their own legs that propelled them.


‘Let’s do our sums,’ he said, and together Hickey and himself counted the number of big farmers who had hay sheds. Not having been up the country for many a day, Morgan was, as he admitted, hazy about who lived beyond the chapel road, or up the commons, or down the Coolnahilla way and in the byroads and over the hills. In this Hickey was fluent because he did a bit of shooting on Sundays and had walked those godforsaken spots. They counted the farmers and hence the number of hay sheds, and their eyes shone with cupidity and glee. The stranger who was coming to see them had patented a marvelous stuff that, when sprayed on hay sheds, prevented rusting. Morgan was hoping to be given the franchise for the whole damn parish.


‘Jaysus, there must be a hundred hay sheds,’ Hickey said, and marveled at Morgan’s good luck at meeting a man who put him on to such a windfall.


‘’Twas pure fluke,’ Morgan said, and recalled the holiday he took at the spa town and how one day when he was trying to down this horrible sulphur water a man sat next to him and asked him where he was from, and eventually he heard about this substance that was a godsend to farmers.


‘Pure fluke,’ he said again, and lifted the whiskey bottle from its hiding place, behind a holy picture which was laid against the wall. He took a quick slug.


‘I think that’s him,’ Hickey said, buttoning his waistcoat so as not to seem like a barbarian. In fact, it was John Ryan, a medical student, who had been asked not for reasons of his education but because he had a bit of pull. He tiptoed toward the entrance and from the outside played on the frosted glass as if it were a piano.


‘Come in,’ said Morgan.


He knew it was John Ryan by the shape of the long eejitty fingers. Ryan was briefed to tell them if any other shopkeepers up the street had been approached by the bloke. Being home on holidays, Ryan did nothing but hatch in houses, drink tea, and click girls in the evening.


‘All set,’ said Ryan as he looked at the two men and the saucepan waiting on the stove. Morgan had decided that they would do a bit of cooking, having reasoned that if a man came all that way, a bit of grub would not go amiss. Hickey, who couldn’t even go to the creamery without bringing a large agricultural sandwich in his pocket, declared that no man does good business on an empty stomach. The man was from the North of Ireland.


‘Is the bird on yet?’ said John Ryan, splaying his hands fanwise to get a bit of heat from the stove.


‘We haven’t got her yet,’ said Hickey, and Morgan cursed aloud the farmer that had promised him a cockerel.


‘Get us a few logs while you’re standing,’ Morgan said, and John Ryan reluctantly went out. At the back of the shop by a mossy wall he gathered a bundle of damp, roughly sawn logs. He was in dread that he would stain the new fawn Crombie coat that his mother had given him at Christmas.


‘Any sign of anyone?’ Morgan said. It was important that the man with the chicken got to them before the stranger.


‘Not a soul,’ John Ryan said.


‘Bloody clown,’ Morgan said, and he went to the door to see if there was a sound of a horse and cart. Hickey lifted the lid of the saucepan to show Ryan the little onions that were in it simmering. He had peeled them earlier at the outside tap and had cried buckets. It was a new saucepan that afterward would be cleaned and put back in stock.


‘How’s the ladies, John?’ he asked. Ryan had a great name with ladies and wasn’t a bad-looking fellow. He had a long face and a longish nose and a great crop of brown, thick, curly, oily hair. His eyes were a shade of green that Hickey had never seen on any other human being, only in a shade of darning wool.


‘I bet you’re clicking like mad,’ said Morgan, coming back to the snug. He wished that he was John Ryan’s age and not a middle-aged married man with a flushed face and a rank liver.


‘I get places,’ Ryan boasted, and gave a nervous laugh, because he remembered his date of the night before. He had arranged to meet a girl behind the shop, on the back road which led to the creamery, the same road where Hickey had the mare and cart tethered to a gate and where Morgan kept the logs in a stack against a wall under a tarpaulin. She’d cycled four miles to meet him because he was damned if he was going to put himself out for any girl. No sooner had she arrived than she asked him the time and said that she’d have to be thinking of getting back soon.


