

[image: ]




[image: ]
[image: ]




The Matchmaker of Kenmare is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 by Frank Delaney, L.L.C.

Excerpt from The Last Storyteller copyright © 2012 by Frank Delaney, L.L.C.

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Random House, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

RANDOM HOUSE and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

This book contains an excerpt from the forthcoming title The Last Storyteller by Frank Delaney. This excerpt has been set for this edition only and may not reflect the final content of the forthcoming edition.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Delaney, Frank
The matchmaker of Kenmare: a novel of Ireland / Frank Delaney.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-679-60433-4
1. Irish Folklore Commission—Fiction. 2. Missing persons—Ireland—Fiction.
3. Man-woman relationships—Ireland—Fiction. 4. Self-realization—Fiction.
5. Ireland—History—20th century—Fiction.  I. Title.
PR6054.E396M38 2011    823′.914—dc22    2010035301

www.atrandom.com

Jacket design: Thomas Beck Stvan
Jacket illustration: Robert Gantt Steele

v3.1_r2




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Author’s Note



Part One - The Strange Potency of Cheap Music

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Part Two - The Swing of the Pendulum

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Part Three - The Brave and the Fair

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Chapter 78

Chapter 79

Chapter 80

Chapter 81

Chapter 82

Chapter 83

Chapter 84

Chapter 85

Chapter 86

Chapter 87

Chapter 88

Chapter 89

Chapter 90

Part Four - A Time of Wolves

Chapter 91

Chapter 92

Chapter 93

Chapter 94

Chapter 95

Chapter 96

Chapter 97

Chapter 98

Chapter 99

Chapter 100

Chapter 101

Chapter 102

Chapter 103

Chapter 104

Chapter 105

Chapter 106

Chapter 107

Chapter 108

Chapter 109

Chapter 110

Chapter 111

Chapter 112

Chapter 113

Chapter 114

Chapter 115

Chapter 116

Chapter 117

Chapter 118

Chapter 119

Chapter 120

Part Five - Travels with a Giraffe

Chapter 121

Chapter 122

Chapter 123

Chapter 124

Chapter 125

Chapter 126

Chapter 127

Chapter 128

Chapter 129

Chapter 130

Chapter 131

Chapter 132

Chapter 133

Chapter 134

Chapter 135

Chapter 136

Chapter 137

Chapter 138

Chapter 139

Chapter 140

Chapter 141

Chapter 142

Chapter 143

Chapter 144

Chapter 145

Chapter 146

Chapter 147

Chapter 148

Chapter 149

Chapter 150


Postscript

Dedication

Other Books by This Author

About the Author

Excerpt from The Last Storyteller




Author’s Note

The word neutral, from neuter, originally meant “neither masculine nor feminine.” Time and its upheavals created a new and political meaning: neutral meant staying out of a war.

In 1939, Ireland, a small island with a diminutive military capacity, declared itself neutral between Britain and Germany. The Irish felt in danger from both sides—with good reason. Winston Churchill wanted to shelter his warships in Irish ports (some feared he would do so by force), thereby inviting German bombing; Adolf Hitler was known to view Ireland as a possible base from which to attack England.

The arguments raged inside and outside the country and continued for many years after the war ended. How could a defenseless island make a difference one way or another in such a huge military theater and thus invite ruin? The opposing point of view insisted that there can be no such thing in life as a neutral position; faced with uncalled-for aggression, everyone must take sides.

This debate echoes a smaller, more intimate, and much older conundrum, closer to the origin of the word: Can a man and a woman ever be “neutral” toward each other? Can they achieve a deep friendship that remains platonic, or will one or the other want to move it along to a livelier or more committed state?

Naturally, these issues have never been resolved, globally or personally. Nor are they likely to—which is to the benefit of drama and story-telling, because the word neutrality has many shades. For example, official papers, released long after 1945, show that Ireland did, in fact, exploit the war politically and contributed many actions to the Allied cause. As to affairs of the heart, who would ever dare to define where friendship should end and passion begin?
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The Matchmaker of Kenmare taught me much of what I know.

“If a giraffe isn’t weaned right,” she said once, “you’ll have to provide twenty gallons of fresh milk for it every day.”

Another morning she told me, “If you’re going out in the rain, always butter your boots. It makes them waterproof.”

She knew a terrific card trick, but she refused to teach it to me. “Big hands are for power,” she said, “not trickery.”

At our very first meeting she asked, “How can you tell whether an egg is fresh?”

