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About the Author

Brian Friel (1929–2015) is one of Ireland’s greatest ever writers. Over a career of more than fifty years, he published twenty-four plays including Faith Healer, Translations and Dancing at Lughnasa, all of which are now defining documents of Irish literature. Globally, he is one of the most beloved and frequently performed dramatists of the twentieth century. Friel was also an acclaimed author of short stories, publishing two renowned collections in his lifetime. He died in 2015 at home in Donegal.
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For Tom Kilroy




Introduction

I knew little, when I was asked to write this introduction, about Brian Friel’s short stories. Though my brief is to offer a personal response, after reading I found myself wondering about their provenance, and Peter Fallon of Gallery Press, Friel’s Irish publisher, was immeasurably generous in this regard. I was not surprised that the thirteen short stories that make up this collection are exceptionally good, but I was stunned to learn that nine of them originally appeared in the New Yorker. Excerpts from the correspondence between Friel and Roger Angell, his editor there, can be found in Brian Friel: Beginnings by American academic Kelly Matthews, from which a portrait emerges of a new writer, having given up his job as a maths teacher, balancing the demands of a rigorous mentorship with the material needs of his young family; his humility, his commitment to his art, his willingness to learn.

Friel selected these stories with the help of Seamus Deane, his friend and long-time collaborator at Field Day Theatre Company, and three more were later added by Friel’s widow, Anne. Perhaps these are the ones Friel was most proud of, but there is a coherence – in place, in time and in theme – that makes me suspect they were chosen because they fit together. The world in which they play out is its own fictional universe, and there are even mentions of Ballybeg – derived from Baile Beag, the Irish for ‘small town’ – the fictional ‘village of the mind’ in which Friel set his plays. Indeed it is difficult to read Stories of Ireland without considering his later dramatic work, and there is much to think about. Throughout, the dialogue is so pitch-perfect and the characterization so unnervingly convincing – surely prerequisites for a playwright – that a four-way conversation flows without any need to state who is speaking. The seeds of his plays are here in more specific ways. In the mouldering, once beautiful ‘Foundry House’, we recognize the decaying pile in Aristocrats. In both ‘The Diviner’ and ‘The Illusionists’, a deadbeat chancer with a drinking problem and claims of special powers seems to be an early incarnation of both Crystal and Fox and Frank Hardy of Faith Healer. ‘My Father and the Sergeant’ offers a tentative examination of the duality that comes to powerful fruition in the public and private sides of Gar O’Donnell in Philadelphia, Here I Come! And how lovely to recognize the Donegal sisters of ‘A Man’s World’ from Dancing at Lughnasa.

There is a border sensibility here, sometimes physically but more often psychologically, and a liminality: the sense of being between things. A village on the wrong side of a mountain, the side that gets little light; the British naval frogmen with their brusque efficiency coming over the border; a little boy speaking like the cowboys he’s seen in films, unaware that by the end of the day he’ll no longer be a child. The class and social strictures of Friel’s world make for an uneasy order in which the doctor, the bank manager and the merchant, often with an elevated vantage, literally look down on everyone else; when these elements collide, uncomfortable truths surface. A sense throughout that the old world is meeting the new and they don’t quite know what to make of each other.

A short story is a taut, delicate thing. Pull it too tightly and it will break up; not tightly enough and it will lack impact. There are all sorts of advice out there about its necessary components, most of which should be disregarded, but I do agree that by the end, something must have changed. Brian Friel’s short stories, of course, deliver this. Sometimes the flashy appeal of magic or money momentarily turns a head, making the reality of its hollow charms all the more devastating. Sometimes a character is forced to face the limits of their own agency, or reckon with the workings of their own black heart. Frank O’Connor named his working theory of the short story The Lonely Voice, a title that beautifully evokes the form’s typical protagonist. But for Friel’s characters there is often an intervention. A man tries to shield a widow from the shameful cause of her husband’s death; an aging adventurer guards his young friends’ futile dreams of finding sunken treasure; watching his son playing, a man comes to terms with the vagaries of his own memory. Often the interventions arrive too late, but that doesn’t matter; what does is that someone tried, and it is in those white lies, the bumbling, mistimed attempts at connection, that this book’s magic lies. And the prose is glorious.

