William Trevor

The Ballroom of Romance

ON SuNDAYS, or on Mondays if he couldn’t make it and
often he couldn’t, Sunday being his busy day, Canon
O'Connell arrived at the farm in order to hold a private
service with Bridie’s father, who couldn’t get about any more,
having had a leg amputated after gangrene had set in. They'd
had a pony and cart then and Bridie’s mother had been alive:
it hadn’t been difficult for the two of them to help her father
on to the cart in order to make the journey to Mass. But two
years later the pony had gone lame and eventually had to be
destroyed; not long after that her mother had died. ‘Don’t
worty about it at all,” Canon O’'Connell had said, referring to
the difficulty of transporting her father to Mass. ‘I'll slip up
by the week, Bridie.”

The milk lorry called daily for the single churn of milk,
Mr Driscoll delivered groceries and meal in his van, and took
away the eggs that Bridie had collected during the week.
Since Canon O’'Connell had made his offer, in 1953, Bridie’s
father hadn't left the farm.

As well as Mass on Sundays and her weekiy visits to a
wayside dance-hall Bridie went shopping once every month,
cycling to the town early on a Friday afternoon. She bought
things for herself, material for a dress, knitting wool, stock-
ings, a newspaper, and paper-backed Wild West novels for
her father. She talked in the shops to some of the girls she’d
been at school with, girls who had married shop-assistants or
shopkeepers, or had become assistanis themselves. Most of
them had families of their own by now. ‘You're lucky to be
peaceful in the hills,’ they said to Bridie, ‘instead of stuck in
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a hole like this.” They had a tired look, most of them

pregnancies and their efforts to organize and controj
large families.

surprising that they should do so. If it hadn’t be
father she’d have wanted to work in the town a

cinema called the Electric, and a fish-and-chi
people met at night, eating chips out of n

with her father, she often thought about the town, imagining
the shop-windows lit up to display their goods and

sweet-shops still open 5o that people could purchase choc-
olates or fruit to take with them to the Electric cinema But
the town was eleven miles away, which was too far to c.ycle"-
there and back, for an evening’s entertainment, "

‘I't’s a terrible thing for you, girl,” her father used to say,

g'enumely troubled, ‘tied up to a one-legged man.’ He woul'd’[
sigh heavily, hobbling back from the fields, where he man-
aged as best he could. ‘If your mother hadn’t died.” he |
not finishing the sentence. ’

If her mother hadn’t died her mother could have looked
after him and the scant acres he owned, her mother could
‘somehow have lifted the milk-churn on to the collection
platforn:t and attended to the few hens and the cows. ‘T'd be
deafl without the girl to assist me,’ she’d heard her father
saying to Canon O’Connell, and Canon OConnell lied
l:hat’he was certainly lucky to have her, -
" Amn’t I as happy here as anywhere?’ she’d say herself,
’ t her father knew she was pretending and was saddened
“:cua:u}.:.:r E .welght of cxrcgmstances had so harshly interfered -

. Alt?\ough her father still called her a girl, Bridie was
:urty-mx. She was tall and strong: the skin of her fingers and
er palms were stained, and harsh to touch. The labour

“d say,
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As she cycled back to the hills on a Friday Bridj
: y Bridie often
felt that they truly envied her her life, and she found it

en for her .
' Iso, in the
tinned-meat factory maybe, or in a shop. The town had 5
P shop where
: ewspaper on the
pavement outside. In the evenings, sitting in the I;armhouﬂg
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they’d experienced had found its way into them, as thoug'h
juices had come out of vegetation and pigment out of soil:
since childhood she’d torn away the rough scotch grass that
grew each spring among her father’s mangolds and sugar
peet; since childhood she'd harvested potatoes in August,
her hands daily rooting in the ground she loosened and
turned. Wind had toughened the flesh of her face, sun had
browned it; her neck and nose were Jean, her lips, touched
with early wrinkles.

But on Saturday nights Bridie forgot the scotch grass and

the soil. In different dresses she cycled to the dance-hall,
encouraged to make the journey by her father. ‘Doesn’t it do
you good, girl?’ he’d say, as though he imagined she

begrudged herself the pleasure. “Why wouldn’t you enjoy
yourself?” She’d cook him his tea and then he'd settle dov\.rn
with the wireless, or maybe a Wild West novel. In time, while
otill she danced, he’d stoke the fire up and hobble his way
upstairs to bed. ‘

The dance-hall, owned by Mr Justin Dwyer, was miles
from anywhere, a lone building by the roadside with treeless
boglands all around and a gravel expanse in front of it. On
pink pebbled cement its title was painted in an azure blue
that matched the depth of the background shade yet stood
out well, unfussily proclaiming The Ballroom of Romance.
Above these letters four coloured bulbs — in red, green,
orange and mauve — were lit at appropriate times, an indica-
tion that the evening rendezveous was open for business.
Only the fagade of the building was pink, the other walls
being a more ordinary grey. And inside, except for pink
swing-doors, everything was blue.

On Saturday nights Mr Justin Dwyer, a small, thin man,
unlocked the metal grid that protected his property and drew
it back, creating an open mouth from which music would
later pour. He helped his wife to carry crates of lemonade
and packets of biscuits from their car, and then took up’a
position in the tiny vestibule between the drawn-back grid

189




William Trevor

and the pink swing-doors. He sat at a card-table, with money
and tickets spread out before him. He'd made a fortune,
people said: he owned other ballrooms also.

