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Dedication






This edition of Tales from Bective Bridge is dedicated to Caroline Walsh (1952–2011), the third daughter of Mary Lavin and William Walsh.


Caroline joined the Irish Times news section aged twenty-two in 1975. She subsequently became the Irish Times literary editor in 1999, a role she held until her death. She also wrote the landmark column, Loose Leaves, and she was involved on behalf of the Irish Times with the Davy Byrnes Irish Writing Awards.


Caroline’s interest in English translations of foreign-language works led to membership of the Literatures in English Committee of the Royal Irish Academy from 2009. According to the president of the academy, Professor Luke Drury, ‘She was a bridge between the literary and the academic communities and will be greatly missed by both.’


She and her husband, novelist James Ryan, lived in Aghaboe, Co. Laois, and Ranelagh, Dublin 6, with their children Matt and Alice.


Her last appearance was at a commemoration for Brian Ó Nualláin – alias Flann O’Brien – held at University College Dublin, her own alma mater, where she was a speaker for the Irish Times.


Tadhg Peavoy,


Mary Lavin’s grandson
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Introduction





In 1943 when this collection was last published, the preface was written by Lord Dunsany, a man older than Mary Lavin. Now so many years later, as I write, the difference in approach has nothing to do with age or gender but rather with what has happened since. Lord Dunsany was introducing a new writer, was signalling the depth and unusualness of her work, was painting us a promise to come, whereas now we can see this collection as only part of a consistently interesting lifetime’s work. A writer is judged not by the normal forgiving mechanisms used to judge life, but by an exacting, strict and merciless standard, that should remain fairly consistent but which of course is affected by all sorts of extraneous factors. But the important point is that between 1943 and now, Mary Lavin did do the work, and did take on the task of being a writer, so when reading Lord Dunsany’s preface today we can feel a glee born from the fulfilment of the promise for which he could only have hoped. Because this is the year of Mary Lavin’s death we are re-looking at her work, bookshelves are being peered through, as we try to find old collections. I am remembering the first of her stories that I read. It has always been my great bone of contention that I was not taught her work at school, because although I did eventually find her, I missed reading her at the right time. Young femalehood in Ireland in the sixties would have been greatly illuminated by the voice that examined the wars of relationships rather than those of countries. The men had gone realistic, were concerned with old suspicions, still had the sounds of guns ringing in their ears. I knew the work of her male colleagues, of course, and would have been able to put them in a better context if I’d had this writer to flash past them.


The first story I came across was the first in this collection. ‘Lilacs’ is an extraordinary story about the way that love can survive among cow dung. We can look at it in many ways, including the differences between the two daughters, and the differences between them and their mother. We can look at it as the story of a love that has a certain amount of cantankerousness attached to it, but one that survives, despite that large mound of cow dung that is outside the door. It would be unfair not to mention that Frank O’Connor was also aware of the differences between himself, his male colleagues and Mary Lavin. In the book The Lonely Voice, a study of the short story, he says ‘So an Irishman, reading the stories of Mary Lavin, is actually more at a loss than a foreigner would be. His not-so-distant political revolution, seen through her eyes, practically disappears from view. She has written only one story about it – ‘The Patriot Son’ – and from a patriotic point of view that is more than enough.’ He complains that the point of view is ‘perhaps too exclusively feminine, for as the story unfolds, a man may be excused for thinking that the mammy’s boy is a far better type than the revolutionary, Mongon, and might even feel inclined to pity any matriarch who in future tried to bully him. But here at least the Irishman is on familiar ground, the ground of O’Flaherty and O’Casey. It is only when he turns to the other stories that he gets the real shock, for, though names, details, dialogue all seem of unimpeachable accuracy, he might as well be reading Turgenev or Leskov for the first time, overwhelmed by the material unfamiliarity of the whole background, versts, shubas, roubles and patronymics.’


Without endangering her distance from such feeble criticism, Mary Lavin wryly teases about these differences in ‘A Story with a Pattern’, published in In a Café. A man has been introduced to a writer, says that he is glad to meet her, and tells her that he has read a number of her stories and that he wants to tell her what he thinks of them. He does say that she has talent, and wonders if she knows it, but then he suggests that she take up writing seriously. The writer goes on to ask ‘which of the stories did you like best?’ ‘He looked at me. I beg your pardon, he said, did I say I liked them? I thought they were written with a good style, and I thought you brought the people in them to life, but I don’t think I remember saying that I liked them.’ The man continues, and tells her that her stories would never appeal to men because after a man had read a page or two, he would throw them aside because ‘a man wants something with a bit of substance to it, if you know what I mean? A man wants something a bit more thick, if you understand.’ At the end of the discussion, during which he has told her a story that he wants her to write, she asks again if he will not now admit that her very argument was indeed relevant to the short story but he concludes with ‘please don’t start that nonsense again,’ and casually walks away.