If it doesn’t bounce when you drop it? In those days, I had a sardonic inner voice, my only defense mechanism.

She said, “Put it in a pan of cold water with salt, and if the egg rises to the surface it’s bad.”

You must have seen a lot of bad eggs, said my secret voice. I think I was afraid of her then.

She went on, “If you’re hard-boiling an egg, a pinch of salt in the water will stop it cracking.”

A pinch of salt, indeed.

“If you ever want to catch a bird,” she said, “just sprinkle salt on its tail.”

How useful. You just have to get close enough.

“Not too much salt,” she added.

Does it depend on the size of the bird?

Could she hear what I was thinking? “But don’t do it,” she said, “with an ostrich. Ostriches hate salt.”

Hoping to sound tactful, I asked, “Are there ostriches here in Kerry?”

“Ah, use your imagination,” she said. “They’re around here all right. But you have to know where to look for them.”

I nodded, in confusion more than agreement.

“Do you have a strong imagination, Ben?”

“I do,” I said, “but I’m not sure that I trust it.”

“There are only two words,” she said, “in which I put my trust. Magic and Faith.”

Some of her grip on me came from the conflict of opposites. Whereas I had always leaned toward the scholarly, she belonged to the demotic. For every line of Horace and Virgil that I savored, she had a snatch of cant, and from the moment we met I began to note many of her sayings and old saws. They still addle my brain; this morning, as I sat down to work, I remembered a fragment from a spelling game that she’d learned as a child: “Mrs. D. Mrs. I. Mrs. F-F-I. Mrs. C. Mrs. U. Mrs. L-T-Y.”

“Patience,” she murmured another day, “is the Mother of Science.”

I would swear that she often spoke in uppercase letters.

Since she rarely left her stony Atlantic headland, her knowledge of the world must have come from some popular encyclopedia of arcane and unconnected facts. Giraffes, ostriches, and eggs—they formed no more than an introduction. She knew about the lives of ants; how to gut a fish using a sharp stick and your thumb; training a cat to play dead; the healing properties of sour milk; the fact that honey is the only food that never goes off; where to find a stone that retains heat for twelve hours; how cloves grow; the number of bones in an eagle’s wing; why a cow has four stomachs; how long to boil the tar for caulking the hull of a boat. She was a walking, talking library of vernacular knowledge.

She loved music, but she couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket. Her eye had the familiar speed of a child raised in the countryside—she could identify a bird thousands of yards away. She had a sense of color so strong that she could tell one shade of black from another. Her capacity to quote from Shakespeare suggested wide reading of him—even if some pages seemed to have been missing from her edition of the Collected Works.

Moreover, she had one specific gift that I still can’t fathom. It has never ceased to puzzle me; she used it a number of times in my company, always with astonishing results, and if it can’t be called “magic,” well, nothing can: She could find people by looking at a map. And we shall come to those moments when I saw her pull this stunt, trick, sleight of mind, or whatever it should be called.

Although she spoke three and a half languages, she had never been abroad. And however delightful in its innocence, the part of her that remained in her own homestead also made me wince, with its homespun charm, its greeting-card sentiment.

“Ben, do you know what the difference is between Friendship and Love? Friendship is the photograph, Love is the oil painting.” And she uttered it in the declarative way she had of saying things that made me hesitate to contradict her.

Her words often sounded so shallow that I dismissed them, and later found to my displeasure that her mushy sentiments had lingered and were staggering around in my mind like a drunk at a wedding. In that sense, she possessed in trumps the strange potency of cheap music, and I know that I caught some of it from her.

However, from inside all that phrase-and-fable stuff, she served up a philosophy that had an alluring power. For example, she brought into my life a belief in something that she called “Referred Passion”; I even lived by it for a time.

“Do you know what I mean by ‘Referred Passion’?” she said one day about a year into our relationship. And, as usual, not waiting for my hopeless stab at a reply, she went on. “Do you know what a referred pain is?”

Is it when I feel so stupid that I could kick myself?

“I’ll explain it,” she said. “Your shoulder is injured, but you feel it in your chest. Or you’ve hurt your spine, but your hip is carrying the ache. That’s referred pain. Well, Referred Passion is when you’re in love with one person, but you fiercely embrace another. That’s us,” she said. “That’s me and you. Friendship is a choice,” she said. “Love isn’t.”