People came on bicycles or in old motor-cars, country
people like Bridie from remote hill farms and villages. People
who did not often see other people met there, girls and boys,
men and women. They paid Mr Dwyer and passed into his
dance-hall, where shadows were cast on pale-blue walls and
light from a crystal bowl was dim. The band, known as the
Romantic Jazz Band, was composed of clarinet, drums and
piano. The drummer sometimes sang.

Bridie had been going to the dance-hall since first she left
the Presentation Nuns, before her mother’s death. She didn't
mind the journey, which was seven miles there and seven
back: she’d travelled as far every day to the Presentation
Nuns on the same bicycle, which had once been the property
of her mother, an old Rudge purchased originally in 1936. On
Sundays she cycled six miles to Mass, but she never minded
either: she’d grown quite used to all that.

‘How're you, Bridie?” inquired Mr Justin Dwyer when
she arrived in a new scarlet dress one autumn evening, She
said she was all right and in reply to Mr Dwyer’s second
query she said that her father was all right also. ‘I'll go up
one of these days,” promised Mr Dwyer, which was a promise
he’d been making for twenty years.

She paid the entrance fee and passed through the pink
swing-doors. The Romantic Jazz Band was playing a familiar
melody of the past, ‘The Destiny Waltz’. In spite of the band’s
title, jazz was not ever played in the ballroom: Mr Dwyer did
not personally care for that kind of music, nor had he cared
for various dance movements that had come and gone over

the years. Jiving, rock and roll, twisting and other such -

- variations had all been resisted by Mr Dwyer, who believed
that a ballroom should be, as much as possible, a dignified
place. The Romantic Jazz Band consisted of Mr Maloney, Mr
Swanton, and Dano Ryan on drums. They were three middle-
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aged men who drove out from the town in Mr Maloney’s car,
amateur performers who were employed otherwise by the
tinned-meat factory, the Electricity Supply Board and the
County Council.

‘How're you, Bridie?” inquired Dano Ryan as she passed
him on her way to the cloakroom. He was idle for a moment
with his drums. ‘The Destiny Waltz’ not calling for much
attention from him.

‘I'm all right, Dano,” she said. ‘Are you fit yourself? Are
the eyes better?” The week before he’d told her that he’d
developed a watering of the eyes that must have been some
kind of cold or other. He’d woken up with it in the morning
and it had persisted until the afterncon: it was a new
experience, he'd told her, adding that he’d never had a day’s
illness or discomfort in his life.

/I think I need glasses,” he said now, and as she passed
into the doakroom she imagined him in glasses, repairing the
roads, as he was employed to do by the County Council. You
hardly ever saw a road-mender with glasses, she reflected,
and she wondered if all the dust that was inherent in his
work had perhaps affected his eyes.

‘How're you, Bridie?” a girl called Eenie Mackie said in
the cloakroom, a girl who'd left the Presentation Nuns only a
year ago.

‘That's a lovely dress, Eenie,” Bridie said. ‘Is it nylon,
that?” '

“Tricel actually. Drip-dry.’ -

Bridie took off her coat and hung it on & hook. There was
a small washbasin in the cloakroom above which hung a
discoloured oval mirror. Used tissues and pieces of cotton-
wool, cigarette-butts and matches covered the concrete floos.
Lengths of green-painted timber partitioned off a lavatory in
a corner. :

‘Jeez, you're looking great, Bridie,”, Madge Dowdi
remarked, waiting for her turn at the mirror. She moved
towards it as she spoke, taking off a pair of spectacles before
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endeavouring to apply make-up to the lashes of her eye. She
stared myopically into the oval mirror, humming while the
other girls became restive.

‘Will you hurry up, for God's sake!’ shouted Eenie
Mackie. ‘We're standing here all night, Madge.”

Madge Dowding was the only one who was older than
Bridie. She was thirty-nine, although often she said she was
younger. The girls sniggered about that, saying that Madge
Dowding should accept her condition — her age and her
squint and her poor complexion - and not make herself
ridiculous going out after men. What man would be bothered
with the like of her anyway? Madge Dowding would do
better to give herself over to do Saturday-night work for the
L:eig?wn of Mary: wasn't Canon O’Connell always looking for
ai

Is that fellow there?’ she asked now, moving away from
the mirror. ‘The guy with the long arms. Did anyone see him
outside?’

‘He’s dancing with Cat Bolger,’ one of the girls replied.
‘She has herself glued to him.’

‘Lover boy,’ remarked Patty Byrne, and everyone

laughed because the person referred to was hardly a boy any
more, being over fifty it was said, a bachelor who came only
occasionally to the dance-hall.
' Madge Dowding left the cloakroom rapldly, not bother-
Ing to pretend she wasn’t anxious about the conjunction of
Cat Bolger and the man with the long arms. Two sharp spots
of red had come into her cheeks, and when she stumbled in
her haste the girls in the cloakroom laughed. A younger gitl
would have pretended to be casual.