Louise Kennedy




The Diviner

During twenty-five years of married life Nelly Devenny was ashamed to lift her head because of Tom’s antics. He was seldom sober, never in a job for more than a few weeks at a time, and always fighting. When he fell off his bicycle one Saturday night and was killed by a passing motorcycle no one in the village of Drumeen was surprised that Nelly was not heartbroken. She took the death calmly and with quiet dignity and even shed a few tears when the coffin was lowered into the grave. After a suitable period of mourning she went out to work as a charwoman, and the five better-class families she asked for employment were blessed for their prompt charity, because Nelly was the perfect servant – silent, industrious, punctual, spotlessly clean. Later when others, hearing of her value, tried to engage her they discovered that her schedule was full; all her time was divided among the bank manager, the solicitor, the dentist, the doctor, and the prosperous McLaughlins of the Arcade.

Father Curran, the parish priest, was the only person she told she was getting married again, and he knew she told him only because she had to have a baptismal certificate and letters of freedom.

‘He’s not from around these parts, Nelly, is he?’ the priest asked.

‘He’s not, Father.’

‘Is he from County Donegal at all?’

‘He’s from the West, Father,’ said Nelly, smoothing down the hem of her skirt. ‘Of course, Mr Doherty’s retired now. He’s not a young man, but he’s very fresh-looking.’

‘Retired?’ the priest said promptingly.

‘Yes, Father,’ said Nelly. ‘Mr Doherty’s retired.’

‘And you’ll live here in Drumeen with – with Mr Doherty?’

‘That is our intention, Father.’

‘Well, I wish you every blessing, Nelly,’ said Father Curran in dismissal, because he was an inquisitive man and Nelly was giving nothing away. ‘I’ll see you when you get back.’ Then quickly – an old trick of his – ‘The wedding is in the West, did you say?’

‘That has to be settled yet, Father,’ said Nelly calmly. ‘It will just be a quiet affair. At our time of day, Father, we would prefer no fuss and no talk.’

He took the hint and let her go.

Nelly Devenny became Nelly Doherty and she and her husband moved into her cottage at the outskirts of the village. Drumeen’s speculation on Mr Doherty was wild and futile. What age was he? Was he younger than Nelly? What part of the West did he come from? What had he been – a train driver, a skipper of a fishing boat, a manager of a grocery shop, a plumber, a carpenter? Had he any relatives? Had he even a Christian name? Where had they met? Was it true that she had put an advertisement in the paper and that his was the only answer? But Nelly parried all their probings and carefully sheltered Mr Doherty from their clever tongues. The grinding humiliation of having her private life made public every turn-about in bars and courthouses for twenty-five years had made her skilled in reticence and fanatically jealous of her dignity. He stayed in the house during the day while she worked and in the evening, if the weather was good, they could be seen going out along the Mill Road for a walk, Nelly dressed entirely in black and Mr Doherty in his gabardine raincoat, checked cap, and well-polished shoes, the essence of respectability. And in time the curiosity died and the only person to bring up the subject now and again was McElwee, the postman, who had been a drinking pal of Tom Devenny, her first husband. ‘I’m damned if I can make head or tail of Doherty!’ he would say to the others in McHugh’s pub. ‘A big, grown man with rough hands and dressed up in good clothes, and taking walks like that – it’s not natural!’ And McElwee was also puzzled because, he said, Mr Doherty had never received a letter, not even a postcard, since the day he arrived in Drumeen.

On the first Sunday in March, three months after their marriage, Mr Doherty was drowned in the bog-black water of Lough Keeragh. Several of the mountainy Meenalaragan people who passed the lake on their way to last Mass in the village saw him fishing from Dr Boyle’s new punt, and on their way home from the chapel they found the boat, waterlogged, swaying on its keel in the shallow water along the south shore. In it were Mr Doherty’s fishing bag, his checked cap, and one trout.

