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Introduction




Your letters are like installments of the old Pearl White serials, each one ending with some unresolved happening that leaves the reader breathless.1





‘I cannot tell you how cheered I was by your letter of November 27. I was so pleased, as well, to think that Mr Salinger should go to so much trouble on my behalf. Thank you very much for writing to me.’ So Mary Lavin, the American-born Irish writer, wrote in response to The New Yorker’s invitation for her to submit fiction for consideration.2 The year was 1957 and the connection, initiated by J. D. Salinger, marked a new and important chapter in Lavin’s life and career. She would go on to have a first-reading agreement with The New Yorker for twenty-nine years, during which time the magazine published sixteen of her stories. Lavin’s first New Yorker story was published in November 1958 and her final one appeared in March 1976, although she continued to have a contract with the magazine until 1988.3


Getting published in The New Yorker was – and still is today – notoriously difficult, and the acceptance of a story a major accomplishment. Some of Lavin’s most important and best-known work appeared within The New Yorker’s pages, including ‘The Great Wave’, ‘In a Café’, ‘In the Middle of the Fields’ and ‘Happiness’. Her fiction featured alongside stories by such New Yorker stalwarts as the Irish American writer John O’Hara, John Cheever and John Updike (also known as ‘the three Johns’) and other regular contributors.4


Lavin’s association and success with the magazine, ‘considered the best in the world’, launched her onto a much larger international platform than she had previously encountered.5 It also paid Lavin handsomely for her stories. The proceeds from her first published New Yorker story enabled her to purchase her much-celebrated Lad Lane mews, which became a gathering place for both well-known and aspiring writers and artists including fellow New Yorker authors Frank O’Connor, Benedict Kiely, Padraic Colum, Elizabeth Cullinan, John McGahern, and future contributors Colm Tóibín and Eavan Boland.6


The relationship with The New Yorker also produced extensive correspondence between Lavin and the publication, predominantly with her chief New Yorker editor of sixteen and a half years, Rachel MacKenzie, with whom she exchanged almost 400 letters. Drawing extensively from this two-sided correspondence, in addition to other New Yorker-related material, this book gives new perspectives and first-hand insights into Lavin’s creative processes, the collaborative relationship between the writer and her editor, the inner workings and editing procedures of The New Yorker and the process of publishing a story from manuscript to print.


The correspondence casts light on MacKenzie, with whom Lavin enjoyed a very successful author–editor relationship. MacKenzie, one of the few women editors at the magazine, both discovered and handled some of The New Yorker’s most important writers, including Philip Roth, Saul Bellow and Muriel Spark. On MacKenzie’s death in 1980, Nobel laureate Isaac Bashevis Singer, another of her New Yorker authors, remarked, ‘I consider her the greatest editor who ever lived.’7 And yet MacKenzie remains a much overlooked figure in the annals of The New Yorker and the writers she sponsored, especially when compared to her male counterparts. The neglect is somewhat understandable, as an editor’s work is invisible as far as the reader is concerned. It is only after examining The New Yorker records that the instrumental role MacKenzie played in securing Lavin’s success with the magazine comes to light.


Lavin and MacKenzie’s correspondence dealt with the business at hand: the revision of drafts, news of acceptances and rejections and cheques in the post. They tended to write responses almost immediately after receiving each other’s letters. Nevertheless, dealings moved at a slower pace due to the fact that letters, drafts, proofs and galleys had to travel back and forth across the Atlantic. They were sent either by surface mail or airmail, depending on urgency, as airmail could be quite costly, especially for longer manuscripts. Sometimes Lavin managed to get a friend to act as a courier. On one occasion she gave a manuscript to John Budlong, the director of Macmillan’s trade book department in New York, ‘hoping to get it over the Atlantic quickly and free. It is called In a Café. Unfortunately Lemonade is not retyped, and very long for air-mail, but you should have it soon, for the more desperate I get financially the more reckless I get with such things as stamps and typing fees etc.’8


Waiting for the magazine’s decisions on stories hampered Lavin’s productivity. As she explained, ‘I write now however to say that in the interval between posting a story to you, & getting your verdict it’s hard to work on a completely new story & so I had a bash at one you rejected last year.’9 Lavin preferred to get feedback on stories before she did further work on them. If a story was unsuitable, she would move on to a new one and return to the rejected work at a later opportunity. In order to speed up the process, Lavin would sometimes write her revisions on drafts and proofs, rather than getting them professionally retyped.


When Lavin travelled to Europe, letters and proofs were sent to various locations, including Rome, Florence and Provence. Communication was naturally much quicker when she was based in the United States during her twelve-week stint as writer-in-residence at the University of Connecticut at Storrs in 1967. Her temporary relocation also meant that she could meet with MacKenzie in person. Occasionally, cables, telegrams or telexes were sent for any urgent matters, such as when a concerned Lavin did not receive any feedback from MacKenzie with regard to her rough draft of ‘The Mock Auction’ and so she was hesitant to send her the final version. After unsuccessfully trying to reach MacKenzie by phone, Lavin grew increasingly concerned and so followed up with a telex, ‘Fear you may be ill’.10 There is a note scribbled on the cable that reads ‘answered by telephone’. While it is possible that MacKenzie was too busy to reply or that her response was mislaid or delayed in the post, it would not have been unusual for Lavin to be concerned that MacKenzie may have been unwell, due to the fact that she suffered from serious, ongoing health issues over the years.


Lavin’s letters were either handwritten or typed or a mixture of both. They were not always formal in structure; often she returned to a signed-off letter and scribbled further thoughts on it. Sometimes she doodled on the letters. Lavin’s letter-writing mirrored, to some extent, her approach to writing; she constantly revised her stories, even after publication. The job of deciphering Lavin’s letters was at times a painstaking process because her handwriting was often illegible. It was an issue that MacKenzie encountered also and proved problematic when it came to revisions: ‘I had trouble with them [the galleys of ‘Heart of Gold’] only in one or two places, and they were where I had to guess at your handwriting! More accurately, where I wasn’t at all sure of my guesses.’11


Lavin was aware that her letters could be unreadable at times and occasionally she tried to compensate by typing them instead:




I must ask you to excuse the spaces between m y letters – like there now between the m and the y of ‘my’. People are always asking me to get a new typewriter or get this one fixed, but alas it is not the machine, it’s me, I strike the spacer it seems, almost without knowing it, and I never can detect myself doing it, or deter m y self. There it is again! But I think it is better than my handwriting.12





Lavin never learned to type, which she told Eavan Boland was ‘one of the great regrets of my life’. She blamed her inability to type for the copious amount of drafts she produced, ‘often written at such white heat that I couldn’t read it when I went back to it’. But her method had its advantages because through the numerous drafts she grew to know her ‘characters with an incredible intimacy’.13 Sometimes Lavin employed the services of an amanuensis and on one such occasion she declared, ‘It seems odd to be dictating a letter to you, but I am sure it’s a relief to your eyesight!’14 No doubt MacKenzie concurred. MacKenzie’s letters, on the other hand, were always structured, typed and filed, reflecting perhaps that for her the letters were ultimately professional exchanges, despite any intimate content.


Lavin’s letters, unlike her stories, were not written for posterity or with a greater audience in mind, and there is no sense that she censored them. On the contrary, they were conversational, open and at times searingly honest. As such, they are ephemeral snapshots capturing moments in time that place Lavin and her stories in their social and cultural context. The letters reference a broad sweep of current affairs encompassing John F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, the deaths of both Frank O’Connor and Brian O’Nolan in 1966, and Bloody Sunday in Derry in 1972. They also offer an intimate glimpse into the various stages of Lavin’s life and career and reveal the genesis and inspiration for some of her stories, many of which had semi-autobiographical dimensions.


The New Yorker editor Charles ‘Chip’ McGrath observed that MacKenzie had ‘a way of becoming overly attached to her writers’ and Martin Stannard, in his biography of Muriel Spark, wrote that MacKenzie ‘prided herself on her closeness to her writers’.15 It was not unusual for New Yorker editors to develop close relationships with their authors. William ‘Bill’ Maxwell, for example, formed very special lifelong friendships with many of his authors, most notably Frank O’Connor, Eudora Welty, John Cheever and Sylvia Townsend Warner.16 On a professional level, the emotional investment tended to foster loyalty in their writers and aided the production of good work. However, this was not always the case and some contributors, among them Muriel Spark and Shirley Hazzard, took issue with MacKenzie’s overfamiliar manner. As far as Spark was concerned, MacKenzie was ‘a clinger and control freak’ and she requested a different editor. Shirley Hazzard also found MacKenzie’s excessive attention smothering especially when ‘In the evenings, MacKenzie would telephone [Hazzard] with maternal inquiries.’17


MacKenzie likewise took a motherly approach to Lavin and her work. In early 1962 she was concerned for Lavin when she returned to writing after an unproductive winter due to a series of unfortunate events including illness and a burglary: ‘But don’t push yourself too hard, will you? I can see that you’ve had a really bad winter and should be looking after yourself a bit.’18 Lavin did not appear to have any issues with MacKenzie’s nurturing and intimate manner – rather, it was something she welcomed and reciprocated. The strong bond established early on, coupled with the production of valuable work, aided Lavin’s advancement with the magazine.


The exchanges between Lavin and MacKenzie became increasingly intimate and affectionate, especially after they first met in person in New York in May 1963. Their meeting did not disappoint either woman; rather, it strengthened their connection and mutual admiration. Aside from the business at hand, Lavin and MacKenzie discussed other writers, their various ailments, family matters, financial concerns, holiday plans, living arrangements and day-to-day domestic activities.




The letters reveal how financial and family circumstances influenced Lavin’s writing and productivity. She was reflective, anxious and philosophical about the struggles she experienced in combining her conflicting roles as a mother, daughter, professional writer, farmholder and breadwinner. As a mother, Lavin was unconventional but completely committed to her daughters’ well-being. She based her writing time around their schooling, although she did pull them out of school on occasion, such as when she took them on long trips to Europe and when she brought her daughter Caroline with her to the US when she took up her appointment as writer-in-residence at the University of Connecticut.


As an only child, Lavin had the added burden of having sole responsibility for her ailing widowed mother’s welfare. MacKenzie identified with Lavin’s difficulties in caring for her mother as she too had encountered similar experiences in looking after her own late mother. Managing both her family and literary life proved hectic and challenging at times for Lavin and in a letter to MacKenzie on 28 November 1960 she wrote that she was thinking of going to New York for a brief visit after Christmas to escape the pressures: ‘it’s a bit cracked but I must get away for a few days & the pressure of mother, children, farm, mews etc. is getting very bad – will talk about it again. I would not even do a reading – just a spree!’19 The trip never materialised.