‘Take off your scarf,’ he said. She was so muffled with scarf and gloves and things that he couldn’t get near her.


‘I’m fine this way,’ she said, standing with her bicycle between them. Half a dozen words were exchanged and she rode off again, making a date for the following Sunday night.


‘So ’twas worthwhile,’ Morgan said, although he had no interest in women anymore. He knew well enough that nothing much went on between men and women. His own wife nearly drove him mad, sitting in front of the kitchen fire saying she could see faces in the flames and then getting up suddenly and running upstairs to see if there was a man under her bed. He had sent her to Lourdes the summer before to see if that would straighten her out, but she came back worse.


‘Love, it’s all bull …’ he said. His wife had developed a craze for putting sugar and peaches into every bit of meat she cooked. Then she had a fegary to buy an egg timer. She played with the egg timer at night, turning it upside down and watching the passage of the sand as it flowed down into the underneath tube. Childish she was.


‘I wish he’d come,’ Hickey said.


‘Which of them?’ said John Ryan.


‘Long John with the chicken,’ said Hickey.


‘He sent word yesterday that he’d be here this morning with my Christmas box,’ Morgan said.


‘’Twill be plucked and all?’ John Ryan asked.


‘Oh, ready for the oven,’ Morgan said. ‘Other years I brought it up home, but I don’t want it dolled up with peaches and sugar and that nonsense.’


‘No man wants food ruined,’ said Hickey. He pitied Morgan with the wife he had. Everyone could see she was getting more peculiar, talking to herself as she rode on her bicycle to Mass and hiding behind walls if she saw a man coming.
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They heard footsteps in the shop, and Ryan opened the door a crack to see who it was.


‘Is it him?’


‘No, it’s a young Gleeson one.’


‘She can wait,’ Morgan said, making no effort to get up. He was damned if he’d weigh three pennies’ worth of sugar on a cold day like this. The child tapped the counter with a coin, then began to cough to let them know she was there, and finally she hummed a song. In the end she had to go away unserved.


‘In a month from now you’ll be well away,’ Hickey said.


‘It’s not a dead cert,’ Morgan said. He had to keep some curb on his dreams, because more than once he or his wife had had a promise of a legacy and were diddled out of it. Yet inwardly his spirits were soaring and made better each minute by the great draughts of whiskey which he took from the bottle. The other two men drank from mugs. In that way he was able to ration them a bit.


He had to go out to the shop for the next customer because it was the schoolteacher’s maid, and they gave him quite a bit of trade. She wanted particular toilet rolls for her mistress, but he had none.


‘Will you order them?’ the maid said, and Morgan made a great to-do about entering the request in the day book. Afterward the three men had a great laugh and Morgan said it wasn’t so long ago since the teacher had to use grass, but now that she was taking a correspondence course in Latin, there was no stopping of her and her airs.


‘And do you know,’ said Hickey, although he’d probably told them before a hundred times, ‘she cancels the paper if she’s going away for a day, what do you think of that for meanness, a twopenny paper?’


‘There he is!’ said Hickey suddenly. They heard a cart being drawn up outside and a mare whinny. Hickey knew that mare belonged to Long John Salmon, because like her owner, she went berserk when she got into civilized surroundings.


‘Now,’ said Morgan, raising his short, fat finger in warning. ‘Sit tight and don’t let neither of you stir or he’ll be in here boring us about that dead brother of his.’


Morgan went out to the shop, shook hands with Long John Salmon, and wished him a Happy New Year. He was relieved to see that Long John had a rush basket under his arm, which no doubt contained the cockerel. They talked about the weather, both uttering the usual rigmarole about how bad it had been. Patches of snow still lodged in the hollows of the field across the road from the shop. The shop was situated between two villages and looked out on a big empty field with a low stone wall surrounding it. Long John said that the black frost was appalling, which was why he had to come at a snail’s pace in case the mare slipped. Long John said that Christmas had been quieter than usual and Morgan agreed, though as far as he could remember, Christmas Day was always the most boring day in his married life; the pubs were closed and he was alone with his missus from Mass time until bedtime. This year, of course, she had added peaches and sugar to the turkey, so there wasn’t even that to enjoy.