Bridie chatted, waiting for the mirror. Some girls, not
wishing to be delayed, used the mirrors of their compacts.
Then in twos and threes, occasionally singly, they left the
cloakroom and took their places on upright wooden chairs at
one end of the dance-hall, waiting to be asked to dance. Mr
Maloney, Mr Swanton and Dano Ryan played ‘Harvest
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Moon’ and ‘I Wonder Who's Kissing Her Now” and ‘I'll Be

Around.

Bridie danced. Her father would be falling asleep by the
fire; the wireless, tuned in to Radio Eireann, would be
murmuring in the background. Already he’d have listened to
Eaith and Order and Spot the Talent. His Wild West novel, Three
Rode Fast by Jake Matall, would have dropped from his single
knee on to the flagged floor. He would wake with a jerk as
he did every night and, forgetting what night it was, might
be surprised not to see her, for usuaily she was sitting there
at the table, mending clothes or washing eggs. ‘I8 it time for
the news?’ he’d automatically say.

Dust and cigarette smoke formed a haze beneath the
crystal bowl, feet thudded, girls shrieked and laughed, some
of them dancing together for want of a male partner. The
music was loud, the musicians had taken off their jackets.
Vigorously they played a number of tunes from State Fair and
then, more romantically, ‘Just'One of Those Things’. The
tempo increased for a Paul Jones, after which Bridie found
herself with a youth who told her he was saving up to
emigrate, the nation in his opinion being finished. ‘I'm up in
the hills with the uncle,” he said, ‘labouring fourteen hours a
day. Is it any life for a young fellow?’ She knew his uncle, a
hill farmer whose stony acres were separated.from her
father’s by one other farm only. ‘He has me gutted with
work,” the youth told her. ‘Is there sense in it at all, Bridie?’

At ten o'clock there was a stir, occasioned by the arrival
of three middle-aged bachelors who'd cycled over from
Carey’s public house. They shouted and whistled, greeting
other people across the dancing area. They smelt of stout and
sweat and whiskey.

Every Saturday at just this time they arrived, and, having
sold them their tickets, Mr Dwyer folded up his card-table
and locked the tin box that held the evening’s takings: his
ballroom was complete.

‘How’re you, Bridie?” one of the bachelors, known as
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Bowser Egan, inquired. Another one, Tim Daly, asked Patty -

Byrne how she was. “Will we take the floor?” Eyes Horgan
suggested to Madge Dowding, already pressing the front of

his navy-blue suit against the net of her dress. Bridie danced

with Bowser Egan, who said she was looking great.

The bachelors would never marry, the girls of the dance-
hall considered: they were wedded already, to stout and
whiskey and laziness, to three old mothers somewhere up in
the hills. The man with the long arms didn’t drink but he
was the same in all other ways: he had the same look of a
bachelor, a quality in his face.

‘Great,” Bowser Egan said, feather-stepping in an inaccur-
ate and inebriated manner. “Youre a great little dancer
Bridie. o

‘Will you lay off that!" cried Madge Dowding, her voice
shrill above the sound of the music. Eyes Horgan had slipped
?wo fingers into the back of her dress and was now pretend-
ing they’d got there by accident. He smiled blearily, his huge
r(?d face streaming with perspiration, the eyes which gave
him his nickname protuberant and bloodshot.

‘Watch your step with that one,” Bowser Egan called out,
laughing so that spittle sprayed on to Bridie's face. Eenie’
Mackie, who was also dancing near the incident, laughed
also and winked at Bridie. Dano Ryanleft his drums and
sang. ‘Oh, how I miss your gentle kiss,” he crooned, ‘and

long to hold you tight.’ '

Nobody knew the name of the man with the long arms.
The only words he’d ever been known to speak in the
l?a]lmom of Romance were the words that formed his invita-
tion to dance. He was a shy man who stood alone when he
wasn't performing on the dance-floor. He rode away on his
bicycle afterwards, not saying good-night to anyone. .

‘Cat has your man leppin’ tonight,” Tim Daly remarked
to Patty Bymne, for the liveliness-that Cat Bolger had intro-
duce;:l it;;lto foxtrot and waltz was noticeable.

T think of you only,” sang Dano Ryan. ‘On ishi
wishing you were by myysicle.' ¢ yar. “Only wishing.
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Dano Ryan would have dome, Bridie often thought,
because he was a different kind of bachelor: he had a lonely
look about him, as if he’d become tired of being on his own.
Every week she thought he would have done, and during the
week her mind regularly returned to that thought. Dano
Ryan would have done because she felt he wouldn’t mind
coming to live in the farmhouse while her one-legged father
was still about the place. Three could live as cheaply as two
where Dano Ryan was concerned because giving up the
wages he earned as a road-worker would be balanced by the
saving made on what he paid for lodgings. Once, at the end
of an evening, she’d pretended that there was a puncture in
the back wheel of her bicycle and he’d concerned himself
with it while Mr Maloney and Mr Swanton waited for him in
Mr Maloney’s car. He'd blown the tyre up with the car pump
and had said he thought it would hold.