What else can I tell you about her? She had a phenomenal passion for handkerchiefs. She kept her hair tucked behind an ear like Rita Hayworth. She taught me the words of bawdy old country rhymes, most of them too salty to repeat here. Also, she had the most peculiar recipes for things.

“If you have the hiccups,” she told me one day, “bend down, put your hands on the floor, and look back between your legs at the sun.”

My inner voice said, Is that all you’ll be able to see?—but I asked her, “And what if it’s the middle of the night?”

She said, “Then you’re in worse trouble.”

And I was—but I never picked up the warnings.

As I sat down to write this memoir, I had an opening paragraph in mind; here it is:


I wish I could tell you about the greatest friendship of my life; I wish I could tell you how it developed beyond friendship into something for which I have no definition, no terminology. But the moment I begin to tell it (and I must: I’m mortally committed to telling this tale before I die), I know that I’ll enter what I call the “Regret Cycle,” and the “What If Cycle,” and the “If Only Cycle,” and I’ll end up nowhere again.



As you can see, I abandoned those opening sentences, and the direction they proposed—yet I’m nevertheless going to write it all down for you. I’m old enough now to deal with the regrets, the what-ifs, and if-onlys, and whatever the subjective faults you may find in this remembrance, at least I can describe how I, who knew little about anything beyond my own narrow concerns, learned to become a true and deep friend to someone. It may prove important to you one day. To the both of you.

She, of course, was the one who taught me this magnificent skill—as she taught me something else extraordinary, the greatest single lesson of my life: She taught me what blind faith looks like. And blind faith is why I’m writing this account of her life, and how it affected me.

Kate Begley was her name, and she was known as the Matchmaker of Kenmare long before I met her. She and her grandmother shared the title, and Kate was as pretty as a pinup. I was twenty-nine, she was twenty-five when I met her, and she had a grin like a boy’s.

See? See what’s happening to me? Pretty as a pinup; and a grin like a boy’s—the moment I begin to describe her, all these decades later, I become sentimental about her, and I fall into language that I would never use in my ordinary life.

I who for years wrote uncluttered and austere reports of ancient countryside traditions, I who studied with joy the most powerful scholars of old Europe, I who pride myself on my unadorned simplicity of purpose—here I am, forced back into her way of thinking. And I squirm, because at these moments her greeting-card remarks will flood through me again like a maudlin old song. I’ve just heard one of those corny echoes: “You have to believe me, Ben,” she said. “Love is not a decision. But Friendship is.”

Why am I telling you all this? You’ll see why. You’ll see how she affected my life, and you’ll grasp the implications of that effect upon all of us whom this memoir concerns. You’ll see how she was the one who made the determinations; where we would go, no matter how dangerous; what we might attempt, no matter how bizarre; and yes, she decided too the balance of love and friendship between us.

I followed, and she led me into trouble so deep that my own father wouldn’t have found me. Older than she in years but younger by centuries, I’d never intended to be so commanded, but some people snag you on their spikes, and you hang there, flapping helplessly, and—I admit it—fascinated.

When I met Kate Begley, the Second World War had been under way for four years. In Ireland, we called it by a wonderful, ameliorating euphemism—“The Emergency.” We were one of the very few countries in Europe immune from the conflict, because we had taken up a position of neutrality. Controversial among our geographical neighbors, and sometimes even among ourselves, I agreed with it. Its moral simplicity suited what I like in life.

I also liked its military practicality; who were we, on our tiny island, to fight among such vast regiments? We hadn’t even replenished our slaughtered breadwinners from the previous war, in which we’d lost tens of thousands of men. Thus, we had learned to stay out of such things, or so I believed.

And yet, because I took Kate Begley at her word, because I surrendered myself to her philosophy of friendship, that is to say, Referred Passion, the war sucked me in. When it swept her from that brilliant Atlantic headland where she lived, and from her generally innocent life, it took me with her.
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July 1943

Here is my note of our first meeting:


She always serves tea to her callers—to break the ice and soften the difficult opening questions: “Did you ever court a girl?” And, “What kind of girl would you like?”

The men usually answer no to the first question, and to the second they might say, “Well, a girl who likes a laugh,” or “A sturdy girl, she won’t object to hard work,” or “A girl steady in herself”; or, if they were fishermen, “A girl who knows the sea, can work the nets.” Miss Begley remarked, “At this point I might say that I know just the person.” And she added, “Whether I do or not.”