‘I had a swim Christmas Day,’ Long John said. He believed in a daily swim, and flowers of sulphur on Saturdays to purify the blood.


‘We had a goose but no plum pudding,’ Long John added, giving Morgan the cue to hand him a small plum pudding wrapped in red glassette paper.


‘Your Christmas box,’ Morgan said, hoping to God Long John would hand him the chicken and get it over with. He could hear the men murmuring inside.


‘Do you eat honey?’ Long John asked.


‘No,’ said Morgan in a testy voice. He knew that Long John kept bees and had a crooked inked sign on his gate which said HONEY FOR SALE.


‘No wonder you have no children,’ said Long John with a grin.


Morgan was tempted to turn on him for a remark like that. He had no children, not because he didn’t eat honey, but because Mrs. Morgan screamed the night of their honeymoon and screamed ever after when he went near her. Finally they got separate rooms.


‘Well, here’s a jar,’ said Long John, handing over a jar of honey that looked like white wax.


‘That’s too good altogether,’ said Morgan, livid with rage in case Long John was trying to do it cheap this Christmas.


‘Christ Almighty,’ Hickey muttered inside. ‘If he doesn’t hand over a chicken, I’ll go out the country to his place and flog a goose.’


As if prompted, Long John then did it. He handed over the chicken wrapped in newspaper, ordered some meal stuffs, and said he was on his way to the forge to get the mare’s shoes off.


‘I’ll have it all ready for you,’ said Morgan, almost running from the counter.


‘You’d think it was a boar he was giving away,’ said Hickey as Morgan came in and unwrapped the chicken.


‘Don’t talk to me,’ said Morgan, ‘get it on.’


The water had boiled away, so John Ryan had to run in his patent-leather shoes to the pump, which was about a hundred yards up the road. He thought to himself that when he was a qualified doctor he’d run errands for no one, and Hickey and Morgan would be tipping their hats to him.


‘It’s a nice bird,’ said Hickey, feeling the breast, ‘but you’d think he’d wrap it in butter paper.’


‘Oh, a mountainy man,’ said Morgan. ‘What can you expect from a mountainy man.’


They put the chicken in and added lashings of salt. In twenty minutes or so it began to simmer and Morgan timed it on his pocket watch. Later Hickey put a few cubes of Oxo in the water to flavor the soup. Morgan was demented from explaining to customers that all he was cooking was a sheep’s head for a dog. Hickey and John Ryan sat tight in the snug and smoked ten cigarettes apiece. Hickey got it out of John Ryan that the girl of the night before was a waste of time. He liked knowing these things, because although he did not have many dates with girls, he liked to be sure that a girl was amenable.


‘I didn’t get within a mile of her,’ John Ryan said, and regretted telling it two seconds later. He had his name to keep up and most of the local men thought that, because of being a medical student, he did extraordinary things with girls and took terrible risks.


‘I didn’t fancy her anyhow,’ John Ryan said, ‘I’ve had too many women lately, women have no shame in them nowadays.’


‘Ah, stop,’ said Hickey, hoping that John Ryan would tell him some juicy incidents about orgies in Dublin and streetwalkers who wore nothing under their dresses. At that moment Morgan came in from the shop and said they ought to have a drop of the soup. He was getting irritable because he had been so busy at the counter, and the whiskey was going to his head and fuddling him.
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‘If I could begin my life again I’d be in the demolition business,’ Morgan said for no reason. He imagined that there must be great satisfaction in destroying houses and breaking up ornamental mantelpieces and smashing windows. He sometimes had a dream in which Mrs. Morgan lay under a load of mortar and white rubble, with her clothes well above her knees. Hickey got three new cups from the shop and lifted out the soup with one of them. By now the stove was so hot that dribbles of spilled soup sizzled on the black iron top. It was the finest soup any of them had ever tasted.