It was well known in the dance-hall that she fancied her
chances with Dano Ryan. But it was well known also that
Dano Ryan had got into a set way of life and had remained
in it for quite some years. He lodged with a widow called
Mrs Griffin and Mrs Griffin’s mentally affected son, in a
cottage on the outskirts of the town. He was said to be good
to the affected child, buying him sweets and taking him out
for rides on the crossbar of his bicycle. He gave an hour or
two of his time every week to the Church of Our Lady Queen
of Heaven, and he was loyal to Mr Dwyer. He performed in
the two other rural dance-halls that Mr Dwyer owned,
rejecting advances from the town’s more sophisticated dance-
hall, even though it was more conveniently situated for him
and the fee was more substantial than that paid by Mr Dwyer.
But Mr Dwyer had discovered Dano Ryan and Dano had not
forgotten it, just as Mr Maloney and Mr Swanton had not
forgotten their discovery by Mr Dwyer either.

‘Would we take a lemonade? Bowser Egan suggested.
‘And a packet of biscuits, Bridie?”

No alcoholic liquor was ever served in the Ballroom of
Romance, the premises not being licensed for this added
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stimulant. Mr Dwyer in fact had never sought a licence for
any of his premises, knowing that romance and alcoho} wery'
difficult commodities to mix, especially in a dignified ba]).:
room. Behind where the girls sat on the wooden chairs M,g
Dwyer's wife, 2 small stout woman, served the bottlesof-
lemonade, with straws, and the biscuits, and crisps. She
talked busily while doing s0, mainly about the turkeys she
kept. She’d once told Bridie that she thought of them ag
children. .
‘Thanks,” Bridie said, and Bowser Egan led her to the.
trestle table. Soon it would be the intermission: soon the:
three members of the band would cross the floor also for,
refreshment. She thought up questions to ask Dano Ryan. . e
When first she’d danced in the Ballroom of Romance,
when she was just sixteen, Dano Ryan had been there alsg;
four years older than she was, playing the drums for Mr.
Maloney as he played them now. She’d hardly noticed him
then because of his not being one of the dancers: he was parl;
of the ballroom’s scenery, like the trestle table and. thée
lemonade bottles, and Mrs Dwyer and Mr Dwyer. The youths
who'd danced with her then in their Saturday-night blue
suits had later disappeared into the town, or to Dublin or
Britain, leaving behind them those who became the middle-
aged bachelors of the hills. There’d been a boy called Patrick
Grady whom she had loved in those days. Week after week -
she’d ridden away from the Ballroom of Romance with the
image of his face in her mind, a'thin face, pale beneath black
hair. It bad been different, dancing with Patrick Grady, and
she’d felt that he found it different dancing with her,
although he’d never said so. At night she’d dreamed of him
and in the daytime too, while she helped her mother in the
kitchen or her father with the cows. Week by week she’d
returned to the ballroom, delighting in its pink fagade and
dancing in the arms of Patrick Grady. Often they’d stood
Fogether drinking lemonade, not saying anything, not know-
ing what to say. She knew he loved her, and she believed
then that he would lead her one day from the dim, romantic
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ballroom, from its blueness and its pinkness and its crystal
bowl of light and its music. She believed he would lead her
into sunshine, to the town and the Church of Our Lady
Queen of Heaven, to marriage and smiling faces. But some-
one else had got Patrick Grady, a girl from the town who’d
never danced in the wayside ballroom. She'd scooped up
Patrick Grady when he didn’t have a chance.

Bridie had wept, hearing that. By night she’d lain in her
bed in the farmhouse, quietly crying, the tears rolling into
her hair and making the pillow damp. When she woke in the
early morning the thought was still naggingly with her and it
remained with her by day, replacing her daytime dreams of
happiness. Someone told her later on that he’d crossed to
Britain, to Wolverhampton, with the girl he’d married, and
she imagined him there, in a place she wasn’t able properly
to visualize, labouring in a factory, his children being born
and acquiring the accent of the area. The Ballroom of
Romance wasn't the same without him, and when no one
eise stood out for her particularly over the years and when
no one offered her marriage, she found herself wondering
about Dano Ryan. If you couldn’t have love, the next best
thing was surely a decent man.

Bowser Egan hardly fell into that category, nor did Tim
Daly. And it was plain to everyone that Cat Bolger and
Madge Dowding were wasting their time over the man with
the long arms. Madge Dowding was already a figure of fun
in the ballroom, the way she ran after the bachelors; Cat
Bolger would end up the same if she wasn’t careful. One way
or another it wasn't difficult to be a figure of fun in the
ballroom, and you didn't have to be as old as Madge
Dowding: a girl who'd just left the Presentation Nuns had
once asked Eyes Horgan what he had in his trouser pocket
and he told her it was .a penknife. She'd repeated this
afterwards in the cloakroom, how she’d requested Eyes
Horgan not to dance s0 close to her because his penknife was
sticking in her. ‘Jeez, aren’t you the right baby!’ Paity Byme
had shouted delightedly; everyone had laughed, knowing
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that Eyes Horgan only came to the ballroom for sh.lff like

that. He was no use to any girl.

‘Two lemonades, Mrs Dwyer,” Bowser Egan said, ‘and
mOpacketsofKerryCreams.IsKerryCmmsallnght
Bridie?’

. She nodded, smiling. Kerry Creams would be fine, she

“Well, Bridie, isnt that the great outfit you have! Mrs
Dwyer remarked. ‘Doesn’t the red suit her, Bowser?