Father Curran went to Nelly’s house and broke the news to her. When he told her she hesitated, her face a deep red, and then said, ‘As true as God, Father, he was out at first Mass with me,’ as if he had accused her of having a husband who skipped Mass for a morning’s fishing. (When he thought about her strange reaction later that day he concluded that Mr Doherty most likely had not been out at first Mass.) He took her in his car out to the lake and parked it at right angles to the shore, and there she sat in the front seat right through that afternoon and evening and night, never once moving, as she watched the search for her husband. When Father Curran had to go back to Drumeen for the seven o’clock Devotions – in an empty chapel, as it turned out, because by then the whole of the village was at Lough Keeragh – he had not the heart to ask her to get out. So he borrowed the curate’s car and the curate took the parish priest’s place beside Nelly. Every hour or so they said a rosary together, and between prayers Nelly watched quietly and patiently and responded respectfully to the curate’s ponderous consolings.

Everyone toiled unsparingly, not only the people to whose houses she went charring every day – her clients, as she called them: Dr Boyle; Mr Mannion, of the bank; Mr Groome, the solicitor; Dr Timmons, the dentist; the McLaughlins – but the ordinary villagers, people of her own sort, although many of them were only names to her. Logan, the fish merchant, sent his lorry to the far end of Donegal to bring back boats for the job of dragging the lake; O’Hara, the taximan, sent his two cars to Derry to fetch the frogmen from the British Admiralty base there; and Joe Morris, the bus conductor, drove to Killybegs for herring nets.

The women worked as generously as the men. They condoled with Nelly first, each going to where she sat in the parish priest’s car and saying how deeply sorry she was about the great and tragic loss. To each of them Nelly gave her red, washer-woman’s hand, said a few suitable words of thanks, and even had the presence of mind to inquire about a sick child or a son in America or a cow that was due to calve. Then the women set up a canteen in Dr Boyle’s boathouse and made tea and snacks for the workers on the lake. Among themselves they marvelled at Nelly’s calm, at her dignified resignation.

‘The poor soul! As if one tragedy wasn’t enough.’

‘Just when she was beginning to enjoy life, too.’

‘And they were so attached to each other, so complete in themselves.’

‘Have his people been notified?’

‘Someone mentioned that to Nelly, but she said his people are all dead or in England.’

‘He must have got a heart attack, the poor man.’

‘Maybe that …’

‘Why? What did you hear?’

‘Nothing, nothing … Nobody knows for certain but himself and his Maker.’

‘Is it true that he took the doctor’s boat without permission? That he broke the chain with a stone?’

‘Sure, if he had gone to the doctor straight and asked him, he would have got the boat and welcome.’

‘Poor Nelly!’

‘Poor Nelly, indeed. But isn’t it people like her that always get the sorest knocks?’

It was late afternoon before the search was properly organized. The mile-long lake was divided into three strips which were separated by marker buoys. Each strip was dragged by a seine net stretched between two yawls. The work was slow and frustrating, the men unskilled in the job. Ropes were stretched too taut and snapped. The outboard motors got fouled in the weeds. Then dusk fell and imperceptibly thickened into darkness and every available vehicle from Drumeen was lined up along the shore and its headlights beamed across the water. Submerged tar barrels were brought to the surface, the hulk of an old boat, the carcass of a sheep, a plough, and a cartwheel, but there was no trace of Mr Doherty. At intervals of half-an-hour a man in shirt and trousers went to the parish priest’s car to report progress to Nelly.

‘Thank you,’ she said each time. ‘Thank you all. You are all so kind.’

And immediately the priest beside her would resume prayers because he imagined that sooner or later she would break down.

Father Curran had just returned from Devotions and released the curate when the two frogmen arrived. They were English, dispassionate, businesslike, and brought with them all the complicated apparatus of their trade. Their efficiency gave the searchers new hope. They began at the north end, one taking the east side, the other the west. Carrying big searchlights they went down six times in all and then told Dr Boyle and Mr Mannion that it was futile making any further attempts. The bottom of the lake, they explained, had once been a turf bog; the floor was even for perhaps ten yards and then dropped suddenly to an incalculable depth. If the body were lying on one of these shelves they might have found it, but the chances were that it had dropped into one of the chasms where it could never be found. In the circumstances they saw no point in diving again. They warmed themselves at the canteen fire, loaded their gear into O’Hara’s taxis, and departed.