‘Whoever comes in now can wait, ’cos I’m not budging,’ Morgan said as he sat on the principal chair and drank the soup noisily. It was at that very moment Hickey said, ‘Wisht,’ and a car was heard to pull up. The three of them were at the door instantly, and saw the rather battered V8 come to a halt close to the wall. The driver was a small butty fellow with red hair and a red beard.


‘Oh, Red Hugh of the North,’ said Hickey, casting aspersions on the car and the rust on the radiator.


‘I don’t like his attire,’ said John Ryan.


The man wore no jacket but a grayish jersey that looked like a dishcloth, as it was full of holes.


‘Shag his attire,’ said Morgan, and went forward to greet the stranger and apologize for the state of the weather. It had begun to rain, or rather to hail, and the snow in the field was being turned to slime. The stranger winked at the three of them and gave a little toss of the head to denote how sporting he was. He was by far the smallest of them. He spoke in the clipped accent of the North, and they could see at once that he was briary. He seemed to be looking at them severely, as if he was mentally assessing their characters.


‘Matt O’Meara’s the name,’ he said, shaking hands with Morgan but merely nodding to the others. In the snug he was handed a large whiskey without being asked whether he was teetotal or not. He made them uneasy with his silence and his staring blue eyes.


‘Knock that back,’ Morgan said, ‘and then we’ll talk turkey.’


He winked at John Ryan. Ryan was briefed to open the proceedings by telling the fellow how rain played havoc with every damned thing, even gates, and how one didn’t know whether it was the oxygen or the hydrogen or some trace minerals that did such damage.


‘You’d ask yourself what they add to the rain,’ Ryan said, and secretly congratulated himself for his erudition.


‘Like what the priest said about the French cheese,’ said Hickey, but Morgan did not want Hickey to elaborate on that bloody story before they got things sorted out. It would have been better if Hickey had been given porter, because he had no head for spirits.


‘Well, we have plenty of hay sheds,’ Morgan said, and the man smiled coldly as if that was a foregone conclusion.


‘How many have you contracted?’ the man asked. He showed no courtesy but, Morgan thought, business is business, and tolerated it.


‘If we get the gentlemen farmers, the others will follow suit,’ Morgan said.


‘How many gentlemen farmers are there?’ the fellow asked, and by doing a quick count and with much interruption and counter-interruption from Ryan and Hickey, it was concluded that there were at least twenty gentlemen farmers. The man did his sums on the back of his hand with the stub of a pencil and said that that would yield a thousand pounds and stared icily at his future partners. Five hundred each. Morgan could not repress a smile, already in his mind he had reserved the hackney car for Friday and Saturday evenings. He asked if by any chance the man had brought a sample and was told no. There were dozens of hay sheds in the North where it had been used, and if Morgan wanted to go up there and vet them, he was quite welcome. This man had a very abrasive manner.


‘If you want, I can go elsewhere,’ he said.


Hickey saw that the fellow could become obstreperous, and sensing a rift, he said that if they were going to be partners they must all shake on it, and they did.


‘Comrades,’ said the fellow, much to their astonishment. They abhorred that word. Stalin used that word and a woman in South America called Eva Perón. It was the moment for Morgan to remind Hickey to produce the eats, as their visitor must be starving. Hickey sharpened his knife, drew up his sleeves, and began to carve like an expert. He resolved to give Ryan and the visitor a leg each and keep the breast for himself and Morgan. Up at Brady’s, where he had worked for seventeen years, he had never tasted a bit of the breast. She always gave it to her husband, even though he drank acres of arable land away, threatened to kill her more than once, and indeed might have, only that he, Hickey, had intervened and swiped the revolver or pitchfork or whatever weapon Brady had to hand. The stranger, deferring food, began to ask a few practical questions, such as where they would get lodging, whose hay shed they ought to do first, and where he could store the ladders and various equipment if they came on Sunday. The plan was that he and his two men would arrive at the weekend and start on Monday. Morgan said he would get them fixed up in digs, and it was agreed that, pest though she was, Mrs. Gleeson wasn’t such a bad landlady, being liberal with tea and cake at any hour. The stranger then inquired about the fishing and set Hickey off on a rigmarole about eels.


