
  
    
      
    
  


  Praise For Alice McDermott


  Charming Billy


  ‘A magical, thoroughly original novel … written with wisdom and grace, refusing to sentimentalise her characters even as she forces us to recognise their decency and goodness. She has written a luminous and affecting novel’ New York Times


  ‘A perfect portrayal of rich characters’ Irish Independent


  ‘Charming Billy is Alice McDermott’s best, most enchanting book to date’ Chicago Tribune


  ‘An astoundingly beautiful novel about the persistence of love, the perseverance of grief, and all-but-unbearable loneliness, as well as faith, loyalty and redemption’ Philadelphia Enquirer


  At Weddings and Wakes


  ‘A beautifully wrought novel … about all families and all families’ encounters with love, morality, and sorrow’ New York Times


  ‘A beautifully observed chronicle of New York family life in the early 1960s … tensions percolate through the fragments of conversation over sherry, recriminations are half-heard over the distant clatter of dishes … Few writers have exploited the half-silence to such exquisite effect’ Observer


  ‘Ordinary lives become extraordinary here, transformed by Alice McDermott’s lyrical prose … leaves indelible images’ Independent on Sunday


  ‘Beautifully written fiction’ Washington Post


  That Night


  ‘A novel that is, at once, mythic and personal – a novel that possesses the ability to make us remember our own youth and all that has vanished since’ New York Times


  ‘To enter the world of this incantatory novel is to palpably recall, almost against one’s will, the rash, embattled strivings and disillusionments of first love’ Washington Post


  ‘Voiced with musical economy … the author’s perceptions of suburban life have a rich detail of the quality of a Cheever or an Updike’ Los Angeles Times


  A Bigamist’s Daughter


  ‘Impressive … McDermott writes with assurance and skill, and has created a fascinatingly prismatic story’ Anne Tyler, New York Times Book Review


  ‘A wise, sad, witty novel about men and women, God, hope, love, illusion and fiction itself’ Newsweek


  ‘In the fiction of Alice McDermott, the heart is found in the quiet touch’ Boston Globe
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  Chapter One


  Somewhere in the Bronx, only twenty minutes or so from the cemetery, Maeve found a small bar-and-grill in a wooded alcove set well off the street that was willing to serve the funeral party of forty-seven medium-rare roast beef and boiled potatoes and green beans amandine, with fruit salad to begin and vanilla ice cream to go with the coffee. Pitchers of beer and of iced tea would be placed along the table at intervals and the bar left open—it being a regular business day—for anyone who wanted a drink.


  The place was at the end of a sloping driveway that started out as macadam but quickly diminished to dirt and gravel. There was an apron of dirt and gravel in front of the building, potholed, and on the day of the funeral filled with puddles, and the first ten cars parked here, including the black limousine Maeve had ridden in. The others parked up along the drive, first along one side, then the other, the members of the funeral party walking in their fourth procession of the day (the first had been out of the church, the second and third in and out of the graveyard), down the wet and rutted path to the little restaurant that, lacking only draught Guinness and a peat fire, might have been a pub in rural Ireland. Or, lacking dialogue by John Millington Synge, the set of a rural Irish play.


  How in the world she ever found this place was a mystery, despite the question being asked again and again as Billy’s friends and family filed in—the women, in high heels, walking on tiptoe down the sloping path, the men holding their wives’ arms and umbrellas that had already been well soaked at the side of the grave. All of them, in their church clothes, giving a formal air to the gray day and the ragged border of city trees and wet weeds. All of them speculating: perhaps the undertaker had suggested the place, or someone from the cemetery. Perhaps a friend or relative on her side (few as they were) who knew something about the Bronx, or maybe Mickey Quinn, who had his territory up here. But Mickey Quinn denied it, shaking his head, if you can believe there’s a bar in any of the five boroughs that he hasn’t been to.


  The place smelled slightly of mildew, understandable in this weather and with this thick (even in April) bower of trees, but the red-and-green tile floor was immaculate and the wooden bar gleamed under the fluorescent light. One long table draped with white tablecloths and set for forty-nine cut diagonally across the entire length of the room. One large window showed the parking lot full of cars, the other a wood that no doubt ended at a narrow side street or a row of dumpsters behind a row of stores, but seemed from in here to be dark and endlessly deep.


  Maeve sat in front of this window, at the head of the table. She wore a navy-blue dress with long, slim sleeves and a round neckline, and anyone in the room who had not thought it earlier thought now—perhaps inspired by the perfect simplicity of what she wore—that there was a kind of beauty in her ordinary looks, in her plainness. Or, if they didn’t think to call it beauty, they said courage—more appropriate to the occasion and the day—not meaning necessarily her new-widow’s courage (with its attendant new-widow’s clichés: bearing up, holding on, doing well), but the courage it took to look out onto life from a face as plain as butter: pale, downy skin and bland blue eyes, faded brown hair cut short as a nun’s and dimmed with gray. Only a touch of powder and of lipstick, only a wedding band and a small pearl ring for adornment.