Mary Lavin was writing in a time in which, as Tillie Olsen says in Silences, no list of writers admitted more than one woman for every twelve men. It was also a time in which it was extremely rare for a woman with three children (indeed in her case, she reared the children for a number of years on her own), to get any work done, never mind as much as she did. But of course she had another twist to this. She said in an interiew with RTE that women writers only wrote what they had to, whereas male writers, being minded continuously by either a wife or a secretary wrote far too much. She implied that consequently the work was of a more consistent calibre. She believed that she gained enormously from her responsibilities. This is indeed an extraordinarily encouraging thing for a writer of her stature to say.


One of the great characteristics of these stories is Mary Lavin’s capacity to almost shrug off the drama of the situation, as it appears and then to draw us into another completely different drama. While on one hand ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’ is about the island woman versus the inland woman, about the holding down of love-talk, and the terrible things that the sea will do; on the other hand it is actually about the passing of responsibility from a father to a son. It could be read as a direction on how to knock at a door in the middle of the night when you have bad news. ‘Keep your strength for the loud knocking you’ll have to give on the wooden door, said Tadg Mor.’


Time and death are recurring themes of the work. She said that once when she saw her father sunbathing with other fathers, she realised how much older he was than the others, and at that moment became very involved in the notion of the passing of time. But this is a rather simplistic and overly modest view of how she deals with the essence of time. Of course, ‘Lilacs’ is also about death as well as love. It is not just about bossyboots Kate and dithering, dreamy, crying, fainting Stacy. It is about what these two daughters and this mother will do when their father and husband has died. It rests well on the icon of the ‘nice cup of tea’, a repeated consolation through many of Mary Lavin’s stories. One cannot imagine a cup of tea being served with such dignity and such importance until one has finished this book and seen it appearing over and over again. The sense of eroticism plays a strong role in much of her work. When Ros is remembering the Phelim of her youth, she lists his physical attributes, and then remarks that ‘that was the time he led her in a piece off the road when they were coming from Mass one Sunday.’ That memory takes its place among the finest love sentences of literature because of its shy, covert conveyance of shimmering sexuality. We become, as in all of Mary Lavin’s stories, implicated in the arguments of the protagonists. We are never allowed to forget the menace of mourning that is waiting to crop up in all its full-voiced wailing at the drop of certain words; in this story the word is usually ‘dung’. As in other stories, the getting old is not sentimental, it may be a little poignant, but mostly it is matter-of-fact and almost defiant.


Reading a collection of Mary Lavin can take a long time. The reader needs to take breathers, because quite often, days after reading the story, you realise that your original view was in fact only a minor part of what was going on. Quite like a play in which the action takes place before you, but the nuances take place later. Mary Lavin would not, of course, have been dealing with the issues of morality, for example God’s law versus the Church law, that a writer might be examining today, but interestingly there are moments of premonition in which she hints at themes that will be dealt with many years later. In the story ‘Sarah’ there is an extraordinarily brash and total lack of trust in men. Whereas the woman, Sarah, is no doubt the fallen person, it is understood that other women with sons or newly-married men will simply have to make sure that their men don’t go near her. Somehow we are made to have sympathy with Sarah and not to trust these sons or these newly-married men. By the end of the story, sympathy for Sarah is complete, and not just because of the two ludramauns of brothers that she lives with.


Mary Lavin seems to enjoy defining class. In ‘Love is for Lovers’, she directs us exactly to everybody’s place by showing us the way that they are paid and then leads us into the great tension of the woman battling to get the man to marry her, and he battling with the idea of fantasy and the notion of ageing. She puts us on guard with her usual strange wit. In this case, the woman is a regular scatterbrain, widow and all though she is; the idea obviously being that widows should certainly not be scatterbrains, that somehow or another widowhood should have put upon them a seriousness that they might not have had before.


In ‘Say Could that Lad be I?’ Mary Lavin watches herself writing, in much the same way that Grace Paley watches herself in the story called ‘Debts’. Because of this confident self-consciousness the story becomes a much more modern one than the theme would suggest. This sort of examination of the role of the writer became a profound part of re-appraisal, particularly in the Black American short story of the 1960s and 1970s, and although Mary Lavin was not quite approaching that principle, she was writing again in that way which has two levels of significance, one obvious and the other less clear, even if implied.


While reading a ‘A Fable’ one wonders what exactly the fable is. Is there a twist? Should you record your feelings, your conjectures, shoud you indeed take bets? Unlike Austin Clarke’s ‘planter’s daughter’, who is loved and adored because of her beauty, the perfection of this woman gets on the nerves of the neighbours. And it is not until such time as she can be brought to some sort of level with them that people can begin to relate to her properly. The story is not just about beauty, it is about taking each person down that peg or two to make them fit into not just the social and class hierarchy but the hierarchy that deals with the look of the individual. And yet the author is sympathetic in some ways, because although as they ‘put their arms into the outheld shrouds’ they may not have learned what we have learned in the story, and somehow we do not blame them. But if the people in this story are unknowing to themselves, Miss Holland on the other hand knows herself and what her limits are. She knows what she doesn’t know. She is bereft of certain kinds of knowledge, like what a living wage might be, how to give a tip, how to have a conversation, how to startle, and even worse, how to hate people. Miss Holland has reached a terrible paralysis, a crux in her life that the ignorance of this world has forced upon her. This same ignorance has affected Manny Ryan in ‘At Sallygap’. We could say that he too has reached a state of paralysis. Here Mary Lavin poignantly contrasts city and country, and also compares life on this island to the wondrous beauties and excitements of Paris, where Manny could have gone, with his fiddle, if only he had not been moved by the sight of the woman who was waving goodbye to him. All the psychology books and political textbooks in the world could not describe so well the chasm of difference now existing between these same two people, both disappointed in their marriage. Dangerous lurking desires are hinted at on the part of the wife, and the resolutions of their differences come from a darker age.