‘We’ll take you on the lake when the May fly is up,’ Morgan said, and boasted about his boat, which was moored down at the pier.


‘There is one thing,’ said the stranger. ‘It’s the deposit.’ He smiled as he said this and pursed his lips.


Morgan, who had been extremely cordial up to then, looked sour and stared at the newcomer with disbelief. ‘Do you think I came up the river on a bicycle?’


‘I don’t,’ said the stranger, ‘but do you think I came up the river on a bicycle?’ and then very matter-of-factly he explained that three men, the lorry, the gallons of the expensive stuff and equipment had to be carted from the North. He then reminded them that farmers all over Ireland were crying out for his services. A brazen fellow he was. ‘I want a hundred pounds,’ he said.


‘That’s a fortune,’ said Hickey.


‘I’ll give you fifty,’ said Morgan flatly, only to be told that it wasn’t worth a tinker’s curse, that if Morgan & Co. preferred, he would gladly take his business elsewhere. Morgan saw that he had no alternative, so he slowly moved to the safe and undid the creaky brass catch.


‘That needs oiling,’ said Hickey pointlessly. The place seethed with tension and bad feeling.


The money was in small brown envelopes, and the notes were kept together with rubber bands, some of them shredding. Morgan did not go to the bank often, as it only gave people the wrong idea. He did not even like this villain watching him as he parted them and counted.


The man did not seem either embarrassed or exhilarated at receiving the money; he simply made a poor joke about its being dirty. He confirmed the arrangements and said to make only two appointments for the first week in case the weather was bad or there was any other hitch. He put the money into an old mottled wallet and said he’d be off. Despite the fact that Morgan had provided eats, he did not press the fellow to stay. He did not like him. They’d have a better time of it themselves, so he was quite pleased to mouth formalities and shake hands coldly with the blackguard.


Once he had gone, they fled to the snug to devour their dinner and discuss him. John Ryan took an optimistic view, pointing out that he did not want to slinge and was therefore a solid worker. Hickey said that for a small butty he wasn’t afraid to stand up to people, but that wasn’t it significant that he hadn’t cracked a joke. Hickey could see that Morgan was a bit on edge, so he thought to bolster him.


‘Anyhow, he’ll bring in the spondulicks,’ and he reminded Morgan to make a note of the fact that he had paid him a hundred pounds, as if Morgan could forget. Morgan dipped the plain pen in the bottle of ink and asked aloud what date it was, though he knew it already.
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No sooner had they sat down to eat than John Ryan started sniffing. Every forkful was put to his nose before being consigned to his mouth. Hickey commented on this and on the fact that John Ryan wouldn’t eat a shop egg if you paid him.


‘It doesn’t smell right,’ John Ryan said.


‘God’s sake, it’s the tastiest chicken I ever ate,’ Hickey said.


‘First class, first class,’ Morgan said, though he didn’t fancy it that much. That blackguard had depressed him and hadn’t given him any sense of comradeship, but hoofed it soon as he got the hundred pounds. Had the others not been there, Morgan would have haggled, and he resolved in future to do business alone.


‘Are you in, Morgan?’ They heard Long John Salmon call from the shop, and sullenly Morgan got up and put his plate of dinner on top of the stove.


‘Coming,’ he said as he wiped his mouth.


Out in the shop he asked Long John if he had any other calls to do, because business had been so brisk he hadn’t got around to weighing the meal stuff.