By the swing-doors stood Mr Dwyer, smoking a cigarette
that he held cupped in his left hand. His small eyes noted all
developments. He had been aware of Madge Dowding’s
anxiety when Eyes Horgan had inserted two fingers info the
back opening of her dress. He had looked away, not caring
for the incident, but had it developed further he would have
spoken to Eyes Horgan, as he had on other occasions. Some
of the younger lads didn’t know any better and would dance
very close to their partners, who generally were too embar-
rassed to do anything about it, being young themselves. But
that, in Mr Dwyer’s opinion, was a different kettle of fish
altogether because they were decent young lads who'd in no
time at all be doing a steady line with a girl and would end
up as he had himself with Mrs Dwyer, in the same house
with her, sleeping in a bed with her, firmly married. It was
the middle-aged bachelors who required the watching: they
came down from the hills like mountain goats, released from
their mamumies and from the smell of animals and soil. Mr
Dwyer continued to watch Eyes Horgan, wondering how
drunk he was.

Danc Ryan’s song came to an end, Mr Swanton laid
down his clarinet, Mr Maloney rose from the piano. Dano

Ryan wiped sweat from his face and the three men slowly

moved towards Mrs Dwyer’s trestle table.

‘Jeez, you have powerful legs,” Eyes Horgan whispered
to Madge Dowding, but Madge Dowding’s attention was on
the man with the long arms, who had left Cat Bolger’s side

and was proceeding in the direction of the men’s lavatory.
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He never took refreshments. She moved, herself, towards
the men’s lavatory, to take up a position outside it, but Eyes
Horgan followed her. ‘Would you take a lemonade, Madge?’
he asked. He had a small bottle of whiskey on him: if they
went into a comner they could add a drop of it to the
lemonade. She didn’t drink spirits, she reminded him, and
he went away.

‘Excuse me a minute,” Bowser Egan said, putting down
his bottle of lemonade. He crossed the floor to the lavatory.
He tco, Bridie knew, would have a small bottle of whiskey
on him. She watched while Dano Ryan, listening to a story
Mr Maloney was telling paused in the centre of the ballroom,
his head bent to hear what was being said. He was a big
man, heavily made, with black hair that was slightly touched
with grey, and big hands. He laughed when Mr Maloney
came to the end of his story and then bent his head again, in
order to listen to a story told by Mr Swanton.

‘Are you on your own, Bridie?” Cat Bolger asked, and
Bridie said she was waiting for Bowser Egan. T think I'll have
a lemonade,” Cat Bolger said.

Younger boys and girls stood with their arms stilt around
one another, queuing up for refreshments. Boys who hadn’t
danced at all, being nervous because they didn't know any
steps, stood in groups, smoking and making jokes. Girls who
hadn’t been danced with yet talked to one another, their eyes
wandering. Some of them sucked at straws in lemonade
bottles. _

Bridie, still watching Dano Ryan, imagined him wearing
the glasses he'd referred to, sitting in the farmhouse kitchen,
reading one of her father’s Wild West novels. She imagined
the three of them eating a meal she’d prepared, fried eggs
and rashers and fried potato-cakes, and tea and bread and
butter and jam, brown bread and soda and shop bread. She
imagined Dano Ryan leaving the kitchen in the moming to
go out to the fields in order to weed the mangolds, and her
father hobbling off behind him, and the two men working
together. She saw hay being cut, Dano Ryan with the scythe
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that she’d learned to use herself, her father using a rake
best he could. She saw herself, because of the extra helas
being able to attend to things in the farmhouse, things she'r:i
never had time for because of the cows and the hens and the
fields. There were bedroom curtains that needed repairin
where the net had ripped, and wallpaper that had beoomg
loose and needed to be stuck up with flour paste. The scull
required whitewashing. i

The night he’d blown up the tyre of her bicycle she'd
thought he was going to kiss her. He’d crouched on the
ground in the darkness with his ear to the tyre, listening for
escaping air. When he could hear none he'd straighted up
and said he thought she’d be all right on the bicycle. His face
had been quite close to hers and she’d smiled at him. At that
moment, unfortunately, Mr Maloney had blown an impatient
blast on the horn of his motor-car. '

Often she’d been kissed by Bowser Egan, on the nights
when he insisted on riding part of the way home with her,

They had to dismount in order to push their bicycles up a hill
and the first time he’d accompanied her he’d contrived to fall
against her, steadying himself by putting a hand on her
shoulder. The next thing she was aware of was the moist
quality of his lips and the sound of his bicycle as it clattered
noisily on the road. He'd suggested then, regaining his
breath, that they should go into a field.

. That was nine years ago. In the intervening passage of
time she’d been kissed as well, in similar circumstances, by
Eyes Horgan and Tim Daly. She’d gone into fields with them
and permitted them to put their arms about her while heavily
they breathed. At one time or another she had imagined
marriage with one or other of them, seeing them in the

farmhouse with her father, even though the fantasies were -

unlikely.

Brinflie stood with Cat Bolger, knowing that it would be
Some time before Bowser Egan came out of the lavatory.
Mr Maloney, Mr Swanton and Dano Ryan approached, Mr
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Maloney insisting that he would fetch three bottles of lemon-

ade from the trestle table.