The cottage hovers in a pocket above the ocean; there are no other houses on Lamb’s Head. From the red door you can see for miles across open water. Stone grows everywhere—all around, up the hill, down to the water, where rocks litter the foreshore, their white patches like medals in the sun.

By land she can hear people coming up the battered lane. If they arrive by sea she can look down on their heads as they moor at the little jetty. Miss Begley says that since she was a very young child she has watched for the boats, and to this day she runs back to the house to tell her grandmother how many men have made the journey. They commonly arrive on a Sunday, she says, striding up from the sea through the high, scrabby grass, quiet men, she says, “shy and big-boned.”

One of the first things they see is a photograph on the mantelpiece, of a little girl with a ribbon in her hair and a middle-aged woman dressed in black. Dated 1923, it was posed some twenty years ago in a studio in Kenmare, the nearest town. Both are looking at the camera; the grandmother, Mrs. Holst, a widow, purses her severe lips; the girl is a little overfed and has a cautious smile; a potted palm sits on a column in the vague “Egyptian” background. There’s no doubt that it’s grandmother and granddaughter; she says that visitors comment upon the resemblance.

For as long as Miss Begley can remember, the grandmother, before she undertakes to make any introductions, delivers a lecture—which Miss Begley has adopted: “Marriage is very important. Marrying a girl is the most important thing a man can do. Never mind business or politics or sport or any of that, there’s nothing so vital to the world as a man marrying a woman. That’s where we get our children from, that’s how the human race goes forward. And if it’s too late for children, there’s the companionship of a safe and trusted person.”

Miss Begley says that she has listened to those fireside words of her grandmother all her life, a speech that ends on a declaration: “Marriage is the gold standard of all relationships. It’s the currency by which everything else is valued.”

I asked, What do the visiting men think of all this? She told me, “Very often the father speaks for the son, who is usually asked to leave for a little while, and he’ll wander out of the cottage and look at the sea.” Then the father describes the son’s work as, say, a fisherman on the Atlantic—the small boats, the freezing winds, the catch that might drag you overboard; and the absences lasting all night and perhaps several days if they were following herring shoals, or a field of cod far out. “A woman,” he’ll announce, “would have to put up with that. And the living is hard, no doubt there. When the ice gets onto your hands, it doubles the size of your knuckles.”

Next come some more questions: Is there any insanity in your family? Would your wife say that you yourself were a generous man or a mean-spirited man? Is your son a decent man? Can he be depended upon not to strike a woman? That’s a very cowardly thing to do, to strike a woman, who hasn’t the same strength as a man.

If the father looks uncomfortable she’ll ask him, “Did you ever strike a woman yourself? Did you ever hit your wife?” If he says, however sheepish and apologetic, that yes, he did, the grandmother—or Miss Begley—will rise and say, “Well, sir, I’m afraid—‘like father like son’. That’s what we believe in this house. And we can’t do business with you. What I mean is—we won’t do business with you. So go on your way.”



Their visitors showed up, Miss Begley said, “throughout the whole year, except in the time of the gales, March or September, or the worst of the cold rain in January and February.” Sometimes, as many as four and five seekers of marriage came to that house on a Sunday, in boats tied up below the headland, or by road in hackney cars from Kenmare.

“And by the time they left,” she said, “we had shaped the rest of their lives.”


3

On that first visit, I had taken care to introduce myself, lest they mistake me for a suitor.

“God save all here. My name is Ben MacCarthy, and I work for the Folklore Commission. May I come in and speak with you for a while?”

Miss Begley was on her knees in her doorway. Without looking up, she continued to draw a fat line of white chalk around the doormat.

“This is to keep out the ants,” she said. “Ants hate chalk. It makes them vomit.”

The grandmother rose from a chair at the table, came rustling in long black skirts to the door, peered at me, and seemed disappointed.

I tried again. “My job is to gather traditions that have lasted. And I’m particularly interested in matchmaking.”

Miss Begley, on her knees, replied, “Good.”

I looked down at her. She finished framing the doormat with her chalk line and raised her head. Hands on hips, she looked up at me, her eyes searching every inch of my face.

“Here,” she said, and held up a chalky hand for me to raise her to her feet. “Did you bring this glorious weather with you?”