In the concluding story in this collection, Mary Lavin takes a jump from that personal terrible world of the married couple who didn’t have the wherewithal to deal with their own darkness, and moves instead to the world of ‘The Dead Soldier’. This is not just a story about war and the futility of war, it is about the way that women approach war, the way women approach the death that happens during war. The mother spends her time thinking of her son, and cannot understand how anybody would not remember every single thing about him. ‘If you were his mother you’d remember every single look he ever had on his face from the day he was born to the last day you looked at him.’ The woman is portrayed, in a sense, as an innocent against the landscape of such a massive war. But by her insistence on common decency we are again back at the argument about Mary Lavin and the public world, and how that public world was viewed through the private ruminations of each of the stories, as opposed to the stories written by her male counterparts that were informed continuously by the backdrop of the sounds of war.


In the broad map of human relationships given to us in this collection, Mary Lavin colours some of the geography in stark shades. And there is a justice about the overall picture. At a time when publishers are failing to give the form the serious attention it deserves, it is appropriate to remember how scathing she could be about those who thought the short story inferior to the novel. ‘Non-creative people’ she called them, who thought that the short story was practice for the novel, mere five-finger exercises. Alertness and sensitivity are required of the reader here, precisely because these works are more difficult and startling than the longer form could ever be. The stories are subversive, dangerous even, in the way that human relationships, devoid of sincerity or morality, can themselves be. These complete pictures are not tales or anecdotes, they are instead fully-fledged, shocking reminders of how life is and has always been. Mary Lavin cuts her stories out of a kind of memory seldom represented by her colleagues. Short stories are also photography, and in this case well served, because the human behind the camera was blessed with good eyes and a second sight. First time readers are in for a startling, sometimes almost Gothic treat, and old friends will welcome the chance to read this fine collection again.


Evelyn Conlon        


November 1996       

















Author’s Introduction





Once in a while a book comes out under a lucky star. Tales from Bective Bridge was lucky in its day. The stories in it were accepted one after the other as they were written, by magazines of repute – The London Mercury, The Dublin Magazine and similar publications. They were quickly collected in book form, for which Lord Dunsany wrote a preface. The book was awarded The James Tait Black Memorial Prize, reviewers were unanimously kind to it, and it became a Readers’ Union choice which made it a commercial as well as a literary success.


But all that was long ago and at the time I had no real ambition to be a writer. In my school days I had taken great pride in my essays, and always got high marks for them. This was not as creditable as it may seem, because I spent an excessive amount of time planning them and an inordinate amount of time in the writing of them. I also neglected other subjects. Predictably perhaps, then and later in University College, Dublin, people thought that I would become a writer. I had no such intention. Looking back I think it may have been vanity that held me back from attempting something at which I feared I might not succeed. Then one day, more or less by chance, I tried my hand at a story. To my surprise imaginative writing came easy to me, far easier than the composing of those school essays.


No manuscripts of those early stories are in existence today, but I am fairly certain that there would not have been more than one version of each story, with few corrections and no revisions. I do not think it entered my head that I could, or should, try to make them better. Now more than thirty years later, their flaws bear witness to my carelessness. Nevertheless, for a while I disported myself turning out other stories. Fortunately, before too long I saw, by comparison with the work of writers I admired, that my imagination was running away with me. I wholeheartedly believed – as I do to this day – in the power of the imagination to arrive at truth, but I did not know that the imagination cannot be trusted unless it is fully disciplined. When it is so disciplined, its blinding light shuts out all that is irrelevant.


It was probably then that I began to do several drafts of a story, probing deeper each time into the heart and mind of the characters. At this point also I stopped worrying about style because I was beginning to see that in a short story the way a thing is said has to be an integral part of what is being said, but that if I took care with the latter, the former took care of itself.


It was not, however, until I realised that in solving the problems I posed for my fictitious characters, I was in fact solving problems that had preoccupied me, myself, since I was very young, that I entered fully and irrevocably into the profession of writing, than which I believe there is probably no calling more difficult to follow to its end.


Here I should say that through the years since 1942 as the stories appeared again in anthologies, and particularly when they appeared in school and college texts, I got the chance to correct the most glaring of their errors in grammar and syntax. Sometimes also I was able to put right parts of a story where my imagination had not been properly under control. Sean O’Faolain, that master of the short story in theory and in practice, once said ‘to rewrite years after is a kind of forgery.’ This is something I have never been able to acccept. With W B Yeats I would reply






The friends who have it I do wrong


Whenever I remake a song,


Should know what issue is at stake:


It is myself that I remake.