The correspondence reveals how Lavin was constantly concerned about providing adequately for her household and making a living from her writing. At times, she feared that her letters were a ‘long, boring wail about money’, but her lament is understandable because as a professional writer, apart from her annual retainer fee with The New Yorker (which fluctuated according to her sales), she had no idea where her next pay cheque was coming from.20 As a result, she had to be practical and resourceful about marketing her work and extracting as many sales as possible from her stories.


The New Yorker kept Lavin financially afloat and one of Lavin’s granddaughters, the novelist Kathleen MacMahon, noted that for many years her New Yorker income ‘was her bread and butter’.21 Hence, Lavin’s overall compliance with The New Yorker’s editorial suggestions is understandable, but she also knew that she could always reinstate her original version of a story in any future publications. Despite Lavin’s financial insecurities, her daughter Caroline recalled that there was always great excitement whenever a cheque from The New Yorker arrived because her mother would splash out and buy her daughters new clothes and treat them to afternoon tea at Dublin’s prestigious Shelbourne Hotel.22


Lavin and MacKenzie bonded over writers they mutually knew or admired including New Yorker writers Elizabeth Cullinan, Benedict Kiely, Frank O’Connor, Philip Roth, Muriel Spark, Jean Stafford, John Updike and Eudora Welty.23 Both women also immersed themselves in their country gardens. For Lavin, gardening provided a form of release and distraction, while it was more of a leisurely pursuit for MacKenzie, who wrote of her Connecticut garden, ‘I puttered around pruning and weeding and even planting a flower or two – coral bell, said to bring the humming birds.’24 It is a wonderful glimpse of the off-duty MacKenzie, who tended to her garden as she did her writers.


Lavin and MacKenzie also shared a common interest in cars. Lavin had a penchant for sports cars, having driven one since her university days – an uncommon sight in 1930s Ireland. Lavin, who had a fear of flying, drove to Europe with her daughters in 1958 and 1959 in a self-declared ‘ramshackle sports car’ (a Morris Minor convertible), but she told MacKenzie of her plans to buy a new Triumph convertible in time for a trip to Italy in 1961.25 MacKenzie may have been less adventurous in her car journeys, but she was equally adventurous when it came to her choice of car: in 1965 she purchased a 1957 pink Oldsmobile. Fellow New Yorker editor Derek Morgan recalled in his obituary of MacKenzie, ‘When one day she was knocked down by a car, she proudly called in to the office to inform us that it was a Cadillac.’26


In 1975 MacKenzie took leave in order to concentrate on writing a novel, but ill health may have also been a factor. In the spring of 1970 she underwent open-heart surgery and in 1974, after being hospitalised again, she was placed on reduced working hours. Not long afterwards, MacKenzie took leave and the archives reveal a dramatic decline in Lavin’s New Yorker correspondence and publications after MacKenzie’s departure. The magazine published only one more story by Lavin, ‘Eterna’, on 8 March 1976.


MacKenzie died in March 1980 and her obituary in The New Yorker observed, ‘Those who had the good fortune to be introduced to the editing process by Rachel MacKenzie were quickly enlightened and reassured. Her genius was a combination of absolute friendship and a shared love for the work in progress.’27 Certainly, this reflects the relationship between Lavin and MacKenzie. Their fortunate union and collaboration produced some of Lavin’s finest work. Lavin and MacKenzie emerge from the archives as pioneering, independent women who were successfully holding their own in the male-dominated publishing world. I hope that this account of their relationship will result in a renewed interest in these two neglected women of letters and will give them the attention they deserve. Ultimately, I hope that it will encourage readers to return to Lavin’s New Yorker stories.











1 ‘The Fire Burned Slow’ 1957–1958





Our requirements are so peculiar that it’s almost impossible for us to define them, but we’re really hoping that we’ll be able to say yes on one of your pieces some day.1





When The New Yorker first made overtures to Mary Lavin in November of 1957, she was a 45-year-old widow tasked with the sole responsibility of raising her three young daughters (the youngest of whom was aged four), caring for her elderly mother and managing the family farm in Bective, County Meath.2 At this stage, Lavin was an internationally established writer, with six volumes of short stories, two novels and a children’s book under her belt, but she had only resumed writing the previous year, following her husband’s untimely death in May 1954.


Lavin’s creative hiatus was not due to writer’s block but because, as she later explained to The New Yorker, she ‘didn’t think life itself worth living’.3 Her Atlantic editor, Edward ‘Ted’ Weeks, visited Lavin two weeks before her husband, William Walsh, died and witnessed first-hand the devastating effect his illness had upon her. He was doubtful ‘that she would have either the time or the energy to write after her husband’s death. Certainly, she did not have either now, but the difficulty ran deeper than that. She had lost faith in her ability to write.’4


As the family’s breadwinner, Lavin relied heavily on writing for her livelihood. There was some income from the farm but the bills were beginning to rack up.5 In the spring of 1956 she had written to her literary mentor, the Anglo-Irish writer Lord Dunsany, about lecturing opportunities in England but he recommended that Lavin consider reading in the US instead as it was more profitable and would be a better fit for her. Dunsany gave Lavin the address for his lecture agents in New York and let her know that Curtis Brown in London could put her in touch with lecture agents in London.6 That summer Lavin consulted her friend Eudora Welty, the celebrated American writer from Jackson, Mississippi, about the possibility of giving readings in America.7 Welty advised Lavin to contact Elizabeth Bowen (‘you know how she esteems you’) about potential opportunities, given that she had embarked on a series of lucrative literary lectures and readings in universities and colleges across the United States.8 She also thought that Jean Stafford and the Anglo-Irish writer and critic James Stern would be able to give her good advice and she offered to write to the Poetry Center in New York.


Lavin was a great admirer of Bowen’s work and Bowen was very pleased to have finally made Lavin’s acquaintance and grateful to Welty for opening up the lines of communication between them. Bowen informed Lavin that the National Concert and Artists Corporation in New York managed her readings in the US and she had ‘no doubt, knowing how your work is admired “over there”, that you would have an enthusiastic reception’. Bowen suggested that Lavin contact the firm directly or get Edward Weeks, Eudora Welty, Jean Stafford or James Stern to do so on her behalf. She sympathised with Lavin on the death of William, having lost her own husband, Alan, four years earlier. Bowen invited Lavin to meet her for lunch upstairs in Jammet’s, the famous Dublin restaurant, on 13 September: ‘I could then tell you far more about America, besides the pleasure of seeing you and being able to talk.’ The two women evidently met on this occasion because on 10 October Welty wrote to see how their meeting went and expressed how much she wished she could have been present also.9


Lavin also reached out to the American novelist and New Yorker contributor Nancy Wilson Ross, who likewise advised her to get in touch with Stern. She raised the possibility of Lavin reading, à la Dylan Thomas, at the Poetry Center where John Malcolm Brinnin was the director.10


Welty duly contacted the National Concert and Artists Corporation for Lavin but the agency was non-committal about the prospect of taking on Lavin on as a client because it felt that she was not very well known in the US, having had only one book published there.11 In fact, the Boston publisher Little, Brown and Company had published two collections of Lavin’s short stories: Tales from Bective Bridge in 1942, which won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize in 1943, and At Sallygap and Other Stories in 1947. It also reprinted her first novel, The House in Clewe Street, in 1945, which had been serialised in The Atlantic Monthly under the title ‘Gabriel Galloway’, and published her second novel, Mary O’Grady, in 1950.


In 1957 Lavin began corresponding with the renowned American writer J. D. Salinger, best known for his 1951 literary classic The Catcher in the Rye, about potential American markets and publishing opportunities.12 Salinger and Lavin had never met but they had mutual friends in Eudora Welty, Jean Stafford and the theatre director and playwright John Beary, who likely initiated their communication.13 Although Salinger revealed to Lavin that he only faintly knew Welty, he passed word to her through friends they had in common that he and Lavin were now acquainted.14


Lavin was on much more familiar terms with Welty. The two women greatly admired each other’s work over the years and they finally met on Welty’s first trip to Ireland in 1950, while she was extending her Guggenheim-funded tour of Europe.15 Welty visited Lavin at her farm and the pair became lifelong friends, sending each other copies of their latest publications. Stafford was also a fan of Lavin’s writing and in a letter expressed a desire to meet her on a planned visit to Dublin ‘because I admire your work enormously’. She subsequently stayed with Lavin and William in Meath in 1949.16 Incidentally, Salinger had also been hoping to visit Ireland, but he explained to Lavin that it was no longer possible due to illness in his wife’s family and also because he had returned to work that he had begun a few years earlier.17


Salinger sympathised with Lavin on the precariousness of a literary career and her financial situation and encouraged her to contact The New Yorker, with which he had strong ties, because it paid well.18 Welty and Stafford were among the many female authors, including Maeve Brennan, Mavis Gallant, Elizabeth Hardwick and Dorothy Parker, who were contributing fiction to The New Yorker at this time.19 Holden Caulfield, the protagonist of The Catcher in the Rye, made his debut appearance in Salinger’s first New Yorker short story, ‘Slight Rebellion off Madison’, published on 21 December 1946. However, in 1951 The New Yorker had declined to publish an extract from the novel because ‘the precocity of the four Caulfield children was not believable, and that the writing was showoffy – that it seemed designed to display the author’s cleverness rather than to present the story’.20 The rejection did not colour Salinger’s opinion of the magazine and he continued to submit stories and encouraged Lavin to do likewise.21 Lavin subscribed to The New Yorker and Salinger was grateful for her praise of his recent story ‘Zooey’, which featured in its 4 May 1957 issue.22


Salinger noted that The New Yorker was publishing work by fellow Irish writers Frank O’Connor and Maeve Brennan. O’Connor had a first-reading agreement with the magazine and was a prolific contributor (The New Yorker published forty-eight of his stories, two of which were published posthumously).23 Lavin would go on to meet O’Connor for the first time in 1959 and the two remained firm friends until his death in 1966. Brennan was a New Yorker staffer and contributor of short stories, fashion pieces and the Long-Winded Lady vignettes for the ‘Talk of the Town’ section.24 There is no evidence that Lavin and Brennan ever met or corresponded, although Elizabeth Cullinan vaguely remembered them meeting on one occasion.25


It had not always been the case that The New Yorker published fiction with an Irish setting. According to New Yorker staffer and writer Wolcott Gibbs, it was a ‘virtual rule that we couldn’t use them [stories] unless they were definitely set in New York City’.26 This ‘virtual rule’ was set by The New Yorker’s founding editor, Harold Ross, who conceived of The New Yorker as a magazine that would be a reflection of New York City and its residents – vibrant, cultured, and sophisticated: ‘The New Yorker will be the magazine which is not edited for the old lady in Dubuque. It will not be concerned in what she is thinking about. This is not meant in disrespect, but The New Yorker is a magazine avowedly published for a metropolitan audience and thereby will escape an influence which hampers most national publications.’27 Exceptions were made and the directive had evidently relaxed when the magazine began publishing Sally Benson’s St Louis stories in the 1940s.28 By the mid–1940s fiction set in Ireland also appeared in its pages.