Within sight of the ocean, we sat on a bench outside. I prepared my pen and record book, and she adjusted the pace of her words to my note-taking. That’s when I took down the note you’ve just read—about questioning men who sought wives. Later, I made an unofficial entry in my private journal:


She has unblinking eye contact. When she’s asking a question, one eyebrow rises at an angle like a shrewd lawyer’s. She seems to have as much energy as the wind. I wish I’d taken a photograph of her. She also has the gift of affection: From time to time, she reached out and touched me on the forearm, as though to draw me closer to her. I find it very moving—Venetia used to do it.



Miss Begley grew up speaking the Irish language; it was the family and neighborhood tongue. The local school in Caherdaniel educated her to the age of eleven and balanced her Gaelic speaking with an excellent schooling in English. From there she boarded with the nuns in Killarney until the age of eighteen. With a better-than-good basic education—excellent French, a strong modicum of German, comprehensive Latin—she came home and stayed home. Her grandmother began to fail a little in health for a time, and Miss Begley took over their world.

They lived—and lived well—on the grandmother’s three incomes. Childless, now long widowed, formerly a nurse in Chicago, Mrs. Holst had a social welfare pension from the United States. On top of that, small investments and a pension from the long-dead Mr. Holst, a bank employee, had delivered beyond expectations. And she also made money from arranging marriages—to which skill she had apprenticed her granddaughter.

I asked, “Is it an art, a craft, a profession?”

“It’s a life,” said Miss Begley.

“It’s a business,” said the grandmother.

A serious business too: In a time of difficult economics, marriage often laid down the path to survival. Ireland, a nation barely twenty years old in the 1940s, had little social help to offer any of its people. Poverty was the national quicksand; widespread and easy to step on, it sucked people down rapidly. But a practical woman could help a man to build up a farm or a business. She could cook and bake, make clothes for the family, plant a kitchen garden, tend animals and account books, help with harvests—many a husband boasted that his wife equaled two men.

“There’s another thing,” said Miss Begley. “A single girl with a job but who still lives at home has no money for herself.”

“Doesn’t she work for a wage?” I asked.

“Yes. But she has to throw it into the family pot. They keep nothing for themselves. Very bad for their morale.”

They found their clients by different routes. While Mrs. Holst stayed at home and waited for clients to come to her by word of mouth, Miss Begley went out and searched for anybody who wanted a spouse.

She said, “I have an easier task with the girls because most Irishwomen want a man of their own. They want children. And it isn’t just for practical reasons, it’s romantic too. Most of the men, on the other hand—they don’t really know they want a wife. Until we tell them.”
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An expanded version of those first notes from Lamb’s Head can be found in my report, Matchmaking in Rural Ireland 1949, complete with social information. I didn’t use the Ediphone; I wish I had, because we’d now have a record of Miss Begley’s voice, but I was clumsy with the device—I broke too many of the cylinders or jammed the machine. So I noted down such interviews in my own kind of shorthand and at night wrote them out in full. Where possible I read my notes back to the interviewee and rarely found inaccuracies; on that count I praise myself.

For the report, I interviewed more than twenty matchmakers all over the country, and one in London, an upper-class woman named Claudia—of whom more later. A man in County Mayo, a portly fellow named Stephen O’Leary, called himself a “marriage broker.” One lady in the midlands near Roscommon parlayed her experience into a newspaper advice column for the lovelorn and called herself “Sue the Soother.”

All of them, no matter how they did it, aimed at the same goal—to bring together a pair of strangers who might make a successful life partnership, discover deep affections, and breed many children.

They saw no irony in viewing themselves as, in the words of one, “Assistants to Destiny.” Mr. O’Leary said to me, “We erase loneliness.”

None had the life force of Kate Begley. Of them all, she alone understood that matchmakers come from the foundations of the universe. She believed that the talent for arranging marriages has no boundaries and, as she said, “Unto those who hold that gift it gives extra power, if they but knew how to find it in themselves.”

From her I learned some of the traditions: that matchmaking was a priestly duty in more than one faith.

“A Catholic priest or a Jewish rabbi—they’re all at it one way and another. There’s matchmaking in all societies,” she said, “rich or poor.” The rich, she claimed, often pursued it most ardently of all, in order to protect their estates.

In some countries, she told me, those seeking to marry would make offerings to a matchmaking god, and that same god was often the Man in the Moon. Or the reflection of the moon in the river or a lake or the sea. Or a fixed star in the south of the sky.

Magic, she claimed, also plays a large part.

“Well, it must be magic!” she said to me with that indignant shake of the head. “If two complete strangers have trusted the power of a stranger to bring them together—what else is that but magic?”