Wrongly or rightly, I have tried at one time or another to re-edit all these stories. With regard to ‘Miss Holland’ and ‘Love is for Lovers’ I found I could only tidy them up as if they were the work of a student submitted to me in a creative writing class. ‘A Fable’, however, defied even my most frantic efforts to reshape it: every time I touched a line, the whole story seemed to fall to bits. I wasted a great deal of time and energy on it before putting my pride in my pocket and facing the fact that I would have to let it appear here in its original form.


It would not be fitting to end this note without paying tribute to Lord Dunsany. Although my initial gratitude must go to the editors who took my first stories, James Scott Moncrieff and Seamus O’Sullivan – particularly the latter, for it was in The Dublin Magazine that Dunsany first read my work – I nevertheless owe an immense debt to Dunsany for his constant encouragement, but most of all for his friendship and that of his wife Beatrice.


In his preface to Tales from Bective Bridge, here reprinted, a mistake was made which I would like to correct. Dunsany had selected for special praise a story called ‘The Nun’s Mother’, which, for some reason, the publisher decided to drop from the collection at the last moment. Without reference to Dunsany the praise intended for ‘The Nun’s Mother’ was inexplicably transferred to ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’. This was all the more distressing because ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’ was a story Dunsany did not even like; he thought it was written in imitation of Synge. This was not the case. The repetitive style was simply an attempt to create echoes of waves breaking on a shore.


When I was young my gratitude to Dunsany was overshadowed by my embarrassment at the extravagance of the praise he had given me. Now, when that Preface as well as the stories it introduced belongs to the past, I am able to be wholly grateful to him. Only an extraordinarily generous mind could make the mistake of attributing more merit than it deserved to the work of a young and unknown writer.


Mary Lavin                   

















Preface





I have had the good fortune to have many stories and poems sent to me by young writers. In nearly all of them the ardours of youth showed flashes, some rarely, some frequently, but in only two of them have I felt sure that I was reading the work of a master. And these two great writers, as I believe them to be, both wrote to me by a strange coincidence from the same bank of the same river, the left bank of the Boyne. One of these writers was Francis Ledwidge, who unhappily lived too short a time to do much more than show promise of the great bulk of fine work of which I am sure he was capable. But, although he has not a very large number of readers, that early promise of his has received recognition by lovers of poetry, both in his own country and at the ends of the earth.


I have now the pleasure of introducing another fine writer, Miss Mary Lavin; very different from Francis Ledwidge, except for the same piercing eye, which to Ledwidge revealed the minutest details of Irish hedgerows, with all their flowers and birds, and to Mary Lavin the hearts of women and children and men. Indeed, when I once asked her to meet one or two writers in my house, and when one of them, a professor from Trinity College, afterwards read the only story of hers that as yet had been printed, he realised rather uncomfortably that those searching eyes must have gone right through him; it was rather as though he had come with his pockets full of all sorts of collected objects, and perhaps had a broken rib long ago mended, and had afterwards learned that he had been all the while exposed to the action of X-rays.


I am afraid that there is a tendency among writers, when at last any recognition comes to them, rather to regret the arrival of any new competitor, or at least to expect that competitor shall spend as many weary years on the road to recognition as they were forced to spend themselves. But for my part it is not the writing that so much attracts me, nor the recognition that it may be given at last, but the intrinsic thing, the glittering idea that the writing may make visible. If this glittering idea is seen by myself, I have had all the hard work of hewing it out of the cliffs of dreamland; but if somebody else will lay an idea before me, shining from the page of a book, without my having to toil at it, I feel that I, and everybody else, are very lucky to have it shown to us.


When Ledwidge first brought his work to me I gave him a very little advice, which he immediately profited by, as people do not usually profit by advice. The best thing I did for him was to lend him a copy of Keats; and the great speed with which he seemed to absorb it, and slightly to flavour his work with it, gave me some insight into his enormous powers, which were unhappily never developed. But my first impression when Mary Lavin sent me some of her work, an impression that I have never altered, was that I had no advice whatever to give her about literature; so I have only helped her with her punctuation, which was bad, and with her hyphens, about which she shares the complete ignorance that in the fourth decade of the twentieth century appears to afflict nearly everybody who writes. Only in these trivial matters do I feel I know anything more about writing than Mary Lavin.


I have never had much to do with the classifying of writers, my attitude towards art having always been that of a child to a butterfly rather than that of an entomologist, that is to say, a greater interest in its flashing beauty than in its Latin name; so that others will classify Mary Lavin’s work, if it is necessary for it to be classified. To me she seems reminiscent of the Russians more than of any other school of writers and, with the exception of the gigantic Tolstoy, her searching insight into the human heart and vivid appreciation of the beauty of the fields are worthy in my opinion to be mentioned beside their work. Often, as I read one of her tales, I find myself using superlatives, and then wondering if such praise must not necessarily be mistaken, when applied to the work of a young and quite unknown writer. And yet are not such doubts as these utterly wrong-minded? For if there is no intrinsic thing in any art whatever, irrespective of its date or the name or age of the writer, how then can there be anything in good work at all? How, if we cannot recognise great work when we come across it unexpectedly, have we any right to say that even Shelley or Keats wrote well? Should we not rather say in that case: ‘I have been told they wrote well’? I know people who can never tell a beautiful piece of silverwork or furniture until they have first found out the date of it. If it is over a hundred years old they think it is bound to be good, and if it is made in this century they think it is bound to be bad. Often they are right in both cases, but they have no judgment whatever and, though they are quick to find out the date of a Chippendale chair or the hallmark of a piece of old silver, and will praise their beauty immediately after doing so, nevertheless the emotions that should respond to beauty can only be awakened in them by the aid of a catalogue. That is a very sorry state to be in. Let us therefore always praise intrinsic beauty whenever we see it, without concerning ourselves with irrelevancies, such as the age or name of Mary Lavin, or how on earth she came by her astonishing insight.