In 1957 James Thurber wrote to William Shawn, Ross’s successor, asking if stories still had to be located in New York, recalling that this had been the case ten years previously. He described it as one of Ross’s ‘craziest obsessions, especially since by that time it was the Talk of the World and we were no longer provincial’.29 O’Connor’s and Brennan’s stories paved the way for fiction by Irish writers including Lavin, Padraic Colum, Brian Friel, Benedict Kiely, John McGahern and Edna O’Brien.


Although Lavin’s fiction had not yet been published in The New Yorker, her stories had featured in other prominent American publications in the 1940s and 50s, including Harper’s Bazaar, Cosmopolitan, Tomorrow and American Mercury.30 Lavin’s work garnered recognition stateside: ‘At Sallygap’, originally published in The Atlantic Monthly, was selected for inclusion in The Best American Short Stories 1942; ‘The Sand Castle’, first printed in the Yale Review in June 1944, was included in the O. Henry annual collection of the year’s best stories in 1945.31


The New Yorker reviewed some of Lavin’s American publications, so she was not a complete stranger to its pages. In 1942 Clifton Fadiman’s appraisal of Tales from Bective Bridge summed up its qualities as follows: ‘I think any sensitive reader who chanced upon it should have recognised in Miss Lavin a modest oasis in the rather dreary waste of the contemporary short story.’ He did not agree with Lord Dunsany’s assessment of the stories, in his introduction to the volume, as the ‘work of a master’: ‘They are hardly that, but they do have at times an intensity and a charm reminiscent of Synge. They have nothing to do with the war, or, indeed, with any aspect of the present. Peasants, fishermen, grocery clerks and priests are their men and women, glimpsed at brief but critical moments in their lives.’32


Edmund Wilson, in the ‘Briefly Noted’ fiction section of the magazine, reviewed The House in Clewe Street and despite his annoyance with Lavin’s ‘exasperating habit of making six words do the work of one’, he concluded that she was ‘a serious and talented writer and her novel, in spite of its wordiness, is a wholly integrated work’.33 Wilson also later reviewed At Sallygap and Other Stories and described them as ‘twelve distinguished short stories of Irish life, most of them pointed with an acceptable and delicate irony’.34 Lavin’s 1950 novel Mary O’Grady did not receive such a favourable review by one anonymous critic who remarked: ‘One feels that the sorrows visited on her [Mary O’Grady] were less the will of God than the will of her talented but, in this case, ghoulishly capricious author.’35




Salinger had suggested to Lavin that she should consider writing a ‘Letter from Dublin’ for The New Yorker, similar to the magazine’s series of letters from different cities by its foreign correspondents. At that time, the magazine was publishing Janet Flanner’s ‘Letter from Paris’, written under the pseudonym ‘Genêt’, and the Anglo-Irish writer Mollie Panter-Downes’s ‘Letter from London’. Panter-Downes began her regular column in September 1939, corresponding on life in London during the Second World War.36 The New Yorker editor Gardner Botsford credited her with being ‘one of the most influential in the small band of journalists who, in the late thirties and early forties, transformed The New Yorker’s absorption with the Dubuque-denying, lighthearted world of Manhattan into a recognition of the dark, dangerous world outside’.37 By the time Salinger had written to Lavin, Panter-Downes had contributed letters from many other cities including two from Dublin in 1941 and 1946. On the same day that Salinger wrote to Lavin, he penned a letter to Bill Maxwell, his New Yorker editor, with the same proposition.38 It was a generous and thoughtful gesture on Salinger’s part, especially given the fact that he had never read any of Lavin’s work, although he had informed her that he would be acquiring all of her fiction that spring.


Following Salinger’s recommendation, Edith Oliver, a New Yorker editor and contributor, duly made contact with Lavin and invited her to submit fiction for consideration.39 It is significant that the magazine solicited Lavin’s work, albeit prompted by Salinger, at a time when it was busy rejecting writing from renowned writers. There is no doubt that Salinger carried a lot of clout, which sparked the magazine’s initial contact with her, but Lavin was an established and successful author in her own right and already familiar to its pages. There were also other factors at play: in 1957 The New Yorker was experiencing somewhat of a crisis in terms of its short-story supply, as revealed when Katharine White, the magazine’s chief fiction editor, wrote to Mary McCarthy: ‘We are in the midst of a fiction shortage. Many of our best fiction writers, like you, are not writing short fiction now, and some few who are, are not writing very well.’40 This was largely due to the fact that many of The New Yorker’s regular contributors, including Sally Benson, Vladimir Nabokov, John O’Hara and Irwin Shaw discovered that penning novels or writing for the movies, theatre and for other magazines proved a more profitable endeavour.41 The exodus of such veteran fiction writers opened the door for new ones such as Lavin, Shirley Hazzard, Philip Roth and Muriel Spark.


Oliver did not encourage Lavin to write anything regular like a ‘Letter from Dublin’ and she made it clear that the magazine could not guarantee any acceptance of work. Nevertheless, this contact from the prestigious New Yorker – a publication Lavin greatly admired – gave her a much-needed creative boost and sparked her to put pen to paper. She wrote over 30,000 words in ten days, resulting in drafts of two new stories, ‘In a Café’ and ‘Lemonade’. Because The New Yorker operated a strict policy of only printing original unpublished work, Lavin could not capitalise on previously published stories.


Although Lavin was clearly delighted to be contacted by The New Yorker and flattered that Salinger should go to the trouble of writing to it on her behalf, it was over a month before she responded to the magazine’s invitation. The delay, she explained, was due to her writing a brand-new story for the magazine, which she was then doubtful would suit The New Yorker as she believed it to be dreary and slow-moving. Nevertheless, she acknowledged, ‘This, as you know, does not mean that it is a failure … but it does not make for easy sale.’ She asked Cecil Scott, her editor at Macmillan New York, to send the magazine the story ‘Assigh’, which was due for inclusion in its forthcoming collection of Lavin’s work, due to be published that year. Lavin thought the story would be ‘a bit gloomy’ for the magazine and she was also concerned in case the piece had already been sent for consideration, mindful of the fact that, ‘If there is anything worse for an editor than having to read a bad or unsuitable story it must be to have it put upon his plate a second time.’


An ongoing issue Lavin had with her Dublin-born literary agent, Diarmuid Russell, son of the Irish writer George Russell (Æ), was whether he had already sent her stories to The New Yorker and the magazine considered them unsuitable, or whether he had not bothered submitting them at all: ‘Like most authors with their agents, he and I live in a state of perpetual mutual misunderstanding and goodwill.’ Whenever Lavin queried Russell on the matter he informed her that they would ‘all go the usual rounds’, which did little to enlighten her.42 As a result, she did not want Scott to send more fiction to the magazine until she could ascertain which stories, if any, had been submitted. The New Yorker editor Mary D. Rudd acknowledged that this issue sometimes arose, but she recognised that the situation was inevitable: ‘I don’t see how it can be avoided, unless author and agent choose to set up some sort of 1984 checking system, made entirely of red tape.’43


Russell informed Lavin that only one story, ‘My Molly’, which she deemed the poorest of the selection from the upcoming Macmillan collection, had been sent to The New Yorker.44 Lavin was later to discover that ‘The Mouse’, which she subsequently sent to them, had previously been rejected by the magazine. A clearly exasperated and apologetic Lavin explained that Russell had furnished her with a list of where it had been sent but he had not included The New Yorker: ‘He and I are at loggerheads for twenty years but the relationship still holds together! I tell him I haven’t the temperament for dealing other than directly with people – but he doesn’t agree.’45


On a list of Lavin’s stories, dating circa late 1950s, which indicates the publications to which eighteen of her stories had been submitted, not one of them was sent to The New Yorker. The list, more than likely the one she received from Russell, is otherwise pretty exhaustive, with stories sent to numerous publications.46 It does beg the question as to why Russell did not send Lavin’s new stories, as a matter of course, to The New Yorker for consideration. It is possible that, based on his familiarity with the magazine, he did not think certain stories suitable, or it could have been the case that he was a little dubious of The New Yorker as a result of his experience in submitting certain work for consideration. Suzanne Marrs reveals: ‘From 1940 to 1941, the magazine had rejected three [Eudora] Welty stories and an essay, and Russell chose not to send its editorial staff the two Welty stories he circulated in 1943 and 1944. Nor did he send them her novel Delta Wedding, which The Atlantic Monthly published in four instalments in 1946.’47 Perhaps Russell encountered a similar situation with Lavin’s fiction. Nevertheless, Lavin’s frustration with him concerning the marketing of her stories is completely understandable, especially as she only had one opportunity, pre-publication, to make a sale to The New Yorker.


Salinger’s suggestion of writing a factual piece for the magazine did not appeal to Lavin; as she explained to Oliver, she had not ‘written anything but fiction since my student years. I do not think that I could write anything now unless it were under the saving cover of imagination.’ However, she informed Oliver that she was embarking on a reading tour of Holland, Belgium, Germany, Italy and France and that both Macmillan and Michael Joseph had asked her to keep a journal of her travels in the hopes of publishing it, although Lavin suspected that their request was more to do with ‘the idea of myself and the girls at large in Europe in our ramshackle sports car as a certain promise of breathtaking accidents and side splitting stupidities on my part’.48


We get a glimpse of Lavin’s sense of adventure, or ‘recklessness’ as she perceived it, when she informed Oliver: ‘Life here in our cottage in Meath, in the middle of the fields, with not a house in sight, is hectic enough at times without our faring forth into a wider world. But fare forth we do, at the end of February.’49 The trip was also to be somewhat of a literary pilgrimage as Lavin planned to visit Bandol ‘to explore every cranny of the Katherine Mansfield scenes’, and Zurich to see James Joyce’s grave, and possibly D. H. Lawrence’s villa, presumably Villa Igea in Gargnano on Lake Garda.50 She wondered if the material might also be of interest to The New Yorker.