‘Nicest chicken I ever had,’ he then said, humoring Long John.


‘They’re a good table fowl, the Rhode Islands,’ said Long John.


‘They are,’ said Morgan, ‘they’re the best.’


‘If I’d known you were eating it so soon, I’d have got it all ready for you,’ said Long John.


‘It was ready, hadn’t a thing to do only put it in the pot with some onions and salt, and Bob’s your uncle.’


‘’Twasn’t cleaned,’ said Long John Salmon.


‘What?’ said Morgan, not fully understanding.


‘Christ, that’s what it is,’ said John Ryan, dropping his plate and making one leap out of the snug and through the shop, around to the back where he could be sick.


‘He’s in a hurry,’ said Long John as he saw Ryan go out with his hand clapped across his mouth.


‘You mean it wasn’t drawn,’ said Morgan, and he felt queasy. Then he remembered being in Long John’s farmyard and he writhed as he contemplated the muck of the place. Sorrows never come in single file. At that moment Guard Tighe came into the shop in uniform, looking agitated.


‘Was there a bloke here about spraying hay sheds?’ he asked.


‘What business is it of yours,’ Morgan said.


Morgan was thinking that Tighe was nosy and probably wanted the franchise for his wife’s people, who had a hardware shop up the street.


‘Was he or wasn’t he?’


‘He was here,’ said Morgan, and he was on the point of boasting of his new enterprise when the guard forestalled him.


‘He’s a bounder,’ he said. ‘He’s going all over the country bamboozling people.’


‘How do you know that?’ Morgan said.


Hickey had come from inside the snug, wild with curiosity.


‘I know it because the man who invented the damn stuff got in touch with us, warning us about this bounder, this pretender.’


‘Jaysus,’ said Morgan. ‘Why didn’t you tell me sooner.’


‘We’re a guard short,’ said Tighe, and at that instant Morgan hit the counter with his fist and kept hitting it so that billheads and paper bags flew about.


‘You’re supposed to protect citizens,’ he said.


‘You didn’t give him any money?’ said the guard.


‘Only one hundred pounds,’ said Morgan with vehemence, as if the guard were the cause of it all, instead of his own importunity. The guard then asked particulars of the car, the license plate, the man’s appearance, dismissing the man’s name as fictitious. When the guard asked if the man’s beard looked to be dyed, Morgan lost his temper completely and called upon his Maker to wreak vengeance on embezzlers, chancers, bounders, thieves, layabouts, liars, and the Garda Siotchana.


‘Christ, I didn’t even give myself a Christmas box,’ Morgan said, and Hickey, sensing that worse was to follow, picked up his cap and said it was heinous, heinous altogether. Outside, he found Ryan, white as a sheet, over near the wall where the mare and cart were tethered.


‘Red Hugh of the North was a bounder,’ he said.


‘I don’t care what he was,’ said Ryan, predicting his own demise.


‘You’re very chicken,’ said Hickey, thrilled at making such an apt joke.


‘If you had stayed inside I was all right,’ said Ryan, as he commenced to retch again. Hickey looked up and saw that Mrs. Gleeson was crouched behind the other side of the wall observing. In her black garb she looked like a witch. She’d tell the whole country.


‘She’ll tell my mother,’ said Ryan, and drew his coat collar up around him to try and disguise his appearance.


‘Good, good Bess,’ Hickey said to the mare as he unknotted the reins. Morgan had come out and like a lunatic was waving his arms in all directions and calling for action. Hickey was damned if he was going to stay for any postmortem. It was obvious that the whole thing was a swindle and the fellow was now in some smart hotel eating his fill or more likely heading for the boat to Holyhead. Exit the gangsters.


‘Get rid of this bloody chicken,’ Morgan called.


‘Add peaches to it,’ said Hickey.


‘Come back,’ said Morgan. ‘Come back, you hooligan.’


But Hickey had already set out and the mare was trotting at a merry pace, having been unaccountably idle for a couple of hours.
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