“You sang the last one beautifully,’ Bridie said to Dano
Ryan. ‘Isn’t it a beautiful song?’ '

Mr Swanton said it was the finest song ever written, and
Cat Bolger said she preferred ‘Danny Boy’, which in her
opinion was the finest song ever written.

‘Take a suck of that,’ said Mr Maloney, handing Dano
Ryan and Mr Swanton bottles of lemonade. ‘How’s Bridie
tonight? Is your father well, Bridie?’

Her father was all right, she said.

[ hear they’re starting a cement factory,” said Mr Malo-
ney. ‘Did anyone hear talk of that? They're after striking
some commodity in the earth that makes good cement. Ten
feet down, over at Kilmalough.’

‘Itll bring employment,” said Mr Swanton. ‘It's employ-
ment that's necessary in this area.’

‘Canon O’'Connell was on about it/ Mr Maloney said.
‘There’s Yankee money involved.’

‘Will the Yanks come over? inquired Cat Bolger. ‘Will
they run it themselves, Mr Maloney?’

Mr Maloney, intent on his lemonade, didnt hear the
questions and Cat Bolger didn’t repeat them.

‘“There’s stuff called Optrex,’ Bridie said quietly to Dano
Ryan, ‘that my father took the time he had a cold in his eyes.
Maybe Optrex would settle the watering, Dano.’

' Ah sure, it doesn’t worry me that much—" -

‘I's terrible, anything wrong with the eyes. You wouldn't
want to take a chance. You'd get Optrex in a chemist, Dano,
and a little bow! with it so that you can bathe the eyes.’

Her father’s eyes had become red-rimmed and unsightly
1o look at. She’d gone into Riordan’s Medical Hall in the town
and had explained what the trouble was, and Mr Riordan
had recommended Optrex. She told this to DPano Ryan,
adding that her father had had no irouble with his eyes since.

Dano Ryan nodded.
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‘Did you hear that, Mrs Dwyer?’ Mr Maloney called out.
‘A cement factory for Kilmalough.’

Mrs Dwyer wagged her head, placing empty boﬂles ina
crate. She’d heard references to the cement'factory, she said:
it was the best news for a long time.

‘Kilmalough won't know itself, her husband com-
mented, joining her in hér task with the empty lemonade
bottles.

""Twill bring prosperity certainly,” said Mr Swanton. 1
was saying just there, Justin, that employment’s what's
necessary.’

‘Sure, won’t the Yanks—' began Cat Bolger, but Mr
Maloney interrupted her.

"The Yanks'll be at the top, Cat, or maybe not here at all

-~ maybe only inserting money into it. It'll be local labour

entirely.’ _

“Youll not marry a Yank, Cat,” said Mr Swanton, loudly
laughing. "You cant't catch those fellows.’

‘Haven’t you plenty of homemade bachelors?’ suggested
Mr Maloney. He laughed also, throwing away the straw he
was sucking through and tipping the bottle into his mouth.
Cat Bolger told him to get on with himself. She moved
towards the men's lavatory and took up a position outside it,
not speaking to Madge Dowding, who was still standing
there.

‘Keep a watch on Eyes Horgan,” Mrs Dwyer warned her
husband, which was advice she gave him at this time every
Saturday night, knowing that Eyes Horgan was drinking in
the lavatory. When he was drunk Eyes Horgan was the most
difficult of the bachelors.

‘T have a drop of it left, Dano,” Bridie said quietly. ’I could

bring it over on Saturday. The eye stuff.’
‘Ah, don’t worry yourself, Bridie—’
‘No trouble at all. Honestly now—'
‘Mrs Griffin has me fixed up for a test with Dr Cready:.

The old eyes are no worry, only when I'm reading the paper
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or at the pictures. Mrs Griffin says I'm only straining them
due to lack of glasses.”

He looked away while he said that, and she knew at once
that Mrs Griffin was arranging to marry him. She felt it
instinctively: Mrs Griffin was going to marry him because she
was afraid that if he moved away from her cottage, to get
rmarried to someone else, she’d find it hard to replace him
with another lodger who’d be good to her affected son. He'd
become a father to Mrs Griffin's affected son, to whom
already he was kind. It was a natural outcome, for Mrs Griffin
had all the chances, seeing him every night and morning and
not having to make do with weekly encounters in a balirocom.

She thought of Patrick Grady, seeing in her mind his
pale, thin face. She might be the mother of four of his chil-
dren now, or seven or eight maybe. She might be living in
Wolverhampton. Going out to the pictures in the evenings,
instead of looking after a one-legged man. If the weight of
circumstances hadn’t intervened she wouldn’t be standing
in a wayside ballroom, mourning the marriage of a road-
mender she didn’t love. For a moment she thought she might
cry, standing there thinking of Patrick Grady in Wolverhamp-
ton. In her life, on the farm and in the house, there was no

. place for tears. Tears were a luxury, like flowers would be

in the fields where the mangolds grew, or fresh whitewash in
the scullery. It wouldn’t have been fair ever to have wept
in the kitchen while her father sat listening to Spot the Talent:
her father had more right to weep, having lost a leg. He
suffered in a greater way, yet he remained kind and concerned
for her.