Lavin was not surprised or discouraged when ‘Assigh’ was rejected. She was merely grateful to The New Yorker for inspiring her to write again, as she explained that ‘the fire burned slow, until one day I got a letter from – why! from you, of course, haven’t you guessed?’ Industrious as ever, Lavin was working on another story, ‘The Glass Hill’, before she departed for Europe, ‘directed straight at The New Yorker target too, even if it misses’, which she planned to send from Italy.51 Oliver was pleased to hear the role The New Yorker played in getting Lavin writing again. She encouraged Lavin to continue sending her stories but noted, rather ambiguously, that the magazine’s ‘requirements are so peculiar that it’s almost impossible for us to define them, but we’re really hoping that we’ll be able to say yes on one of your pieces some day’.52


It was not until the end of March that Lavin and her daughters, Valentine ‘Valdi’, Elizabeth and Caroline, finally managed to embark upon their much-anticipated European vacation. Unfortunately, while abroad, Lavin got word in quick succession that ‘What’s Wrong with Aubretia’, which Russell had subsequently submitted, ‘Lemonade’, and ‘In a Café’ were rejected. Maxwell gave Russell rather vague reasons for the rejection of ‘What’s Wrong with Aubretia’: ‘There is a lot about it that we like, including the story itself, but it isn’t right for The New Yorker, chiefly because the characterisations, for this particular story, did not seem to us clear and full enough, and the writing in general not quite all that is needed.’53 ‘Lemonade’ was rejected because it was ‘too sentimental’. Lavin had anticipated that the story would be too long for the magazine and offered to cut it when she returned from her travels, but Rachel MacKenzie informed her that shortening the text would not change their decision. However, she passed on Rudd’s suggestion that ‘with some changes at the beginning, “Lemonade” would make a fine children’s book’.54


Although The New Yorker editors found that ‘In a Café’ contained ‘remarkably good things’, nevertheless they felt that the story needed to be severely cut: ‘And after such major surgery’, Rudd remarked, ‘we aren’t sure what would be left of your story.’ They also took issue with the main protagonist being portrayed as a writer: ‘(By the way, I should tell you, for the future, that we prefer not to publish stories about writers or writing, although we do occasionally make exceptions. I put this in parentheses because it is not an important point in this instance.)’55 Lavin agreed with the magazine’s criticism of ‘In a Café’, and even though she was not especially keen on the story, she did not give up hope on it. Being away from Ireland gave Lavin a fresh perspective on her writing to the extent that she wanted to ‘slash so many of the stories I wrote last winter’. Lavin ruminated: ‘Really our beautiful luscious fields do make for mental indolence – richness yes – but the weeds grow well too.’56 In this same frame of mind, she later informed MacKenzie that, time permitting, she would ‘take a pruning shears’ to ‘In a Café’ and resubmit it.57


Cecil Scott offered Rudd his own misgivings about ‘In a Café’, which he did not think was representative of Lavin’s finest work, even though he knew the magazine thought the story had potential, ‘Her best stories are great, or almost great; and interesting though this is, I don’t believe it is up to the level of such stories as The Small Bequest or The will. In any case, it takes 46 pages to describe an incident which could easily have been told in 20 pages.’ As a result, he was opposed to including the story in the forthcoming Selected Stories. While Scott recognised Lavin’s great talent as a writer, he was of the opinion that she was a novelist and that she would ‘write a novel which will give her genius the proper room in which to be felt’.58 Although MacKenzie agreed with Scott’s assessment of ‘In a Café’, she nevertheless appreciated the story’s merits: ‘it seemed to me to contain the raw stuff of grief and bereavement and I still regret that it wasn’t disciplined into the first-rate story it might have been’.59


It seems rather unprofessional for Scott to have shared such views with a magazine to which his client was seeking to sell her stories, especially given the fact that the short story was Lavin’s preferred genre and the form upon which her reputation was built. The composition and ‘magazining’ of stories suited Lavin’s lifestyle as she did not have the luxury of time and needed to earn a regular income, whereas writing a novel was a more protracted endeavour. In addition, Lavin was able to capitalise on stories published in magazines and journals by subsequently getting them printed in collections and in other publications that considered previously published work. However, Scott did have a point in that the pressure to turn out stories, in order to make money quickly, discouraged Lavin from writing novels, as evidenced later that year when she informed MacKenzie: ‘I have got five or six thousand words of the novel done, without waiting, as I wanted, for time and security.’60


The European trip on ‘which [they] set out so recklessly’ unsettled Lavin – money was tight and she felt that she ought to be writing. The receipt of a cheque while abroad eased the pressure somewhat and enabled the family to remain on holiday until the middle of May. It also freed Lavin ‘from tension & anxiety for a few months’ upon her return home. The income, combined with the holiday, re-energised Lavin and she declared: ‘I feel so livened up by being away that I hope to yet make that high grade – a sale to The New Yorker.’61 Lavin’s anxieties were further eased when in May she got word that her story ‘Second-Hand’ had been accepted by The New Yorker.62 It appears to have gone through with few changes. Scott approved of the magazine’s decision to accept the story: ‘I am delighted to know that you have taken one of Mary Lavin’s stories because at her best she is absolutely first rate.’63 Incidentally, Jean Stafford was in The New Yorker office when the decision was made to purchase the story and MacKenzie informed Lavin that she ‘spoke of you warmly and asked me to remember her to you’.64 Lavin was paid $840 for ‘Second-Hand’, from which Russell earned his 10 per cent fee. The payment was a sizeable amount, given that the average annual salary in the United States was $5,100 that year.65 She was appreciative of both The New Yorker’s generous fees and its support: ‘Apart from the money for that first sale, which I needed so badly, my gratitude to you all in The New Yorker was for your interest & encouragement.’66


‘Second-Hand’ was not published until the following year, in the 18 April 1959 issue. Ilonka Karasz’s cover depicts a crowd of tourists queueing at a boat terminus for sightseeing tours of Manhattan.67 Lavin’s story about an unmarried daughter, Essy, who is left impoverished in Dublin after her mother’s death, sits incongruously between the magazine’s usual adverts for high-end department stores such as Brooks Brothers, Saks Fifth Avenue and Tiffany & Co., as well as promotions for cars and European vacations.68 A Chevrolet advert bluntly boasts ‘As fine a car as anyone (including wealthy people) could want’, while a Pan American ad reads ‘Halfway to Europe between cocktails and coffee’; its accompanying picture resembles more a stylish bar than an aeroplane cabin, with its promise of airborne cosmopolitanism.69 The aspirational advertising could not be further from Essy’s bleak situation in ‘Second-Hand’, where she lives hand to mouth in a rundown house on Clanbrassil Street: ‘There was never any money at any time, and there was none now after the funeral, except the few pounds they found under poor Mother’s own mattress.’70


The story’s nine pages are shared with a poem, ‘A Little Morning Music’ by Delmore Schwartz, and several cartoons; the caption of one, by Charles Addams, reads: ‘You’ll never get me up in one of those things.’ (One caterpillar to another as they look up at a flying butterfly.)71 Addams, one of The New Yorker’s regular cartoonists, was briefly romantically involved with Maeve Brennan. Drawings of his Addams Family first appeared in The New Yorker in 1938. Another cartoon carries the quote: ‘My dear, I’ve been drinking to your very good health.’ (Drunken man having returned home to his visibly angry wife who is propped up in bed reading a book.) The publication also carries posters for the latest Broadway theatre shows including Tennessee Williams’s Sweet Bird of Youth, directed by Elia Kazan and starring Paul Newman and Geraldine Page.72 Cinema postings include one for Billy Wilder’s recently released Some Like It Hot, starring Marilyn Monroe, Tony Curtis and Jack Lemmon.73


MacKenzie took over as Lavin’s chief New Yorker editor in June of 1958 and she explained the roles of the various staff members to Lavin: ‘And my sympathy to you in your confusion about the number of us here you’ve heard from. We are a rather large staff. Edith Oliver works chiefly with fact – books and fact pieces. Mary D. Rudd, William Maxwell, and I are in the fiction department – along with several others whom you haven’t heard from. You and I will be working together on editing and proof, and I am delighted about it.’74


The New Yorker operated a notoriously scrupulous editorial system under Harold Ross, which continued under William Shawn’s tenure.75 New stories were read by a panel of readers, ‘the editors concerned’, and Maxwell later recalled: ‘It was a peaceable kingdom under Shawn. All of us had our own authors, and we all consulted with one another. There was great freedom.’76 Nevertheless, Shawn in his role as the magazine’s gatekeeper had the final say on all acceptances. When a story was accepted and any necessary revisions made, it was set in regular galleys and sent to the fact-checking department, then to the query editor and finally, and once again, to Shawn.


Rachel MacKenzie, who was born in Shortsville, New York, shared a similar academic background with Lavin, who was awarded a bachelor’s degree in English and French and a master’s degree in English from University College Dublin in 1934 and 1936 respectively.77 MacKenzie graduated with a bachelor’s degree in English from Wells College in Aurora, New York in 1930, where she served two years as vice president of her class. Her 1930 college yearbook, The Cardinal, noted that her ‘ingenuity won her fame her first year. MacKenzie’s cleverness with stunts, committees and programs, her unfailing cheerfulness in such trials, and the way she can make people want to work for her have become her reputation’ – qualities sure to serve her in her future role as a New Yorker editor. While at Wells, MacKenzie was a member of Kastalia, a society that promoted the fine arts: to be eligible to join the club, one needed ‘a creative ability in two arts or a marked ability in one’. She was also a member of The Owls and the Nightingales debating society. After getting her master’s degree from Radcliffe in 1931, MacKenzie taught English literature at Ginling College in Nanking, China from 1932 until 1933, as part of a missionary initiative to educate women. She then returned to Radcliffe to undertake some graduate work for a year. In 1936 MacKenzie joined the College of Wooster’s Department of English and was appointed its Dean of Women in 1937, a position she held for eight years. She also taught English at Wellesley College and Tufts College Writers’ Workshop in Massachusetts and was a member of staff at the Bread Loaf Writer’s Conference and School of English at Middlebury College in Vermont, where she had been a fellow in 1948.78 At Bread Loaf, MacKenzie lectured on the short story, having had her fiction published in various magazines. Her story ‘Pattern’ was published in Good Housekeeping in April 1938, alongside illustrations by Mac Conner; ‘The Thread’ featured in Harper’s 1 September 1947 issue and ‘The Funeral of Sandra Cunningham’ was published in The New Yorker on 6 March 1948.79


The editor and publisher John Farrar established the Bread Loaf Writers’ conference in 1926 with support from the poet Robert Frost, who lived nearby. Truman Capote attended the convention as a contributor in 1944, when he was a New Yorker copy boy.80 Reports of the ensuing incident vary, mainly due to Capote’s embellishment of the story, but the gist is that Capote caused offence to Frost by attempting to leave during one of his recitations, prompting an irate Frost to allegedly throw his book at him and declare: ‘Well, if that’s what the representative of The New Yorker thinks of my reading, I shall stop!’81 Capote was promptly fired after Frost wrote to Harold Ross to complain. At the 1954 conference, the year of Robert Frost’s eightieth birthday, MacKenzie gave a short-story ‘clinic’ with Saul Bellow, during which ‘work by contributing members will be read aloud in whole or in part for joint criticism by staff members and audience. Work is presented anonymously, unless a given writer chooses to acknowledge his wares voluntarily, or is persuaded to do so by public acclamation.’82


When MacKenzie joined The New Yorker in 1956, as an associate editor of fiction, she began to handle Bellow’s work and for the next twenty-three years she nurtured some of the magazine’s most important writers including Muriel Spark, Isaac Bashevis Singer, Bernard Malamud, Penelope Mortimer, Philip Roth and Noel Perrin.83 Charles McGrath, noted her ‘discerning eye for talent (she more or less discovered Isaac Bashevis Singer and was a supporter of the young Philip Roth)’.84 MacKenzie’s ‘discerning eye’ also recognised Lavin’s talent and she cultivated her as a New Yorker writer. The two women worked closely and tirelessly on the stories and Lavin greatly appreciated her guidance and welcomed the opportunity to workshop her drafts.