To reinforce the point, she told me that she also doubled as a fortuneteller.

“It’s a very useful thing to be able to see into the future of the people you’re introducing to each other. I read a palm once of a girl from County Limerick, and I saw in her hand, clear as day, the face of a fellow from down the road here, in Templenoe. They have eight children now.”

The more I pressed her, the more I learned about her view of her power and its place in the world.

“There’s a tribe in Africa,” she said, “and they have a matchmaking feast every seven years. They call on the matchmaking gods to find husbands for the seven most marriageable young ladies at that feast. And lo and behold! At noon next day without fail, from all points of the compass, seven tall, handsome young warriors stroll into that village.”

“How do you know this?” I asked.

“Nana told me. Every matchmaker worth their salt knows that story.”

All that first afternoon, I sat and listened to her. Matchmaking, to her, was part of the machinery that drives the universe, and she captured my heart with one detail.

“There’s a legend,” she said, “and I’m one of the very few who know it—that says all couples who are meant to marry are connected by an invisible silver cord. The matchmaking gods tie that cord around their ankles at birth, and in time the gods pull those cords tighter and tighter. Slowly, slowly, over the next twenty or thirty or forty years, they draw the couple toward each other until they meet.”
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Now let me tell you how I found Miss Begley—and let me tell you too that the man who first told me of her existence, a decent fellow, was the same man who would one day wreck my life.

Our nation has a gift for the bizarre, and I’d gone to see a gentleman in Limerick who advertised dentures for hire. I wanted to collect stories of the occasions—weddings, funerals, and so on—for which people hired false teeth. A potential customer crashed into me as we both tried to step through a narrow doorway. As I write this now, I can see that Miss Begley would call it Fate. With the uppercase F.

His name was Neddy; he had a deep, thick accent and empty gums; we stepped together inside the dark, wooden rooms of MR. MACMANUS—OCCASION MERCHANT, as the sign on the wall said. When his bell jangled, the said merchant walked from the rooms at the rear of the premises.

Neddy—full name, Edward Joseph Hannitty—pointed to his mouth, and Mr. MacManus beamed.

“Oh, I’ve plenty of teeth. I could play a tune for you.”

Which was Mr. MacManus’s joke; he ran his finger across his own top row alternating black and white, and they did indeed look like piano keys.

“But you want a few teeth for yourself?”

“I do, sir.” Neddy nodded.

I can tell you that he didn’t look like somebody who would one day change three lives profoundly and forever.

“Is it for a wedding? We do a lot of weddings. I’d a man in here last month,” said Mr. MacManus. “He was looking for a parrot to take to a wedding, the bird had learned to say ‘Shut up, you hoor,’ and he thought it’d be a great joke to bring it to the wedding, and I never got the bird back, the bride’s father killed it, so they didn’t get the joke I suppose.”

Neddy said, “There’s a woman, down in Kenmare, like. She’s a matchmaker, and she told me if I had any teeth she’d get me my choice of select ladies.”

Now began a search of the premises, and to my delight Mr. MacManus invited me to help him. Behind the storefront stretched long, slender rooms with narrow bays containing myriad articles. I read the broad, coiling handwritten legends on the boxes. “Secondhand Ladies’ Corsets,” said one box. At the edge of another shelf sat “Implements for Removing Thorns from Flesh (Human)” while next to it sat a bigger box of “Implements for Removing Thorns from Flesh (Animal).”

He had thousands of crutches, including a tiny pair.

“For a child?” I asked, charmed in this cave of treasures, and he said, “No, actually. For a midget. I had a little customer who lost a leg in the last war.”

“They had dwarves in the war?”

“Running messages in the trenches. They were below the parapets, the snipers couldn’t get them.”

The next exploration brought us to a room of stuffed creatures.

“I bet the teeth are in here,” he said, and as I was about to ask, this heavy-breathing man with the pleasant and willing air explained his method of filing his inventory.

“Now, you’re saying to yourself, ‘What in the name of God is he doing keeping false teeth with stuffed animals?’ and ’tis a valid question enough. Well, some of the teeth have to have repairs, like, and I don’t ever get any tooth on its own, so there’s times when I take a tooth, like, from a stuffed animal and glue it to a denture plate and it works fine. There’s a man here in the city and he has five teeth from a young wolf in his mouth. He’s so thrilled with ’em he gave himself his own nickname—‘Wolf’ O’Brien.”