The searchers gathered behind the parish priest’s car and discussed the situation. Nelly’s clients, the executives, who had directed operations up to this point, now listened to the suggestions of the workers. Some proposed calling the search off until daylight; some proposed pouring petrol on portions of the lake and igniting it to give them light; some proposed calling on all the fire brigades in the county and having the lake drained. And while the Drumeen people were conferring, the mountainy Meenalaragan men, who had raised the alarm in the first place and had stood silent, watching, beside the drowned man’s waterlogged boat throughout the whole day as if somehow it would divulge its secret, now bailed out the water and, armed with long poles, searched the whole southern end of the lake. When they had no success they returned the boat and slipped off home in the darkness.

The diviner was McElwee’s idea. The postman admitted that he knew little about him except that he lived somewhere in the north of County Mayo, that he was infallible with water, and that his supporters claimed that he could find anything provided he got the ‘smell of the truth in it’.

‘We’re concerned with a man, not a spring,’ said Dr Boyle testily. ‘A Mr Doherty, who lies somewhere in that lake there. And the question is, should we carry on with the nets or should we wait until the morning and decide what to do then?’

‘He’ll come if we go for him,’ McElwee persisted. ‘They say he’s like a priest – he can never refuse a call. But whether he takes the job on when he gets here – well, that depends on whether he gets the smell of the –’

‘I suggest we drag the south end again,’ said Groome, the solicitor. ‘The boat was waterlogged when it was found; therefore it can’t have drifted far after the accident. If he’s anywhere that’s where he’ll be.’

‘We’ll wait until the morning,’ said McLaughlin of the Arcade. ‘There’s no great urgency, is there? Wait until we have proper light.’

‘I vote for getting the diviner,’ said McElwee. ‘He likes to work while the scent is hot.’

‘It’s worth trying,’ said one of Logan’s men. ‘Anyhow, what are you going to do tomorrow – try the nets again? After what the frogmen told you?’

Most of the men agreed.

‘All right! All right!’ said Dr Boyle. ‘We’ll get this fellow, whoever he is. But we’ll tell Father Curran first.’ They went round to the front of the car and the doctor spoke in to the priest.

‘It has been suggested, Father,’ he said, choosing his words as carefully as if he were giving evidence at an inquest, ‘that we send for a diviner in County Mayo, a man who claims to be able to – to locate –’

‘A what?’ the priest demanded.

‘A diviner, Father. A water diviner.’

‘What about him?’

‘It appears, Father, according to McElwee and some of the men here – it appears that this diviner has been successful on occasion in the past. We are thinking of sending for him.’

Father Curran turned to Nelly.

‘They’re going to send for a water diviner now,’ he said, putting a little extra emphasis on the word ‘now’.

‘Whatever you say, Father,’ said Nelly. ‘I’ll never be able to repay you for all your kindness this night.’

‘Well, Father?’ said the doctor.

‘It’s up to yourselves,’ said the priest. Then, in dismissal, ‘Let us begin another rosary. “I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of Heaven and earth …”’

McElwee and one of McLaughlin’s apprentices set off after midnight for County Mayo. None of Nelly’s clients offered a car so they travelled in a fifteen-year-old van belonging to McElwee’s brother-in-law. After they left the searchers broke up into small groups, sat in the cars and lorries and tractors lined along the shore, turned off the headlights, and waited. The night was thick and breathless. The men talked of the accident and of Mr Doherty. Each group knew something more about the man than had been known previously. In one car it was known that his name was Arthur. Two lorries away it was decided that Mr Doherty was not as retiring as one might have thought; one night a boisterous bass voice was heard coming through Nelly’s kitchen window. In the Arcade delivery van someone said that Dr Boyle was seen going into the cottage at least once a fortnight and Nelly was never known to be sick. In one of the tractors Nelly’s frequent visits to the chemist were commented on. But these scraps of knowledge meant nothing; they were the kind of vague tales that might attach themselves to any stranger with a taste for privacy. The man at the bottom of the lake was still that respectable stranger in the good raincoat and the well-polished shoes.

The night was at its blackest when the pale lights of the returning van came bobbing over the patchy road. Immediately fifty headlamps shot across the water and picked out tapering paths on the gleaming surface. Car doors slammed and the lakeside hummed with subdued excitement. Father Curran had been dozing. He opened his eyes and smacked his lips a dozen times. ‘What? What is it?’ he asked.