MacKenzie informed Lavin that the fiction editors had ‘a great enthusiasm’ for ‘The Living’, but they were concerned that it featured the corpse of a boy who had had an intellectual disability – the magazine avoided such topics.85 This was yet another one of The New Yorker’s idiosyncratic house rules. MacKenzie suggested that Lavin substitute the woman’s child with a feeble-minded husband. Lavin understood the magazine’s concerns and reworked the story, replacing the child with a husband, who ‘was a class of delicate ever since he was hit by the train’. Although she made the necessary revisions for The New Yorker’s purposes, Lavin nevertheless thought she might retain her original concept of the story when collected in a book.


Lavin was somewhat disheartened to receive only a brief note from Russell to let her know that ‘The Living’ was accepted. In fairness to Russell, he had only received a cheque for the story confirming acceptance and simply passed on the news to Lavin. She was also disappointed that she did not receive any reaction from MacKenzie on her amendments: ‘I was so eager to know if the changes “just did” or if you thought they made the story any better?’86 For Lavin, it was not just simply a matter of making a sale – she also needed feedback as to whether her revisions improved upon the stories. MacKenzie acknowledged that the required changes did not necessarily enhance the story but they were necessary for The New Yorker: ‘The scene with the corpse doesn’t have for me the poignance it had before, and at the moment, I think that’s a loss (I’m thinking of the version you may want to use for book publication; for us, this is a real improvement.)’87


Lavin received $935 for ‘The Living’, a substantial sum considering that the average American full-time wage the previous year, 1957, was approximately $4,800 for men and $3,000 for women. Lavin wrote to MacKenzie of her plans for the payment: ‘Well I was going to put it down as a deposit on a mews (converted coach house) in Dublin to have a base there for work & sleep a few nights a week while the girls were at day school. But it was not “for” me, as we say in Ireland because although I went to the price asked (very high) it was withdrawn from sale!’ She was making a bid on another property, ‘a shambles of a stable which will go very cheap I hope, & which I will be able probably, to buy outright without accommodation from the bank & do up slowly & cheaply’.88


As Lavin specified, she needed to have a base in Dublin because her daughters attended Loreto College, her alma mater, which was located on St Stephen’s Green in Dublin city centre.89 In the meantime, during school term, Lavin and her daughters had been living between Abbey Farm in Bective, County Meath, and hotels near the school. She gave MacKenzie an insight into their temporary living situation:




I have moved out of the depressing little hotel in to one depressingly dearer but in every other way very very nice. My little girls jump up and dress for school, and run down stairs – and lo! there is a breakfast ready. They come home in the evening, and lo! again there is a supper on the table. It’s a good supper too, its [sic] not as salady as our meals at home, but we don’t cook it nor wash up after it, and that’s not to be dismissed lightly by any of us for we are a decidedly co-operative family.90





Lavin was replicating her own school days somewhat as she had lived with her mother, Nora, at 48 Adelaide Road in Dublin during the week and spent the weekends at Bective, where her father was the estate manager.91 Although Lavin’s parents were not formally separated, her mother tended to remain in Dublin.


Even though ‘Second-Hand’ was the first story purchased by The New Yorker, ‘The Living’ was the first story that it published.92 It did not always follow that stories were published in the chronological order of their purchase, due to varying factors including space restrictions, periodic last-minute changes in the content of the issue, or rescheduling. Space was an obvious concern for the magazine and as a result it was more difficult to find room for longer stories. This was another drawback for longer pieces, although in some cases exceptions were made.93 Another New Yorker rule was that stories had to conform to the season in which they were published, which prompted John Updike to write to Maxwell requesting that a Christmas story he submitted in February not be held until December: ‘there is something repellent about holiday stories that appear on the holiday; they have a quality of being trumped up for the event, like spectators on TV and decorations in department stores’.94




‘The Living’ appeared in the 22 November 1958 issue, which was priced at twenty-five cents.95 Arthur Getz’s cover depicts an evening crowd gathering under a theatre’s marquee while a man on a ladder erects the latest ‘smash hit’ signage.96 A nearby news stand is selling newspapers. Only one woman is discernible among the throng of men donning trilbies and overcoats with newspapers under their arms. Lavin’s story appears alongside fiction by Susan Gillespie, a poem by Louis Simpson, Janet Flanner’s ‘Letter from Paris’ and a theatre review by Kenneth Tynan. ‘The Living’ shares its five pages with four cartoons, one of which has the caption, ‘No woman I marry is going to have to give up her career.’ (Slouching man to sophisticated woman at a cocktail party.) Another reads: ‘Here’s one you’ll understand.’ (Wife to husband in an art gallery about an abstract sculpture that resembles a twisted golf club.) The magazine often picked up on typos and grammatical errors in other publications and reprinted them in the magazine. One such find appears beneath Lavin’s story. It is an advertisement seeking a hostess for a restaurant in Oklahoma: ‘Hostess over 25, neat & trim, must have good clothes off at 10pm. $200 mo. and food. Dolores Restaurant 33 NE. 23.’ The unfortunate missing comma makes the job offer a whole different proposition from the one, presumably, intended.


Due to the close proximity to Thanksgiving, which fell on 27 November, the issue is jam-packed with an abundance of adverts for champagne and spirits (Irish Whiskey Distillers took out a full-page advertorial) and luxury goods including a ‘fake-dyed black Alaska fur seal custom made in the fur workshop’ from Bergdorf Goodman. Readers are tempted with pictures of jewellery by Van Cleef & Arpels, Rolex, Cartier and Audemars Piguet, and with trips to Europe and luxury cars. Cadillac’s caption reads ‘Brilliant acclaim … from the men at the wheel!’ and a Chrysler’s ad copy trumpets ‘Built for the 1 man in 4 who wants a little bit more’ (the advert, however, does not depict this one man in four, rather it is a photograph of a glamorous woman posing in the passenger seat). The ’59 Mercury advert refreshingly has a woman in the driver’s seat. The magazine also carries posters for the latest Broadway shows including the musical Goldilocks written by Jean and Walter Kerr and starring Don Ameche and Elaine Stritch, and Eugene O’Neill’s play A Touch of the Poet, directed by Harold Clurman and starring Helen Hayes, Eric Portman, Kim Stanley and Betty Field.97




Early on in her dealings with The New Yorker Lavin had been contemplating managing her own transactions, not only because she was unhappy with Russell’s placement of her stories but also because she preferred to take a hands-on approach to her writing: ‘I may be making a change in my affairs & handling my own work, as I do not write a lot and am particularly ignorant of market requirements which can only be learned, I think, by direct dealings.’98 She asked if MacKenzie would carry on dealing with her directly, rather than go through Russell, although he would continue to deal with the financial side of things. MacKenzie was happy to do so: ‘Of course I plan to continue writing to you. It matters very much to me, too, that we keep in touch, and I should be terribly disappointed if I weren’t to hear from you directly.’99


In October Lavin decided to part ways with her English publisher, Michael Joseph, who had published many of her works over the years, including five volumes of short stories, Tales from Bective Bridge (1943), The Long Ago and Other Stories (1944), The Becker Wives and Other Stories (1946), A Single Lady and Other Stories (1951), The Patriot Son and Other Stories (1956) in addition to her two novels, The House in Clewe Street (1945) and Mary O’Grady (1950). Lavin did not specify her reason for leaving the company, but it was more than likely due to the death of its founder, Michael Joseph, in March, which plunged the publishing house into uncertain times, although his widow continued to run the business. Lavin had been considering leaving the publisher back in 1956 but her good friend, the Irish short-story writer Michael McLaverty, advised against it as he feared her work would end up out of print.100 Lavin eventually decided on Macmillan of London. To mark their union the firm was going to publish a collection of her stories: ‘It is such an affirmation of my past work that I am deeply touched, and great [sic] excited. And want to work harder and better.’


Despite not being too keen on ‘In a Café’, Lavin sent MacKenzie a revised version of the story, having torn it to shreds:




I don’t particularly like it myself except for the talk of the widows, but it’s written, and one or two people who have seen it like it well. I wonder if anyone will really see what I was trying to do in it at all, to show how a ray, a small ray of human feeling, vague, perhaps vaguely lustful too, but above all a human feeling, broke through the aridity of [an] older woman’s mental attitude?





Lavin greatly appreciated MacKenzie’s feedback and was hopeful for the story: ‘Naturally I will be glad if you do happen to think In a Café will work out – or if you have any other changes to suggest. A few occur to me, but after all you are not running a writers school I know, & for my part, time presses & there is I feel a limit to what you can give to a story specially looking over your shoulder – like this –?’101 MacKenzie thought the story was ‘greatly improved’ but that it needed to be cut and edited before making a decision on it.102


Outwardly, ‘In a Café’ is closely autobiographical as it features a widow named Mary who has a farm in County Meath. Critics readily acknowledge the parallels between Lavin’s own life and the story and Lavin also declared that it was a ‘semi-autobiographical’ story that she found difficult to write.103 The fact that her namesake in the story was originally conceived as a writer strengthens this reading.104 It is surprising therefore to learn that, according to Elizabeth Cullinan, it was in fact the younger widow, Maudie, with whom Lavin identified.105


On Christmas Eve Lavin was thrilled to get word that her bid on the mews was successful: ‘It’s so exciting.’106 The next step was to apply for planning permission to renovate it and then move in as soon as possible. The mews was located at the back of a Georgian townhouse, 11 Fitzwilliam Place in Ballsbridge, close to Baggot Street, an area that attracted students, artists, poets and writers, notably Patrick Kavanagh, Lucien Freud, Brendan Behan, Liam O’Flaherty and Frank O’Connor among others. Benedict Kiely referred to them as the ‘Grand Canal Gang’: ‘In Dublin in that last great year of Frank O’Connor, there was, of a certainty, the Grand Canal Gang: O’Connor, Liam O’Flaherty storming by, Mary Lavin, around the corner in Lad Lane, Patrick Kavanagh, equal but separate, asserting his right to his own territory in Baggot Street.’107


MacKenzie had her own accommodation news. On New Year’s Eve she moved from a studio into a new apartment with two ‘spacious white-walled rooms’, which she described to Lavin: ‘Kitchen and bath and dining area besides, and I pad about like the lord of the manor. Do you know New York? I’m in midtown Manhattan and from my windows you can see down to the Battery and a loop of the Brooklyn Bridge. I doubt that I can ever take it for granted.’108 On the same day, Lavin sent MacKenzie the story ‘Bridal Sheets’, noting, ‘It’s only a very rough version but if you don’t mind reading it like this, it helps me, as I can get on with a new story, & I always like to let a story settle as I write (like a frame!) before I go at it again.’109 She also let MacKenzie know that she would be sending ‘The Tidal Wave’ in a couple of days and she offered to further revise ‘In a Café’. Clearly, the close of 1958 saw Lavin motivated and working harder than ever, due in no small part to the fact that she had wrapped up the year with two lucrative sales to the illustrious New Yorker and had bought a mews to boot, all unthinkable at the time the magazine first made contact with her just over one year before.