Among stuffed foxes, badgers, ferrets, and a squirrel, Mr. MacManus climbed on a ladder and began to take out a large drawer from a high cabinet. I feared that the weight might topple him, but he cheered with success.

“I have ’em,” he said, “the buggers,” and he came back down the ladder holding a cardboard shoe box. “And there’s teeth in here should be the right age for him.”

At Mr. MacManus’s directive, Neddy sat in a chair and leaned back. Both sizes, the too-large and the too-small, had their problems. For the large, Neddy’s helpfulness led him to make wide, face-threatening contortions; the smaller sets ran the danger of being swallowed whole or in part.

Lanky as a goose, shy as an owl, embarrassed to be alive—those were the terms I was enlisting for my notebook to describe Neddy Hannitty with his mouth open in hope.

“Don’t we all have to help a man who’s looking to get married?” said Mr. MacManus as he sifted the pink devices. “Ah, God is good!” he then exclaimed. “I knew it’d be this pair.”

He wiped a set of tombstone dentures on his sleeve and began to fit them to the willing drover. After some jiggling and juggling, and a gentle amount of drool from Neddy, a triumphant Mr. MacManus held up a mirror.

“You’re fixed,” he said. “Smile.”

Neddy smiled—but, force of habit, smiled with his hand almost covering his mouth.

“I’ll hire them out to you for six months,” said Mr. MacManus.

Then he stood at his door and waved us off, proud as a parent.

On the street I asked Neddy, “How did you fall into the hands of a matchmaker?”

“I’m forty-five,” he said, “I’m a cattle drover to every farmer in the south of Ireland, and there isn’t a hill I haven’t climbed over, and I never thought of marrying, but I noticed that if I saw a good pair of legs I always felt the day was improving.”

Enter Miss Begley. One wet morning, Neddy had been driving cattle from the village of Sneem to the town of Kenmare. I’m familiar with that Atlantic rain; it seeps into every pore, drenches every follicle, drips cold down your neck. When the rain got so heavy that he’d had to take shelter, a woman got off her bicycle, ran through the puddles to the same tree, and complained about the weather.

From a capacious bag she pulled a flask of tea and shared it with Neddy the Drover while the cattle grazed the margins of the road. She began to chat to him—where he came from, where he was going, asked him his destination, where he called home, his age, and so forth. Within minutes she had him talking about himself as never before.

“And you’ve no wife,” she said.

Neddy harruped a little cough, to overcome his embarrassment.

“And then she says to me, ‘D’you know what, Neddy? You’re a damn nice fella as it is, but if you had a few teeth, sure you’d dazzle us all.’ ”

I’d been heading southwest anyway, and two days later, I paid my first visit to Lamb’s Head. Now, as I sit here, looking back, I have the thought: What unfriendly god, what cosmic system, sent this man into my life, this simple cattle drover who’s as honest as a horse, this dear fellow with his rented teeth?
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At that time, July 1943, I viewed myself as a man alone and grieving, with those night soldiers, doubt and fear, hammering always at my door. I believed that my constant pain didn’t show in my face, yet when I’d finished my note-taking and was making ready to leave, Miss Begley said, “Tell me about yourself. You look a bit lonely. Might you be looking for somebody yourself?”

I nodded, mute as a leaf. My internal gentleman, for once, said nothing. She pressed, an eyebrow raised like a semaphore.

“There’s something wrong, isn’t there?” and she put her hand on my arm and said, “Tell me about it. How can I help you? You’re a fine-looking man. Nobody has to live a lonesome life.”

I nodded again.

After looking at the distant sea for a moment she put on her professional mode. “Here’s a question for you,” she said. “Would you marry a girl with, say, only one leg?”

“I’m already married,” I said.

She barked. “I don’t do that kind of thing, and you should be ashamed of yourself.” And she turned away, sniffing like an aunt.

“No, no,” I said. “That’s wrong, that’s not right. I was married. It’s just that I don’t know if I still am.”

I told her the story as briefly as I could, and I explained that every day I asked everybody I met if they’d ever seen “this beautiful woman, the actress, Venetia Kelly. She was—is—my wife.”

As Miss Begley peered at the fraying photograph that I took from my pocket, I could see that she understood. In fact, she summarized my pain—to have had it all and lost it.

“Oh, you poor man.” She took my hand. “Here,” she said. “Come on in. I’ll make a fresh pot of tea and we’ll talk like old friends.”