In the Ballroom of Romance she felt behind her eyes the
tears that it would have been improper to release in the
presence of her father. She wanted to let them go, to feel
them streaming on her cheeks, to receive the sympathy of
Dano Ryan and of everyone else. She wanted them all to
listen to her while she told them about Patrick Grady who
was now in Wolverhampton and about the death of her
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‘mother and her own life since. She wanted Dano Ryan to put

his arm around her so that she could lean her head against jt, -

Sh-e wanted him to look at her in his decent way and to stroke
Wl.th his road-mender’s fingers the backs of her hands. She
might wake in a bed with him and imagine for a moment that
he was Patrick Grady. She might bathe his eyes and pretend,

‘Back to business,” said Mr Maloney, leading his band
across the floor to their instruments.

‘Tell your father I was asking for him,” Dano Ryan said.
She smiled and she promised, as though nothing had hap-
pened, that she would tell her father that.

She danced with Tim Daly and then again with the youth
who'd said he intended to emigrate. She saw Madge Dowd-
ing moving swiftly towards the man with the long arms as he
came out of the lavatory, moving faster than Cat Bolger. Eyes
Horgan approached Cat Bolger. Dancing with her, he spoke
eamestly, attempting to persuade her to permit him to ride
part of the way home with her. He was unaware of the
jealousy that was coming from her as she watched Madge
‘[:ohv;edmtfe hold;ztflg close to her the man with the long arms

ormed a qui i
while th ]s‘y)pe quickstep. Cat Bolger was- in her

‘Get away out of that,’ said Bowser Egan, cutting in on
the youth who was dancing with Bridie. “Go home to your
mammy, boy.” He took her into his arms, saying again that
she was looking great tonight. ‘Did you hear about the
cement factory?” he said. ‘Isn’t it great for Kilmalough?’
had Sh?dagmr:edﬁshe said what Mr Swanton and Mr Maloney

said: that the cement f i
the neighbourhood, ctory would bring employment t

‘Will I ride home with you a bit, Bridie?” Bowser Egan
suggested, and she pretended not to hear him. “Aren’t you
my girl, Bridie, and always have been?’ he said, a statement
that made no sense at all.

His voice went on whispering at her, saying he would
marry her tomorrow only his mother wouldnt permit
another woman in the house. She knew what it was like
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herself, he reminded her, having a parent to look after: you
couldn’t leave them to rot, you had to honour your father
and your mother.

She danced to ‘The Bells Are Ringing’, moving her legs
in time with Bowser Egan’s while over his shoulder she
watched Dano Ryan softly striking one of his smaller drums.
Mirs Griffin had got him even though she was nearly fifty,
with no looks at all, a lumpish woman with lumpish legs and
arms. Mrs Griffin had got him just as the girl had got Patrick
Grady.

The music ceased, Bowser Egan held her hard against
him, trying to touch her face with his. Around them, people
whistled and clapped: the evening had come to an end. She
walked away from Bowser Egan, knowing that not ever again
would she dance in the Ballroom of Romance. She’d been a
figure of fun, trying to promote a relationship with a middie-
aged County Council labourer, as ridiculous as Madge Dowd-
ing dancing on beyond her time.

‘Fm waiting outside for you, Cat, Eyes Horgan called
out, lighting a cigarette as he made for the swing-doors.

Already the man with the long anmns - made long, so they
said, from carrying rocks off his land — had left the ballroom.
Others were moving briskly. Mr Dwyer was tidying the
chairs.

In the cloakroom the girls put on their coats and said
they’d see one another at Mass the next day. Madge Dowding
hurried. ‘Are you OK, Bridie?” Patty Byrne asked and Bridie
said she was. She smiled at little Patty Byrne, wondering if a
day would come for the younger girl also, if one day she’d
decide that she was a figure of fun in a wayside ballroom.

‘Good-night so,” Bridie said, leaving the cloakroom, and
the girls who were still chatting there wished her good-night.
Outside the cloakroom she paused for a moment. Mr Dwyer
was still tidying the chairs, picking up empty lemonade
bottles from the floor, setting the chairs in a neat row. His
wife was sweeping the floor. ‘Good-night, Bridie,” Mr Dwyer
said. ‘Good-night, Bridie,” his wife said.
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Extra lights had been switched on so that the Dwyers
could see what they were doing. In the glare the blue walls
of the ballroom seemed tatty, marked with hair-oil where
men had leaned against them, inscribed with names and
initials and hearts with arrows through them. The crystal
bowl gave out a light that was ineffective in the glare; the
bowl was broken here and there, which wasn’t noticeable
when the other lights weren’t on.

: ‘Good-night so,” Bridie said to the Dwyers. She passed
through the swing-doors and descended the three concrete
steps on the gravel expanse in front of the ballroom. People
were gathered on the gravel, talking in groups, standing with
their bicycles. She saw Madge Dowding going off with Tim
Daly. A youth rode away with a gitl on the crossbar of his
bicycle. The engines of motor-cars started.

‘Good-night, Bridie,” Dano Ryan said.

‘Good-night, Danwo,’ she said.