2 ‘Direct Dealings’ 1959





Anyway I am certain that to give you good stories occasionally I would have to be in direct communication with you.1





The year 1959 was a significant one for Mary Lavin, both financially and professionally. In January she eventually made the difficult decision to part ways with Diarmuid Russell because she wished to handle her own affairs and deal directly with The New Yorker. She also felt that their ‘misunderstandings are past mending’. Lavin had requested that, if accepted, the payment for the reworked ‘In a Café’ should be sent to Russell in order to ‘balance any losses he must have had on me in the past’.2


Russell explained the importance of his role to Eudora Welty, with whom he enjoyed a very successful author–agent relationship: ‘He [the literary agent] is rather a benevolent parasite because authors as a rule make more when they have an agent than they do without one.’3 Lavin did not share Russell’s view and was unconvinced that he was marketing her work appropriately. Her decision to terminate Russell’s services does not appear to have been financially motivated – rather, it served to give Lavin greater control over the sale of her work. By cutting out the middleman, she gained first-hand knowledge of the magazine’s inner workings and requirements. In addition, it gave Lavin more direct contact with staff, particularly with Rachel MacKenzie. Lavin’s savvy move greatly aided her success, security and longevity with the magazine. Rather than receive information third-hand she could push for and negotiate the sale of stories herself.


MacKenzie was hopeful that the ‘The Bridal Sheets’ would be accepted, but she asked Lavin to revise and shorten the opening passage because ‘it establishes the tone of a more tragic story than the one that emerges’. She also asked for more clarity in terms of the setting and characters. MacKenzie reminded Lavin that revision was always ‘speculative’ but let her know that they only recommended changes when they had confidence in a story.4 Lavin was naturally glad that MacKenzie liked the story and was ‘amazed at the kindness & patience of your reading of it’. She was pragmatic in her approach to her writing and did not see the point in spending time perfecting stories that The New Yorker would have no interest in publishing, as she explained to MacKenzie: ‘I feel I should be able alone to see these things, but the strain of having so little time – & the pressure of money needs, makes it almost imperative that I get a word of hope at a certain stage before I do the final polishing. If there’s no hope I am better to go on to a new story, & leave the other. I will always come back to it – but at greater leisure.’5 Lavin duly revised the story and in February it was accepted and she received a ‘nice fat check’ for $1,455 for the work.6


‘The Bridal Sheets’ was published in the 31 October 1959 issue and its seasonal cover fittingly depicts an autumnal Halloween scene, illustrated by William Steig, who is probably best known for his picture book Shrek!7 Lavin’s story shares its six pages with Ogden Nash’s poem Brief Lives In Not So Brief–1 and several cartoons.8 Again, the life depicted in ‘The Bridal Sheets’ is worlds away from the luxurious and indulgent lifestyles promoted in the magazine. Lavin’s story features a young woman, Brede, from the Irish mainland, who moves to an island off the coast when she marries her fisherman husband, Éamonn Óg, who drowns while fishing, four months into their marriage.9 However, she appears more upset by the fact that she never got to wear her finery or use her bridal sheets when he was alive because she felt her surroundings were not good enough. She agrees to let him be laid in the bridal sheets but then changes her mind. Ironically, the publication carries an advert for Wamsutta ‘quality and luxury’ bed sheets with the tagline, ‘You’ll wish you could wear them … for fashion never created anything more exciting!’


The issue also features John Updike’s story ‘Dear Alexandros’ and articles by Edmund Wilson and E. B. White. There is a poster for the latest Broadway musical, Gypsy, starring Ethel Merman, based on burlesque dancer Gypsy Rose Lee’s memoirs that were originally published in Harper’s Bazaar.10 A shockingly sexist Japan Airlines advertorial, reflective of the times, brandishes the caption, ‘How to train an airline hostess.’ It presumably targets the male business traveller in its gender typecasting of the subservient Japanese stewardesses, who will attend to their every need: ‘When one [said hostess], elegantly clad in her brocade kimono, offers you an o-shibori hot towel to refresh you, or presents you with a delicate array of Japanese hors d’oeuvres, you feel her real desire to please you, and only you. For she satisfies herself only as she succeeds in making you happy.’ There is a poster for The Miracle Worker, a play based on Helen Keller’s autobiography, The Story of My Life, about an Irish woman, Annie Sullivan, who taught Helen Keller to communicate. Anne Bancroft played the role of Sullivan, and Patty Duke the part of Keller.11


In March of 1959 there was more good news in store for Lavin. MacKenzie let her know that she was both ‘impressed and moved’ by ‘The Great Wave’ and that she was confident that the story would pass muster: ‘Personally and officially, it’s exciting to have you writing so well.’12 Her inkling was right and the story was accepted. Lavin was paid ‘an even fatter’ sum of $2,408 – this included a ‘quantity bonus’ as the fourth story purchased within the ‘quantity bonus cycle’ and also earned Lavin a 15 per cent additional sum on each of the previous three stories sold, which amounted to $484.50. MacKenzie remarked of the scheme: ‘Isn’t it just like “Cinderella?”,’ adding, rather frivolously, ‘Money can be such fun, and we love having your stories.’


Lavin was enjoying quite a windfall with The New Yorker. In the same letter she was offered the much coveted and lucrative first-reading agreement. This contract gave the magazine a first look at work in return for an annual bonus and an additional 25 per cent on any stories purchased. Furthermore, a cost-of-living adjustment amount (effectively an increase in pay to offset inflation) was paid quarterly and MacKenzie observed that these ‘checks (office jargon for them is COLA) have a wonderful way of popping up when you’ve forgotten all about them’. While she hoped that Lavin would sign the agreement – enclosing a cheque for $100 ‘that makes the bargain legal’ – MacKenzie assured her that she was not obliged to write for the magazine: ‘There is no pressure attached that you write for us, and we understand that there are occasions when a longer piece of work – or life – gets in the way of your writing any short pieces at all.’13




Lavin signed the contract but it took her almost a month to return it as she was so overwhelmed by the offer and ‘a bit stunned still by the good fortune’. She explained that ‘this money can put up so many bulwarks between us and the hardship and tension I endured for so long. The strange thing, that frightens me, is that it was only when [the] appalling burthen was lifted that I really was aware of its weight.’14 The proposal also made Lavin anxious in case she could not continue to produce quality work for the magazine. MacKenzie identified and sympathised with Lavin’s predicament and had suspected that this was why she had not responded sooner: ‘Indeed, I do understand about the money and the shock of relief. I had a five-year illness a few years ago, before I came to The New Yorker, and I know quite well what it is to live with that particular anxiety and how relief almost undoes one.’ MacKenzie did not elaborate any further on her medical complaint but she reassured Lavin that, ‘The agreement is not intended to exert pressure of any sort. It is only meant to help you write.’15


Signing the first-reading agreement earned Lavin a further 25 per cent on both ‘The Bridal Sheets’ and ‘The Great Wave’, which totalled an amount of $793.75. The contract was seen as a financial incentive for writers, while at the same time it gave The New Yorker the opportunity to consider the best work without any commitment to purchasing it. It was also a way for the magazine to circumvent haggling with other interested parties. Contributors bought into a club-like arrangement, which instilled a certain loyalty in them. John Updike was also offered a first-reading agreement when he achieved his first quantity bonus: Katharine White informed Updike that the first-reading agreement was an arrangement formulated for the ‘most valued and most constant contributors’, and she included a cheque of $100 in order to ‘bind the deal’.16 Lavin, when sent her first-reading agreement renewals for the years 1962 and 1963, was sent a cheque ‘to bind the bargain’.17 However, Updike’s biographer, Adam Begley, perceived that ‘the purpose of the deal was to bind the young writer [Updike] to the magazine’ and that ultimately he ‘was writing with only The New Yorker in mind’.18


This was also the case, to an extent, for Lavin, who informed MacKenzie that Edward Weeks of The Atlantic Monthly had asked her to let him see any work that did not suit The New Yorker, but her preference was to revise her stories for possible inclusion in The New Yorker rather than give them to another magazine.19 As she explained, ‘I need hardly say that I’d go to endless lengths to try and make it suitable for you if you had any interest in it at all.’20 This illustrates not only how highly Lavin revered the magazine but also how flexible she was with regard to modifying her stories in order to comply with The New Yorker’s demands. The fact that Lavin viewed her stories as unfixed and malleable greatly aided this process. It is also understandable from a financial perspective why she poured all her efforts into writing for The New Yorker. Nevertheless, she was practical and knew that she could sell rejected pieces elsewhere.


The editing of ‘The Great Wave’ is a good example of Lavin and MacKenzie’s textual negotiations. Importantly, while their collaboration on the story gives a glimpse into Lavin’s openness to The New Yorker’s editorial intervention, it also reveals that Lavin was not wholly amenable to suggested changes if she felt they threatened a story’s integrity. ‘The Great Wave’, originally titled ‘The Tidal Wave’, features an Irish Catholic bishop, once known as Jimeen, who travels every four years from the Irish mainland to the island where he grew up in order to administer the confirmation ceremony. He reminisces back to when he was a boy and went out fishing with a young seminarian, Seoineen. A storm approaches and destroys the island community, leaving the boy and Seoineen the only survivors. In sending Lavin an edited version of the story, MacKenzie let Lavin know that the changes were ‘mostly cutting and trimming’ and she hoped that Lavin would let her know if she was unhappy with any of the revisions. MacKenzie anticipated that there would ‘probably be further changes suggested after Mr. Shawn and the proof reader have had their day, but we won’t let them at it until we have your changes on this version’.