As the afternoon went on, I relaxed and opened out my life story a little more. Time and again, she said, “Oh! Oh, that’s too bad. Too bad altogether. It’s a wonder you can stand upright with that weight of grief. Oh, poor you.”

Although the police had insisted that I set down a record of all the events surrounding the disappearance of my wife, and although on many a morning, noon, and night, I’d shouted my grief from the hilltops, I had never until that moment told any human person how I felt. On that entire subject I had uttered scarcely a word—never dared to, because I didn’t think that anyone would understand, and I didn’t want to weep in front of strangers. Now this girl, a few years younger than I, took my hand and held it and warmed it in hers.

Kate Begley then told me of her own loss. When she was four years old, her parents “failed to come home from the sea.” As they returned from a wedding in Waterville, a squall raced up along Ballinskelligs Bay. The spars from their ransacked boat washed up at Sheehan’s Point a few days later.

“I even remember the dress my mother wore to the wedding. Soft and gray. Had a small, round collar made of lace that she crocheted herself.”

Sitting in the sunlight, with the same deadly sea beating down there, racing like a herd of dragons along the rocky shores and snarling up at us as though we might be their next meal, we leaned on our chairs toward each other and exchanged views of eternal seeking.

I told her of my long search: “Every village is a cave, every town a forest.”

She told me of her own eternal quest, prowling the headlands of the ocean, the beaches, still looking: “And, Ben, I say to myself, ‘Haste the day when they’ll walk up the cliff here and stand in the doorway, cheerful as mice.’ ”

She squeezed my hand and said, “You know—people with loss are meant to meet. So that they can help each other.”

At last I had found somebody who would understand my whimpering anguish. Or so I felt. For a decade and more, I had been immersed in a daily search for a dearly beloved person who might be dead—but equally might be alive. In any given phase of my travels, I might be passing through the town, village, or parish where Venetia lived. No wonder I had known days when, out of sheer pain, my toes felt the curve of the earth.

Yet, I have to be careful in this memoir; I must retain a balance. Much though I took comfort from Miss Begley’s soothing empathy, had that conversation not happened, what else might have not?

Many things. I doubt that I’d ever have run from a bursting shell in a French village. Or stumbled through that dreadful snow in Belgium. Nor would I ever have stood among the fearful, tearful wives standing aghast on the docksides of New York. Or killed a man. Or groomed a giraffe. Or sat wide-eyed in that dank room in Dachau, listening to the frightful court proceedings dominated by the word danke—as though saying, “For such atrocities I thank you,” and my heart simmering with rage on behalf of my two dear friends.

In time, when her own loss made Miss Begley into a searcher too (the world is more full of them than you know), she and I met many people who understood. We met them in army camps, on mountainsides, in village cafés, on battlefields, on boats, on trains. We who search are identified by our quietude—and, I believe, our dignity, because while helping one another, we also try to keep our yearning to ourselves.

Nevertheless, we are perceived as clearly by our anxiety as though a black cross has been daubed on our foreheads.
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My record of Kate Begley is comprehensive and it’s augmented by her own journal, to which she gave me uncensored access. I’m its custodian, and for some time now, while I’ve been pulling this story together, that diary—a large red ledger—has been as big as an animal on my desk. From her entry for that August day, here’s her account of meeting me:


A lovely young man collecting folklore for the government came to see myself and Nana today. Luckily, I was wearing my gray dress and my fuchsia scarf, and the bracelet I borrowed from Mama’s top drawer. He is tall, he has hair the color of a brick, and he has suffered a big loss; he keeps plucking at his clothes. Yet when he sits down to talk and listen, there’s something calm in him, like the Sea of Tranquillity that I’ve heard about on the moon.

He has such a sad face. His dear wife was kidnapped from him over ten years ago, and may have been murdered in an act of revenge. Or she may still be alive and is being kept somewhere so that he’ll never again find her. She was expecting their first baby.

I’m going to include him in my prayers tonight. But he’s in poor condition. I wanted to tell him to shape up, to stop pitying himself. He’s very handsome and I’ll help him get new clothes. I’ve told him that he’s to shave every day, and he’s to cut down his drinking. Nana says he may be dangerous, she thinks he has a fierceness. But I think there might be gold in him too. I’ll have to repair him.

He had a hole in the upper of his shoe, and I could see that one foot had no sock on it. But no matter what his sadness may have done to his behavior and general appearance, he knows about a good, clean life, because his official journal looked as black and pure as a prayer book, and his pen was perfect.
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