She walked across the gravel towards her bicycle, hearing
Mr Maloney, somewhere behind her, repeating that no
matter how you looked at it the cement factory would be a
great thing for Kilmalough. She heard the bang of a car door
and knew it was Mr Swanton banging the door of Mr
Maloney’s car because he always gave it the same loud bang.
Two other doors banged as she reached her bicycle and then
the engine started up and the headlights went on. She
touched the two tyres of the bicycle to make certain she
hadn’t a puncture. The wheels of Mr Maloney’s car traversed
the gravel and were silent when they reached the road.

‘Good-night, Bridie,’ someone called, and she replied,
pushing her bicycle towards the road. '

‘Will I ride a little way with you?’ Bowser Egan asked.

‘They rode together and when they arrived at the hill for
!Nh.lch it was necessary to dismount she looked back and saw
in the distance the four coloured bulbs that decorated the
fagade of the Ballroom of Romance. As she watched, the lights
went out, and she imagined Mr Dwyer pulling the metal grid
across the front of his property and locking the two padiocks
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that secured it. His wife would be waiting with the evening’s
takings, sitting in the front of their car.

D'you know what it is, Bridie,” said Bowser Egan, ‘you
were never looking better than tonight” He took from a
pocket of his suit the small bottle of whiskey he had. He
uncorked it and drank some and then handed it to her. She
took it and drank. ‘Sure, why wouldn’t you?” he said,
surprised to see her drinking because she never had in his
company before. It was an unpleasant taste, she considered,
a taste she’d experienced only twice before, when she’d taken
whiskey as a remedy for toothache. ‘What harm would it do
you?’ Bowser Egan said as she raised the bottle again to her
lips. He reached out a hand for it, though, suddenly con-
cerned lest she should consume a greater share than he
wished her to.

She watched him drinking more expertly than she had.
He would always be drinking, she thought. He'd be lazy and
useless, sitting in the kitchen with the Irish Press. He'd waste
money buying a secondhand motor-car in otder to drive into
the town to go to the public houses on fair-days.

‘She’s shook these days,” he said, referring to his mother.
‘She’ll hardly last two years, I'm thinking.’ He threw the
empty whiskey bottle into the ditch and lit a cigarette. They
pushed their bicycles. He said: _

“When she goes, Bridie, I'll sell the bloody place up. r
sell the pigs and the whole damn one and twopence worth.
He paused in order to raise the cigarette to his lips. He drew
in smoke and exhaled it. ‘With the cash that I'll get I could
improve some place else, Bridie.”

They reached a gate on the lefi-hand side of the road and
automatically they pushed their bicycles towards it and
Jeaned them against it. He climbed over the gate into the field
and she climbed after him. ‘Will we sit down here, Bridie?’
he said, offering the suggestion as one that had just occurred
to him, as though they’d entered the field for some other

purpose.
‘We could improve a place like your own one,” he said,
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putting his right arm around her shoulders. "Have you a kiss
in you, Bridie?” He kissed her, exerting pressure with his
teeth. When his mother died he would sell his farm and
spend the money in the town. After that he would think of
getting married because he’d have nowhere to go, because
he’d want a fire to sit at and a woman to cook food for him,
He kissed her again, his lips hot, the sweat on his cheeks
sticking to her. ‘God, you're great at kissing,” he said.

She rose, saying it was time to go, and they climbed over
the gate again. ‘There’s nothing like a Saturday,’ he said.
‘Good-night to you so, Bridie.’

He mounted his bicycle and rode down the hill, and she
pushed hers to the top and thern mounted it also. She rode
through the night as on Saturday nights for years she had
ridden and never would ride again because she’d reached a

certain age. She would wait now and in time Bowser Egan

would seek her out because his mother would have died. Her
father would probably have died also by then. She would

marry Bowser Egan because it would be lonesome being by

herself in the farmhouse.
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from Good Behaviour

Rosz SMELT the air, considering what she smelt; a miasma
g ta‘of unspoken criticism and disparagement fogged the
istance between us. I knew she ached to censure m
oo'oklng, but through the vears | have subdued her. Thosz
z:;ll; egh;facll:et;s S:ndhs;vinging hips were once parts of a

e had - i rrected
now, I am glad to say. 7 aually reduced and co '
mbbilt?fvonder are you wise, Miss Aroon, to give her the

“And why not?” I van use the tone of voice which k

ople in their i i .
Fom Rose, Not thi e~ 170 1 itrfrenc

‘Rabbit sickens her. Even Master ’ ith hi
first gum::l She couldn’t get it down,” Flubert® fist with his

‘That’s a very long t | g
to enjoy rabbit sigrce tggr:fme o find Tve Oﬁ@ o her

‘She never liked rabbit.’

:Especially when she thought it was chicken.”

You couldn’t deceive her, Miss Aroon.’ She picked u
the tray. I snatched it back. I knew precisely what she wouldp
say when she put it down on Mummie's bed. I had set the
l:ra'y myself. I don’t trust Rose. Idon’t trust anybody. Because
I !1ke things to be right. The tray did look charming: bright,
with a crisp clean cloth and a shine on everything. [ lifted l:he
silver lid off the hot plate to smell those quenelles in a cream
sauce. There was just a hint of bay leaf and black pepper, not
a breath of the rabbit foundation. Anyhow, what could be
more delicious and delicate than a baby rabbit? Especially
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