MacKenzie’s queries included how Seoineen’s two hands got severed to the wrists, ‘Not just the horror of it, but whether, in fact, he could lose two hands without in the process bleeding to death or at any rate losing too much blood to be walking about like that – isn’t there an artery at the wrist? Terrible to be so literal, but something’s lost if, even for a second, the reader stops to wonder about it, don’t you think? (I did.)’ MacKenzie suggested that ‘he keep his hands hugged tight under his arms’ in order to allow the reader to discover that his hands had to be amputated; she wrote that he could still state ‘It has cost me my two living hands’ as the reader would be aware that they were mangled in the nets.21


Lavin agreed and explained that she had not meant to imply the wrists were severed, as she had only intended ‘for him to have lost his fingers to the knuckles’. She did not want to use the word ‘amputated’ and instead proposed the phrase ‘where he had to lose his hands to the wrists’. She wanted to keep the phrase ‘lost my living hands’, as she believed it was significant with its priestly undertones, but in order to compensate for her tardiness in responding to MacKenzie’s suggestions, she gave MacKenzie permission to use ‘amputated’ if ‘urgently necessary’.


Lavin was taken aback, however, at the magazine’s recommendation that Jimeen’s mother would own a shop as she believed that it would be ‘all wrong’ due to the fact that one never wonders at their livelihood but sees it as ‘a mystery of survival, almost of spirit I think’. Also, she explained, the shopkeeper ‘is always a figure apart – a big man – often an alein [sic] from the main land or a returned American!’ Although Lavin did not believe that it was necessary to detail the mother’s way of life, she offered two alternatives, first that she could have ‘the support of a bit of garden’ or that she could make an income by gathering dillisk seaweed.22 While Lavin usually acquiesced to suggested changes, knowing that she could undo them in later publications if they were not to her liking, when a modification was not authentic she stood her ground and challenged it.


MacKenzie took on board Lavin’s concerns and objections. There was no amputation and MacKenzie explained that she was being literal in her suggestion of the term: ‘like you, I prefer it left to be inferred, but was trying to account for the “off to his wrists”’.23 The New Yorker version reads: ‘It has cost me my two living hands.’24 Lavin wrote to MacKenzie that she was surprised at how few changes were made, given that she wrote the story in a few hours. She was ‘amazed’ at MacKenzie’s attention to detail and greatly valued MacKenzie’s ‘editorial exactitude’ given that she, too, was ‘passionately interested in the smallest points, which makes me think the short story is like poetry, where every word tells, and yet I am always afraid of appearing vain about it – as if a word could matter so much, with its implication that the story is worth all that trouble’.25 Their combined revisions of ‘The Great Wave’ demonstrates just how important each word was to them both.




‘The Great Wave’ was scheduled for the 9 May 1959 issue but was replaced by another story. It was subsequently published on 13 June 1959 and MacKenzie noted the irony of its ‘calm-water cover’, which depicts a flotilla of sailboats on a glassy blue sea.26 The story shares its ten pages with the poems ‘Sticks And Stones May Break My Bones, But Names Will Break My Heart’ by Ogden Nash and ‘Lying Awake’ by W. D. Snodgrass, and several cartoons.27 The issue also features Anne Sexton’s poem ‘Sunbathers’ and John Updike’s story ‘Should Wizard Hit Mommy?’ Among the live entertainment adverts are posters for Lorraine Hansberry’s new Broadway play, A Raisin in the Sun, starring Sidney Poitier, which opened on 11 March at the Ethel Barrymore Theatre, and Ella Fitzgerald’s concerts with Count Basie and his orchestra at the Waldorf Astoria.28 The book section contains a glowing review of Memento Mori by future contributor Muriel Spark, ‘a gifted Scotch writer who has a love for intellectual high jinks’, and briefly mentions James Thurber’s memoir The Years with Ross about his relationship with Harold Ross: ‘Since much of the book necessarily revolves about The New Yorker, the editors feel that, for obvious reasons, it does not lend itself for review in these pages.’


Lavin informed MacKenzie about the genesis of ‘The Great Wave’ a few years after its publication in The New Yorker and shared an interesting reflection concerning the ‘mystery of imaginative creation’.29 Readers from the US had written to her enquiring if it was based on the Cape Cod Hurricane, as the story must have borne some resemblance to the tragedy.30 While there have been several major hurricanes off Cape Cod, it is likely that they were referring to the 1938 New England hurricane, considered one of the deadliest tropical cyclones, in which over 600 people perished. However, Lavin revealed that it was based on the Cleggan disaster of October 1927, when a hurricane struck the coast of Connemara in County Galway and sank a fleet of fishing boats, resulting in the deaths of forty-five fishermen and leaving many families destitute.


Lavin told MacKenzie that she was inspired to write the story after Michael McLaverty, one summer at his cottage at Strangford Lough, told her of a man who had his fingers ripped off by the weight of the nets during the storm while fishing.31 McLaverty heard of the storm when he was staying in a cottage near Cleggan in Connemara, and hoped that Lavin would write about it. However, Lavin thought that McLaverty should compose the story himself: ‘I saw at once that no one could write it as beautifully as he told it, and I have been teasing him to write it ever since.’ McLaverty did pen the story but Lavin was dismayed that he was going to send it to The Sign and wondered if The New Yorker would consider it: ‘To think of it being wasted on all the pious readers of the Sign when it could perhaps be read by some of the impious readers of The New Yorker!’32 MacKenzie had promised that she would give his piece due consideration, but it was never published in the magazine.


Lavin’s version of the story began to form in her mind when she was working on ‘The Living’, and she sought McLaverty’s permission to write it. She recalled that she wrote it in a day or two.33 Lavin set the story on an island and invented the characters of the bishop and his secretary and imaginatively conjured up the storm. She had presumed the incident took place in the previous century until a friend subsequently contacted the parish priest of Cleggan, who confirmed that the tragedy occurred on 28 October 1927. The friend sourced a newspaper article detailing the tragedy and Lavin was astonished to discover later that her story corresponded so closely to the newspaper’s report of the disaster, ‘words & phrases here & there, used by eye-witnesses & survivors & saw that many of them were the same – or nearly the same, as many I had used’. It brought to her mind Keats’s misquoted lines: ‘“I believe in the holiness of the hearts affections – & in the truth of the imagination” & I tried to say how much I believed in this.’34 Lavin was also taken aback when she returned to Cleggan and saw Inishbofin Island, a small island off the village, which she had not remembered from a previous visit.35 McLaverty wrote to Lavin shortly after the story appeared in The New Yorker. While he thought ‘the journey to the island and the Bishop’s robes and the water swilling around the hem of them is beautifully done’, he felt upon first reading that it was unrealistic towards the end, ‘where they are cast too far up on the land and the fairytale quality of the weed’.36


Lavin informed MacKenzie that she had already sold a couple of stories before she was offered the first-reading contract, one of which was due for publication in Harper’s Bazaar. Also, Vogue had been in touch with her about doing a ‘very brief and illustrated’ piece about her home, and Holiday were proposing a travel article: ‘What I had in mind for Holiday was that they send me on a trip like the one I took last year with the children, when I drove 7,000 miles in Europe, only this time, I was going to make it a purely literary tour.’ Among the destinations she hoped to visit were ‘the little white gate at Cuverville where Gide used to meet – in real life his wife – and in the Porte Etroite Alissa’. Lavin also wanted to return to Katherine Mansfield’s Villa Pauline in Bandol and James Joyce’s grave in Zurich. Holiday would cover the travel costs, which naturally appealed to Lavin as, she reasoned, ‘otherwise you are using money to go that could be used otherwise’. She queried the protocol with regard to any potential commissions from other magazines: ‘(Unlikely except in so far as you people add such éclat to my name that it comes about through this.)’37 MacKenzie let Lavin know that magazine was not concerned about stories that had been previously sold and that there was no conflict with the Holiday article: ‘It sounds a wonderful idea, and if you can have a trip paid for, wouldn’t it be wicked to use your own money!’38 She asked Lavin to continue to check with them about such pieces, although she did not envisage that they would pose any problem.


The correspondence between Lavin and MacKenzie gradually became more intimate and they began to discuss personal as well as professional matters, prompted somewhat by MacKenzie’s more familiar approach and Lavin’s open and trusting nature. MacKenzie’s opening salutation and closing of her letters to Lavin progressed from formal to more affectionate terminology, ‘Dear Mary Lavin’ became ‘Dear Mary’ and ‘Yours’ and ‘Sincerely’ developed into ‘Affectionately’ and ‘Love’. MacKenzie’s sentiment was not lost on Lavin, who remarked, ‘And one last thing of all. I was so touched by the way your letter ended – affectionately. Indeed it is the way I felt like ending all my letters to The New Yorker, and specially to you since the first one I got from you.’ Lavin followed suit and ended her letter, ‘Gratefully and affectionately’.39


In May Lavin informed MacKenzie that she had received a letter from Ethan Ayer, who she believed was a friend of MacKenzie’s.40 In another letter, written from a deckchair in Stephen’s Green, Lavin mentioned that Putnam was publishing her friend Robert Asprey’s book Panther’s Feast. Asprey had visited Lavin ‘when he was very young on his first trip to Europe’.41 The family were fond of him and he kept in constant contact with her. Lavin recalled seeing a story of his in The New Yorker the previous year. The story, ‘Rough Shoot’, was published in the magazine in 1957. Just as Salinger had promoted Lavin to The New Yorker, she in turn often recommended writers whose work she admired to the magazine. But later she also confessed to suggesting less impressive aspiring authors to MacKenzie: ‘By the way sometimes I am too weak to refuse to write letters from young men, who are alas, often only eager, not gifted. Could we have an arrangement that I’ll really SHOUT if ever I want to recommend anyone to you of my own volition.’42 MacKenzie gladly conspired with Lavin: ‘About letters for the young men – consider that we have an agreement; in future I shall go by tone rather than by words.’43


Lavin wanted to apply for the Guggenheim Fellowship, an annual competition that is open to citizens and permanent residents of the United States and Canada in one category, and of Latin America and the Caribbean in another. She held American citizenship, having been born in Massachusetts, but the fact that she resided in Ireland made her ineligible for the award. Edward Weeks had been unsuccessful in his attempts to get the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation to reconsider Lavin’s case but ultimately an exception was made. Lavin dilly-dallied over making the application until her good friend from university Father Michael ‘Mike’ Scott wrote her a firm airgraph from Australia urging her to make to make the effort, while stressing that she had ‘two great responsibilities – to look after the children – and to write’.44


Towards the end of April 1959 Lavin was awarded the prestigious fellowship, which commenced on 15 September 1959. Besides her hitherto impressive body of work, it must have helped her application to have had the eminent J. D. Salinger and two-time Guggenheim fellow Eudora Welty act as her sponsors.45 Edwin Muir and Michael McLaverty also wrote letters of recommendation. McLaverty noted in his letter to the Foundation that he first met Lavin through their mutual friends Cyril and Maureen Cusack soon after William died: ‘And this year two stories sold to The New Yorker helped to keep the fire in the grate and give a springing step to life.’46 Having work accepted by The New Yorker may have been advantageous as it would appear that its contributors were favoured. MacKenzie let Lavin know that ‘Philip Roth, a young writer I’m interested in (did you read ‘Defender of the Faith’?) also has one [a Guggenheim] for this year.’47 The New Yorker contributors Mary McCarthy, Wallace Stegner and John Updike were also awarded the Guggenheim Fellowship that year. Past New Yorker recipients of the Guggenheim Fellowship for fiction included Saul Bellow, John Cheever, Vladimir Nabokov and, as previously mentioned, Eudora Welty.48 Receiving the Guggenheim grant was not the only thing that Lavin and Updike had in common that year: they both had stories published in The New Yorker on 13 June 1959 and 31 October 1959.