But read these stories for yourselves, and see if again and again you do not find sentences which, if they had been translated from the Russian, would make you say that they do indeed show us that those writers understood life. I am reluctant to quote, because anything I would quote lies before you in this book, and because there are quotations which I might make from those tales which would seem to prove my point with almost unnecessary violence. But I suggest that a page should be taken at random from ‘The Green Grave and the Black Grave’ and compared with a random page of any novelist of the present century, to see which page evokes the vividest pictures. I am not, by the way, challenging comparison with Kipling, as he was rather a writer of the last century, which saw his greatest work. After all, writing a story is a matter of acquiring the reader’s interest, and holding it while you tell the story, and making him see what happened. Words that do not make us see what happened are rather like false bank notes: offer them in exchange for thought and they are rejected by the mind as spurious. Many yards of such words are often to be met with, but I do not think that one finds Mary Lavin ever wasting a word.


She tells the stories of quite ordinary lives, the stories of people who many might suppose have no story in all their experience; and when she tells these stories there may be some whose ears, attuned to the modern thriller, may suppose that they are not stories at all. The pivot of one of them, for instance, is where a fly thrown out of a cup of tea, ‘and celebrating his release a little too soon by sitting on a blade of grass rubbing his hands,’ is killed by a small dog. It may seem too tiny a thing to notice, and the man’s life, which turns in another direction from that moment, may seem tiny and unimportant too, to any who may not reflect how hard it is for any of us to say what is important and what is not. Browning speaks of the gnats:






… that carry aloft


The sound they have nursed, so sweet and pure,


Out of a myriad noises soft,


Into a tone that can endure


Amid the noise of a July moon,








and many an ear must miss that tone, and many may miss the work of Mary Lavin. The bold plots and the startling events of the modern thriller are to these tales what a great factory is to the works of a gold watch. Those looking for great engines running at full blast might overlook the delicacy of the machinery of such a watch.


Years hence this preface of mine will seem quite unnecessary. It is only the unimportant circumstance that I was born in the last century, and she in this and that after twenty or thirty years of writing I have a few readers, whereas she at present has none, which accounts for my writing a preface for her instead of asking her to do the same for me. I do not write it because I think there is anything whatever that I can teach her about literature. I merely stand, as it were, at the portals of this book to point within to what you may find for yourselves, and to recommend you to look for it.


Lord Dunsany                   



















Lilacs





‘That dunghill isn’t doing anyone any harm, and it’s not going out of where it is as long as I’m in this house,’ Phelim Mulloy said to his wife Ros, but he threw an angry look at his elder daughter Kate who was standing by the kitchen window with her back turned to them both.


‘Oh Phelim,’ Ros said softly. ‘If only it could be moved somewhere else besides under the window of the room where we eat our bit of food.’


‘Didn’t you just say a minute ago people can smell it from the other end of the town? If that’s the case I don’t see what would be the good in shifting it from one side of the yard to the other.’


Kate could stand no more. ‘What I don’t see is the need in us dealing in dung at all!’


‘There you are! What did I tell you!’ Phelim said, ‘I knew all along that was what was in the back of your minds, both of you! And the one inside there too,’ he added, nodding his head at the closed door of one of the rooms off the kitchen. ‘All you want, the three of you, is to get rid of the dung altogether. Why on earth can’t women speak out – and say what they mean. That’s a thing always puzzled me.’


‘Leave Stacy out of this, Phelim,’ said Ros, but she spoke quietly. ‘Stacy has one of her headaches.’


‘I know she has,’ said Phelim. ‘And I know something else. I know I’m supposed to think it’s the smell of the dung gave it to her. Isn’t that so?’


‘Ah Phelim, that’s not what I meant at all. I only thought you might wake her with your shouting. She could be asleep.’


‘Asleep is it? It’s a real miracle any of you can get a wink of sleep, day or night, with the smell of that poor harmless heap of dung out there, that’s bringing good money to this house week after week.’ He had lowered his voice, but when he turned and looked at Kate it rose again without his noticing. ‘It paid for your education at a fancy boarding school – and for your sister’s too. It paid for your notions of learning to play the piano, and the violin, both of which instruments are rotting away inside in the parlour and not a squeak of a tune ever I heard out of the one or the other of them since the day they came into the house.’