‘They’re back,’ said Nelly, sitting forward in her seat. ‘And they have him with them.’

The diviner was a tall man, inclined to flesh, and dressed in the same deep black as Nelly and the priest. He wore a black, greasy homburg, tilted the least fraction to the side, and carried a flat package, wrapped in newspaper, under his arm. The first impression was, What a fine man!, but when he stepped directly in front of the headlights of one car there were signs of wear – faded, too active eyes, fingernails stained with nicotine, the trousers not a match for the jacket, the shoes cracking across the toecap, cheeks lined by the ready smile. He spoke with the attractive, lilting accent of the west coast.

McElwee and McLaughlin’s apprentice, fluttering about the diviner like nervous acolytes, led him to Father Curran’s car. He opened the door, removed his hat, and bowed to Nelly and the priest. His hair was carefully stretched across a bald patch. ‘I am the diviner,’ he said with coy simplicity.

Father Curran leaned across Nelly to get a closer look at him.

‘What’s your name? Who’s your parish priest?’

He ignored the questions and addressed himself to Nelly. ‘I will need something belonging to your husband, something that was close to his person – a tie, a handkerchief, a –’

‘Will this do?’ asked McElwee, thrusting the checked cap over the man’s shoulder into the car.

‘Yes, that will do,’ the diviner said. ‘Thank you.’ Then, to Nelly, ‘His name was Arthur Doherty.’

‘Arthur Doherty,’ Nelly repeated, almost in a whisper.

‘And he was born and reared in the townland of Drung, thirteen miles north of Athenry.’

‘Drung,’ said Nelly. She licked her lips. ‘Did you know him?’

‘I travel the country and I meet many people. I will search for the stonemason, but I will promise nothing.’

‘How did you know he was a stonemason? You must have known him.’

‘In a manner of speaking. Just as I recognize you,’ he said.

She leaned away from him. ‘You don’t know me! I never saw you before!’

‘You are Nelly Devenny, a highly respectable and respected woman. You work for the best people in Drumeen.’

‘That dirty toper McElwee,’ McLaughlin of the Arcade broke in.

‘I will do my best,’ the diviner said, withdrawing from the car and smiling at her – a sly, knowing smile, a sort of wink without an eye being closed.

‘Father –’ Nelly began. She clutched the priest’s elbow, her face working with agitation.

Father Curran did not heed her; he was sniffing the air. ‘Whiskey!’ he announced. ‘That man reeks of whiskey!’

‘Father, what will he do? D’you think he’s going to do anything, Father?’

‘A fake! A quack! A charlatan! Get a grip on yourself, woman! We’ll say another rosary and then I’ll leave you home. They’re wasting their time with that – that pretender!’ And he blessed himself extravagantly.

Neither Dr Boyle nor Mr Groome nor Dr Timmons nor Mr Mannion nor McLaughlin of the Arcade volunteered to take the diviner out. McElwee and he went alone, the postman at the oars, the diviner sitting on the bench across the stern. The checked cap lay on his knees. He had removed the newspaper wrapping from his package, revealing a Y-shaped twig, and now he held it carelessly in his hands by the forked portion, the tail of the Y pointing away from him. The others gathered along the shore in the gloomy corridors between the headlights and watched them pull out. Before the boat was ten yards away from the edge of the water Nelly left the priest’s car for the first time that day and ran to join the watchers. The women gathered protectively around her.

The boat moved evenly up the lake. One minute it was part of the blackness, the next it was caught, exposed, frozen in a line of light projected by a headlight, then lost, then caught. Calmly, imperturbably, exasperatingly it went on revealing itself and losing itself, until the minutes of blackness seemed endless and the seconds of exposure mere flashes. But the pattern was regular – the vehicles were evenly spaced – and soon the eyes of the watchers knew to relax when the boat and blackness were one, but where it crossed a ribbon of light they devoured it, noted the new position of the oars, the slant of McElwee’s back, the hunched, tensed shoulders of the diviner. No one spoke; no one dared speak. A word to a neighbour, a glance at one’s watch, a look at Nelly’s face and one might never find the punt again.