The Guggenheim Memorial Foundation sent Lavin a form that required her to estimate her expenses, which proved a difficult exercise. John Bietz, an officer at the American Cultural Centre in Dublin, suggested that a sum of $5,800 would be sufficient ‘to maintain a family of my size in Europe for a year’. She put down an additional $300 for travel expenses. In the accompanying letter, Lavin explained to Henry Moe, the administrator of the Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, that her income for three years was approximately $300 but that she survived on ‘security of the farm’, and that while she had sold some stories to The New Yorker, which had also offered her a first-reading agreement, there was ‘no guarantee that I will be able to satisfy their requirements, nor to what extent’. She could only rely on the income from her farm. Lavin stated that she wished to work on a novel during the fellowship and concluded her ‘Statement of Project’: ‘This summer the idea for a novel became so imperative in my mind that I made a rough draft of it. It is to work on this draft and complete it that I make this application.’49


The foundation awarded Lavin a stipend of $4,500.50 Recipients of the generous grant could spend the money however they pleased; its purpose was to give fellows the opportunity to devote a block of time to their work.51 Many awardees chose to travel, as Welty had done previously, with Europe being a popular destination. Lavin was also going to travel to Europe with her daughters and she informed MacKenzie that they would ‘take our old sports car with us, and so we are going to drive down slowly through France, taking two or three weeks (we will come back through Austria and Germany please God at the end, but that is not to be thought about at this stage’. She also invited ‘all suggestions from the seasoned travellers in The New Yorker’.52


Lavin informed MacKenzie that Frank O’Connor brought his friend and colleague Wallace Stegner and his wife to visit her at Bective because the couple were in Ireland before they embarked on their journey to Florence, thanks to the Guggenheim grant: ‘F.OC [Frank O’Connor] said he wanted to torture himself by the sight of two of us going off!’53 Lavin had only met O’Connor for the first time in March 1959 and she informed MacKenzie that they had ‘a great “goster” as he called it’.54 Back in May O’Connor had brought Arnold Sundgaard and his family, who were holidaying in Ireland, to Bective on Whit Monday and Lavin told MacKenzie how much she liked them and that that they all spoke of her.55 Lavin must have also met with them prior to their visit as MacKenzie had written to her the previous month to let her know how much Sundgaard enjoyed being in Lavin’s company.56 Sundgaard had received the Guggenheim Fellowship in 1951 in the field of music. His opera Giants in the Earth, which he co-wrote with Douglas Moore, won the Pulitzer Prize for Music that year.


MacKenzie was going to Nova Scotia for a fortnight in July but she had a lot of work to clear before the impending trip because, in addition to her own duties, she was filling in for the poetry editor, Howard Moss, who had taken a year’s leave. Nevertheless, she remained calm and focused: ‘I chug along in my highest gear.’57 Sylvia Plath was one of the poets MacKenzie dealt with during Moss’s absence and she accepted her poem ‘The Net-Menders; Benidorm, Spain’ on 23 November 1959.58 Incidentally, Plath’s rejection from Frank O’Connor’s Harvard writing seminar is said to have prompted her first suicide attempt in 1953, which inspired her only novel, The Bell Jar.59


Lavin had intended to project-manage the work on the mews herself but with her recent change of fortune she instead hired a contractor. She also appointed the renowned and controversial architect Sam Stephenson, who had recently restored a similar coach house on Leeson Close, not too far from Lavin’s new abode, for his first family home. The ensuing building work made it difficult for her to work, as she explained in her letter written from Buswell’s Hotel, a short distance from the mews:




the mews is started at last & the sledging and banging that is going there is such that I feel at any minute that the whole house, and the Georgian terraces in front may crack down & be my liability so I walk around with my hands over my ears. There is no question of my doing any work for a little while but, this, I think is good. The framework of society, as well as dear old Mother Nature seems to be able to set its own limits to over-production!60





In their discussions about sharing photographs of their respective new living quarters, MacKenzie proposed, ‘If you will send me pictures of your place, I’ll send you pictures of mine. But the best trade I can offer for pictures of the girls is one of an engaging small dog – how about two poses of him for one each of the children?’61 Lavin promised to return the photos and added, ‘I’d like to see one of the occupant too if possible.’62 She informed MacKenzie that a friend in Australia, presumably Father Michael Scott, would send photos of the mews and she asked if she would also show them to Cecil Scott, ‘if New York is – as I am told – so small you can do that kind of thing from office to office as we do it here from half-door to half-door!!’63


Lavin was getting pulled in all directions and so she was relieved to know that the quantity bonus period had elapsed. While the bonus was a welcome financial incentive, it also put added pressure on her as she made every effort to earn it within the time frame. The New Yorker’s multi-faceted payment scheme understandably caused Lavin confusion at times.64 MacKenzie clarified that Lavin’s bonus period began on 13 May 1958 with the purchase of ‘Second-Hand’ and that it had ended on 13 May 1959. She also explained that the quantity bonus was separate from the first-reading agreement, which ran for a calendar year, from 6 March 1959 until 6 March 1960, resulting in ‘a bonus of 25% on everything we buy; it doesn’t depend on or vary with the number of stories’.65


Lavin continued working on ‘In a Café’ and she thought she might ‘sharpen it up still more than I did, bring the outer circle of it nearer to the inner part where the widows talk, and yet that outer circle is the story’.66 Her pragmatism and perseverance paid off. In July, ‘In a Café’ was accepted and MacKenzie let Lavin know that William Shawn believed it to be ‘one of your best’.67 Lavin was paid $1,856.25 for the story and $515.30 for the quarterly COLA payment.


Before Lavin and her daughters set off for Italy on 15 September on her Guggenheim grant, she informed MacKenzie that she was ‘in a state of panic, hysteria & melancholy prior to departure – like all Irish emigrants I am now Public Emigrant No 1 (Frank O’Connor having gone up the gang-plank ahead)’.68 Fergus Wright covered their departure in the Panorama section of the Sunday Independent, with the eye-catching headline ‘Mary Lavin Sails Abroad With Three Daughters and a Baby Car’. The article announced:




Distinguished Irish writer Mary Lavin sets out for Europe on Wednesday to spend her year’s Guggenheim Award in foreign places. With her go her three daughters Valentine (15), Elizabeth (ten) and Caroline (six) and her faithful Morris Minor convertible. She will spend a while in France (‘I’m rather nervous about driving in Paris’ she told me over lunch in Dublin last week) and then move on to Italy.





Wright mentioned Lavin’s home renovations: ‘During the past few weeks the decorators have moved into the mews house she bought off Fitzwilliam Square. Though a country dweller, she is at last making sure that when she returns she will spend more time in the Dublin which she loves and where she was educated.’ The article revealed that documentary- and film-makers Jim O’Connor and Tom Hayes were hoping to film one of Lavin’s stories. Lavin had previously informed MacKenzie that they were also planning to film Frank O’Connor’s ‘First Confession’, and that he had suggested ‘The Young Girls’ as Lavin’s most suitable story for the project.69 Lavin wrote to MacKenzie of the film, ‘It is a small venture but I am so interested.’70


Wright noted in his article that Lavin’s new collection received ‘superb notices from US critics’. The book, Selected Stories, was published by Macmillan New York on 3 June 1959. Lavin had dreaded writing its ‘wretched preface’, in which she revealed that ‘the actual writing down of stories has been done in snatches of time filched from other duties’, something she reiterated in her letters to MacKenzie.71 Only one new story, ‘Asigh’ (Lavin spelled the story ‘Assigh’ in her New Yorker correspondence), which The New Yorker had rejected the year before, features in the volume.72 MacKenzie was pleased at how well the collection was received in the US and sent Lavin any reviews that came her way. MacKenzie often sent Lavin American reviews of her work and Lavin cut out and saved newspaper reviews, but it was not a subject she ever discussed in her communication with MacKenzie.


Reviews appeared in The New York Times, The Washington Post & Times Herald, Chicago Tribune, San Francisco Bulletin and the New York Herald Tribune.73 Orville Prescott declared in his New York Times review, which also carried a photograph of Lavin, that, ‘No one writing in Ireland can penetrate more unerringly to the very essence of individual Irish character than Lavin’ and he observed that she ‘has won herself a rank in Irish letters equal to that of Frank O’Connor and Sean O’Faolain’.74


Although ‘In a Café’ was accepted, it still required further revisions and Lavin continued to work on the story while abroad, which proved quite challenging for her between receiving the proofs at various locations and the frustration of trying to remember earlier versions without having them to hand. She had intended to work on new stories while overseas but things did not quite pan out that way. Understandably, it was difficult for her to take time to write, especially considering her youngest daughter Caroline was only six at the time. Also, the holiday proved somewhat of a disappointment, as she divulged to MacKenzie: ‘In fact it’s a bit of a mistake & I am plucking up my courage to ask Guggenheim if I can take the rest of it at home … It’s very costly & the job of looking after the family is ten times harder in a foreign country. I made a bit of a mistake (bit of!! – 1500 miles drive from home!).’75 Despite her unease, the family were still abroad in November when she wrote to MacKenzie from Aix-en-Provence.


In December Lavin’s first-reading agreement was renewed and the customary cheque, ‘to make the bargain legal’, was $600, due to the fact that both she and the magazine had had a successful year.76 Lavin’s New Yorker earnings in 1959 totalled an impressive $7,032.14, a figure that exceeded the average American family’s income that year. It was indeed a bit like Cinderella.
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