‘We may as well spare our breath, Mother,’ Kate said. ‘He won’t give in, now or ever. That’s my belief.’


‘That’s the truest word that’s ever come out of your mouth,’ Phelim said to her, and stomping across the kitchen he opened the door that led into the yard and went out, leaving the door wide open. Immediately the faint odour of stale manure that hung in the air was enriched by a smell from a load of hot steaming manure that had just been tipped into a huge dunghill from a farm cart that was the first of a line of carts waiting their turn to unload. Ros sighed and went to close the door, but Kate got ahead of her and banged it shut, before going back to the window and taking up her stand there. After a nervous glance at the door of the bedroom that her daughters shared, Ros, too, went over to the window and both women stared out.


An empty cart was clattering out of the yard and Phelim was leading in another from which, as it went over the spud-stone of the gate, a clod or two of dung fell out on the cobbles. The dunghill was nearly filled, and liquid from it was running down the sides of the trough to form pools through which Phelim waded unconcernedly as he forked back the stuff on top to make room for more.


‘That’s the last load,’ Ros said.


‘For this week, you mean,’ Kate said. ‘Your trouble is you’re too soft with him, Mother. You’ll have to be harder on him. You’ll have to keep at him night and day. That is to say if you care anything at all about me and Stacy.’


‘Ah Kate. Can’t you see there’s no use? Can’t you see he’s set in his ways?’


‘All I can see is the way we’re being disgraced,’ Kate said angrily. ‘Last night, at the concert in the Parish Hall, just before the curtain went up I heard the wife of that man who bought the bakehouse telling the person beside her that they couldn’t open a window since they came here with a queer smell that was coming from somewhere, and asking the other person if she knew what it would be. I nearly died of shame, Mother. I really did. I couldn’t catch what answer she got, but after the first item was over, and I could glance back, I saw it was Mamie Murtagh she was sitting beside. And you can guess what that one would be likely to have said! My whole pleasure in the evening was spoiled.’


‘You take things too much to heart, Kate,’ Ros said sadly. ‘There’s Stacy inside there, and it’s my belief she wouldn’t mind us dealing in dung at all if it wasn’t for the smell of it. Only the other day she was remarking that if he’d even clear a small space under the windows we might plant something there that would smell nice. “Just think, Mother,” she said. “Just think if it was a smell of lilac that was coming in to us every time we opened a door or a window.”’


‘Don’t talk to me about Stacy,’ Kate said crossly. ‘She has lilac on the brain, if you ask me. She never stops talking about it. What did she ever do to try and improve our situation?’


‘Ah now Kate, as you know, Stacy is very timid.’


‘All the more reason Father would listen to her, if she’d speak to him. He may not let on to it, but he’d do anything for her.’


Ros nodded.


‘All the same she’d never speak to him. Stacy would never have the heart to cross anyone.’


‘She wouldn’t need to say much. Didn’t you hear him, today, saying he supposed it was the smell of the dung was giving her her headaches? You let that pass, but I wouldn’t – only I know he won’t take any more from me, although it’s me has to listen to her moaning and groaning from the minute the first cart rattles into the yard. How is it that it’s always on a Wednesday she has a headache? And it’s been the same since the first Wednesday we came home from the convent.’ With that last thrust Kate ran into the bedroom and came out with a raincoat. ‘I’m going out for a walk,’ she said, ‘and I won’t come back until the smell of that stuff has died down a bit. You can tell my father that, too, if he’s looking for me.’


‘Wait a minute, Kate. Was Stacy asleep?’ Ros asked


‘I don’t know and I don’t care. She was lying with her face pressed to the wall, like always.’


When Kate went out, Ros took down the tea-caddy from the dresser and put a few pinches of tea from it into an earthenware pot on the hob of the big open fire. Then, tilting the kettle that hung from a crane over the flames, she wet the tea, and pouring out a cup she carried it over to the window and set it to cool on the sill while she went on watching Phelim.


He was a hard man when you went against him, she thought, a man who’d never let himself be thwarted. He was always the same. That being so, there wasn’t much sense in nagging him, she thought, but Kate would never be made see that. Kate was stubborn too.


The last of the carts had gone, and after shutting the gate Phelim had taken a yard-brush and was sweeping up the dung that had been spilled. When he’d made a heap of it, he got a shovel and gathered it up and flung it up on the dunghill. But whether he did it to tidy the yard or not to waste the dung, Ros didn’t know. The loose bits of dung he’d flung up on the top of the trough had dried out, and the bits of straw that were stuck to it had dried out too. They gleamed bright and yellow in a ray of watery sunlight that had suddenly shone forth.


Now that Kate was gone, Ros began to feel less bitter against Phelim. Like herself, he was getting old. She was sorry they had upset him. And while she was looking at him, he laid the yard-brush against the wall of one of the sheds and put his hand to his back. He’d been doing that a lot lately. She didn’t like to see him doing it. She went across to the door and opened it.


‘There’s hot tea in the pot on the hob, Phelim,’ she called out. ‘Come in and have a cup.’ Then seeing he was coming, she went over and gently opened the bedroom door. ‘Stacy, would you he able for a cup of tea?’ she asked, leaning in over the big feather-bed.