Then it disappeared. The watchers fastened on the next beam, waited, blinked, wondered had they missed it, stared again, murmured. Had it stopped? Where was it? Why the delay? Had it found something? Then it appeared again, moving slowly into the spotlight, first the bow, then McElwee, then the oars poised above the water, then the diviner, now standing rigid, his elbows bent, his hands at his chest, his head stiffly forward. There it sat, a yellow picture projected against the night. Seconds passed. A minute. Two minutes. Three minutes. To watch was pain. The picture dissolved, men and boat merging in a blur, then took shape again.

‘Come out! Come out! Bring out the boat hooks!’

McElwee was on his feet, his face screaming into the light, his arms gesticulating wildly to an audience he could not see. ‘He’s here! Bring out the boats! He’s here!’

No one stirred. Then, after a minute, a youth broke away from the crowd and leaped into a yawl, and another followed him, and then everyone was moving and calling for oars and lighting cigarettes and wading heedlessly out into the water. The women held Nelly’s arms because she was trembling violently.

The body lay in twenty feet of water directly below the diviner’s quivering twig. They brought it in to the shore and carried it up the gravel immediately in front of Father Curran’s car. There they laid it on top of a brown sail.

McElwee got down on his knees beside the body. He closed the eyes and the sagging mouth and knitted together the fingers of the rough hands. Then he adjusted the good gabardine rain-coat and the trousers and placed the two feet together.

‘He was a good man,’ said the priest. He was standing beside the car door close to the group of women that surrounded Nelly. He lifted his chin and allowed his eyelids to droop. ‘He was a man who lived a quiet life and loved his God and his neighbours,’ he said in his pulpit voice. ‘At this moment he is enjoying his just reward. At the hour of his demise he was carrying his rosary beads – am I correct, McElwee?’

‘I’ll see, Father,’ said McElwee.

He knelt again. While he worked the men and women in the circle around the body looked away, gravely studying each other or staring off into the darkness beyond the cars. Then McElwee rose to his feet and moved quickly out of the circle, holding the dead man’s belongings against his chest, his shoulders rounded as if to protect them. ‘I – I – we’ll have to look again, Father,’ he said, facing away from the car. He took off his jacket and placed it on the ground and laid several objects on it. Then he folded the jacket around them.

‘Did you find the beads?’ the priest said.

‘The clothes are soaking wet, Father. It’s hard to get your hand into the pockets.’

‘What do you have there?’

The postman straightened up and turned towards the light. ‘There are these,’ he said, holding something in his wet hands.

‘Is that his wallet?’

‘Yes. And the watch.’

‘Give them to me.’

Someone handed the wallet and the watch to the priest who gave them at once to Nelly.

‘What else is there?’ the priest asked.

‘Nothing, Father.’

‘There is something else in your jacket there, McElwee.’

‘Show him, McElwee,’ said the doctor quietly.

McElwee looked at his jacket on the ground. Then he opened it. There were two dark-green pint whiskey bottles lying on it, side by side. One of them had no cork; the other had been opened but the cork was still in it.

‘Ho-ho, so that’s it!’ said Father Curran. ‘And what are you doing with two bottles?’

‘I found them,’ said McElwee quietly.

‘He found them!’ the priest cried. ‘And what –’ He saw the faces in the circle and then realization hit him. He opened his mouth to speak again but closed it without a word.

Imperceptibly it was dawn, a new day vying with the priest’s headlamps. No one spoke; no one moved. Then McElwee bent and folded his jacket over the bottles once more. He turned and glanced at the priest and then, in a voice that was no more than a whisper but which carried clearly above the lapping of the water and the first uncertain callings of the birds, he said, ‘We’ll say a rosary for the repose of the soul of Arthur Doherty, stonemason, of Drung, in the County Galway.’ He began the Creed and they all joined him.

While they prayed Nelly cried, helplessly, convulsively, her wailing rising above the drone of the prayers. Hers, they knew, were not only the tears for twenty-five years of humility and mortification but, more bitter still, tears for the past three months when appearances had almost won, when a foothold on respectability had almost been established.

Beyond the circle around the drowned man the diviner mopped the perspiration on his forehead and on the back of his neck with a soiled handkerchief. Then he sat on the fender of a car and waited for someone to remember to drive him back to County Mayo.
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