Stacy sat up at once.


‘What did he say? Is it going to be moved?’ she asked eagerly.


‘Ssh, Stacy,’ Ros whispered, and then as Stacy heard her father’s steps in the kitchen she looked startled.


‘Did he hear me?’ she asked anxiously.


‘No,’ said Ros, and she went over and drew the curtains to let in the daylight. ‘How is your poor head, Stacy?’


Stacy leaned toward Ros so she could be heard when she whispered. ‘Did you have a word with him, Mother?’


‘Yes,’ said Ros.


‘Did he agree?’ Stacy whispered.


‘No.’


Stacy closed her eyes.


‘I hope he wasn’t upset?’ she said.


Ros stroked her daughter’s limp hair. ‘Don’t you worry anyway, Stacy,’ she said. ‘He’ll get over it. He’s been outside sweeping the yard and I think maybe he has forgotten we raised the matter at all. Anyway, Kate has gone for a walk and I called him in for a cup of tea. Are you sure you won’t let me bring you in a nice hot cup to sip here in the bed?’


‘I think I’d prefer to get up and have it outside, as long as you’re really sure Father is not upset.’


Ros drew a strand of Stacy’s hair back from her damp forehead. ‘You’re a good girl, Stacy, a good, kind creature,’ she said. ‘You may feel better when you’re on your feet. I can promise you there will be no more arguing for the time being anyway. I’m sorry I crossed him at all.’


It was to Stacy Ros turned, a few weeks later, when Phelim was taken bad in the middle of the night with a sharp pain in the small of his back that the women weren’t able to ease, and after the doctor came and stayed with him until the early hours of the morning, the doctor didn’t seem able to do much either. Before Phelim could be got to hospital, he died.


‘Oh Stacy, Stacy,’ Ros cried, throwing herself into her younger daughter’s arms. ‘Why did I cross him over that old dunghill?’


‘Don’t fret, Mother,’ Stacy begged. ‘I never heard you cross him over anything else as long as I can remember. You were always good and kind to him, calling him in out of the yard every other minute for a cup of tea. Morning, noon and night I’d hear your voice, and the mornings the carts came with the dung you’d call him in oftener than ever. I used to hear you when I’d be lying inside with one of my headaches.’


Ros was not to be so easily consoled.


‘What thanks is due to a woman for giving a man a cup of hot tea on a bitter cold day? He was the best man ever lived. Oh why did I cross him?’


‘Ah Mother, it wasn’t only on cold days you were good to him but on summer days too – on every and all kind of days. Isn’t that so, Kate?’ Stacy said, appealing to Kate.


‘You did everything you could to please him, Mother,’ Kate said, but seeing this made no impression on her mother she turned to Stacy. ‘That’s more than could be said about him,’ she muttered.


But Ros heard her.


‘Say no more, you,’ she said. ‘You were the one was always at me to torment him. Oh why did I listen to you? Why did I cross him?’


‘Because you were in the right. That’s why!’ Kate said.


‘Was I?’ Ros said.


Phelim was laid out in the parlour, and all through the night Ros and her daughters sat up in the room with the corpse. The neighbours that came to the house stayed up all night too, but they sat in the kitchen, and kept the fire going and made tea from time to time. Kate and Stacy stared sadly at their dead father stretched out in his shroud, and they mourned him as the man they had known all their lives, a heavy man with a red face whom they had seldom seen out of his big rubber boots caked with muck.


Ros mourned that Phelim too. But she mourned many another Phelim besides. She mourned the Phelim who, up to a little while before, never put a coat on him going out in the raw, cold air, nor covered his head even in the rain. Of course his hair was as thick as thatch! But most of all, she mourned the Phelim whose hair had not yet grown coarse but was soft and smooth as silk, like it was the time he led her in off the road and up a little lane near the chapel one Sunday when he was walking her home from Mass. That was the time when he used to call her by the old name. When, she wondered, when did he stop calling her Rose? Or was it herself gave herself the new name? Perhaps it was someone else altogether, someone outside the family? Just a neighbour maybe? No matter! Ros was a good name anyway, wherever it came from. It was a good name and a suitable name for an old woman. It would have been only foolishness to go on calling her Rose after she faded and dried up like an old twig. Ros looked down at her bony hands and her tears fell on them. But they were tears for Phelim. ‘Rose,’ he said that day in the lane. ‘Rose, I’ve been thinking about ways to make money. And do you know what I found out? There’s a pile of money to be made out of dung.’ Rose thought he was joking. ‘It’s true,’ he said. ‘The people in the town – especially women – would give any money for a bagful of it for their gardens. And only a few miles out from the town there are farmers going mad to get rid of it, with it piling up day after day and cluttering up their farmyards until they can hardly get in and out their own doors! Now, I was thinking, if I got hold of a horse and cart and went out and brought back a few loads of that dung, and if my father would let me store it for a while in our yard, I could maybe sell it to the people in the town.’


‘Like the doctor’s wife,’ Rose said, knowing the doctor’s wife was mad about roses. The doctor’s wife had been seen going out into the street with a shovel to bring back a shoveful of horse manure.


‘That’s right. People like her! And after a while the farmers might deliver the loads to me. I might even pay them a few shillings a load, if I was getting a good price for it. Then if I made as much money as I think I might, maybe soon I’d be able to get a place of my own where I’d have room to store enough to make it a worthwhile business.’ To Rose it seemed an odd sort of way to make money, but Phelim was only eighteen then and probably he wanted to have a few pounds in his pocket while he was waiting for something better. ‘I’m going to ask my father about the storage today,’ he said, ‘and in the afternoon I’m going to get hold of a cart and go out the country and see how I get on.’


‘Is that so?’ Rose said, for want of knowing what else to say.


‘It is,’ said Phelim. ‘And do you know the place I have in mind to buy if I make enough money? I’d buy that place we often looked at, you and me when we were out walking, that place on the outskirts of the town, with a big yard and two big sheds that only need a bit of fixing, to be ideal for my purposes.


‘I think so,’ Rose said. ‘Isn’t there an old cottage there all smothered with ivy?’


‘That’s the very place. Do you remember we peeped in the windows one day last summer. There’s no one living there.’


‘No wonder,’ Rose said.


‘Listen to me, Rose. After I’d done up the sheds,’ Phelim said. ‘I could fix up the cottage too, and make a nice job of it. That’s another thing I wanted to ask you, Rose. How would you like to live in that cottage – after I’d done it up, I mean – with me, I mean?’ he added when he saw he’d startled her. ‘Well Rose, what have you to say to that?’


She bent her head to hide her blushes, and looked down at her small thin-soled shoes that she only wore on a Sunday. Rose didn’t know what to say.


‘Well?’ said Phelim.


‘There’s a very dirty smell off dung,’ she said at last in a whisper.


‘It only smells strong when it’s fresh,’ Phelim said, ‘And maybe you could plant flowers to take away the smell?’


She kept looking down at her shoes.


‘They’d have to be flowers with a strong scent out of them!’ she said – but already she was thinking of how strongly sweet rocket and mignonette perfumed the air of an evening after rain.


‘You could plant all the flowers you liked, you’d have nothing else to do the day long,’ he said. How innocent he was, for all that he was thinking of making big money, and taking a wife. She looked up at him. His skin was as fair and smooth as her own. He was the best looking fellow for miles around. Girls far prettier than her would have been glad to be led up a lane by him, just for a bit of a lark, let alone a proposal – a proposal of marriage. ‘Well, Rose?’ he said, and now there were blushes coming and going in his cheeks too, blotching his face the way the wind blotches a lake when there’s a storm coming. And she knew him well enough, even in those days, to be sure he wouldn’t stand for anyone putting between him and what he was bent on doing. ‘You must know, Rose Magarry, that there’s a lot in the way people look at a thing. When I was a young lad, driving along the country roads in my father’s trap, I used to love looking down at the gold rings of dung dried out by the sun, as they flashed past underneath the horses’ hooves.’


Rose felt like laughing, but she knew he was deadly serious. He wasn’t like anybody else in the world she’d ever known. Who else would say a thing like that? It was like poetry. The sun was spilling down on them and in the hedges little pink dog roses were swaying in a soft breeze.


‘Alright, so,’ she said. ‘I will.’


‘You will? Oh, Rose! Kiss me so!’ he said.


‘Not here Phelim!’ she cried. People were still coming out of the chapel yard and some of them were looking up the lane.


‘Rose Magarry, if you’re going to marry me, you must face up to people and never be ashamed of anything I do,’ he said, and when she still hung back he put out his hand and tilted up her chin. ‘If you don’t kiss me right here and now, Rose, I’ll have no more to do with you.’


She kissed him then.


And now, at his wake, the candle flames were wavering around his coffin the way the dog roses wavered that day in the summer breeze.


Ros shed tears for those little dog roses. She shed tears for the roses in her own cheeks in those days. And she shed tears for the soft young kissing lips of Phelim. Her tears fell quietly, but it seemed to Kate and Stacy that, like rain in windless weather, they would never cease.


When the white light of morning came at last, the neighbours got up and went home to do a few chores of their own and be ready for the funeral. Kate and Stacy got ready too, and made Ros ready. Ros didn’t look much different in black from what she always looked. Neither did Stacy. But Kate looked well in black. It toned down her high colour.


After the funeral Kate led her mother home. Stacy had already been taken home by neighbours, because she fainted when the coffin was being lowered into the ground. She was lying down when they came home. The women who brought Stacey home and one or two other women who had stayed behind after the coffin was carried out, to put the furniture back in place, gave a meal to the family, but these women made sure to leave as soon as possible to let the Mulloys get used to their loss. When the women had gone Stacy got up and came out to join Ros and Kate. A strong smell of guttered-out candles hung in the air and a faint scent of lilies lingered on too.


‘Oh Kate! Smell!’ Stacy cried, drawing in as deep a breath as her thin chest allowed.


‘For Heaven’s sake, don’t talk about smells or you’ll have our mother wailing again and going on about having crossed him over the dunghill,’ Kate said in a sharp whisper.
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