  Of course, they’d thought her courageous all along (most of them, anyway, or—most likely—all but my father), living with Billy as she did; but now, seeing her at the head of the table, Billy gone (there would be time enough throughout the afternoon to say it’s unbelievable still), her courage, or her beauty, however they chose to refer to it, became something new—which made something new, in turn, of what they might say about Billy’s life. Because if she was beautiful, then the story of his life, or the story they would begin to re-create for him this afternoon, would have to take another turn.


  My father sat to her right. Although Maeve had made all the arrangements herself—had found the place and chosen the menu and requested the fruit salad be served as soon as all the guests had arrived so there would be no long interval for speeches or toasts, only a quick blessing from one of the priests, he was the one the waitresses spoke to, and the owner of the place asked every now and then if anything was needed. He was the one who would settle the bill at the end of the afternoon and tip the waiters and the girl who took the coats and the umbrellas. He was the one who asked Maeve, after he’d already poured her a glass of iced tea, if she would like a drink, and then got up to fetch it for her, nodding to the undertaker and the driver, who were having their lunch at the bar.


  She said, “Thank you, Dennis,” when he placed the martini in front of her and then waited just a moment, her pale hand just touching the stem of the glass before she lifted it. “Good luck,” he said, raising his own glass of beer. She nodded.


  There’s not much sense in pointing out the irony here—or even in trying to determine if everyone was either oblivious to it or so keenly aware that it no longer bore mentioning. Billy had died an alcoholic. Last night, in his casket, his face was bloated to twice its size and his skin was dark brown. (Dennis himself, my father, when he had identified the body two days ago at the VA, had said at first, momentarily relieved from the fact that Billy was dead, “But this is a colored man.”)


  Billy had drunk himself to death. He had, at some point, ripped apart, plowed through, as alcoholics tend to do, the great, deep, tightly woven fabric of affection that was some part of the emotional life, the life of love, of everyone in the room.


  Everyone loved him. It was Mickey Quinn saying this, down at my end of the table. Mickey Quinn, who also worked for Con Ed, his territory being here in the Bronx, although he’d never heard of this place before. Mickey with a beer in his hand, and the irony either lost on him or too obvious even to bear mentioning. “If you knew Billy at all,” he said, “then you loved him. He was just that type of guy.”


  And if you loved him, we all knew, you pleaded with him at some point. Or you drove him to AA, waited outside the church till the meeting was over, and drove him home again. Or you advanced him whatever you could afford so he could travel to Ireland to take the pledge. If you loved him, you took his car keys away, took his incoherent phone calls after midnight. You banished him from your house until he could show up sober. You saw the bloodied scraps of flesh he coughed up into his drinks. If you loved him, then you told him at some point that he was killing himself and felt the way his indifference ripped through your affection. You left work early to identify his body at the VA, and instead of being grateful that the ordeal was at long last over, you felt a momentary surge of joy as you turned away: This was not Billy, it was some colored man.


  “He had the sweetest nature,” another cousin, yet another Rosemary, said at my end of the table. “He found a way to like everyone, he really did. He always found something good to say, or something funny. He could always get you laughing.”


  “He was funny, though.” It was agreed. “God, wasn’t he funny?”


  “Everyone loved him.”


  Not missing the irony of the drinks in their hands and the drink that had killed him, but redeeming, perhaps, the pleasure of a drink or two, on a sad, wet afternoon, in the company of old friends, from the miserable thing that a drink had become in his life. Redeeming the affection they had felt for him, once torn apart by his willfulness, his indifference, making something worthwhile of it, something valuable that had been well spent, after all.


  The fruit salad was canned but served with


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Author’s Acknowledgements


  I am grateful to the Virginia Center for the Creative Arts for providing a quiet place; to Kevin E. McDermott for research assistance; and to Harriet Wasserman and Jonathan Galassi for friendship, wisdom, and infinite patience.


  Also by the Author


  Someone


  It is the 1920s and from the stoop of Marie’s Brooklyn apartment, the stories of her neighbours unfold before her short-sighted eyes. There is war-blinded Billy Corrigan and foolish, ill-fated Pegeen – and her parents’ legendary Syrian-Irish marriage – the terrifying Big Lucy, and the ever-present Sisters of Charity from the convent down the road. As the years pass Marie’s own history plays out against the backdrop of a changing world. Her older brother Gabe leaves for the seminary to study for the priesthood, his faith destined to be tested to breaking point. Marie experiences first love – and first heartbreak – marriage and motherhood, and discovers how time can reveal us all to be fools and dreamers, blinded in one way or another by hope, loss or the exigencies of life and love.


  One life in all its devastating pains and unexpected joys; its bursts of brilliant clarity and moments of profound confusion. Fragments of a curious childhood, of adolescent sexual awakenings, of motherhood and, finally, old age are pieced together in this resonant story of an unremarkable, unforgettable woman.


  


  After This


  ‘Sublime … A radiant portrait of family life’ Daily Mail


  John Keane has been left haunted by his experiences of action during World War II, but when he meets Mary he settles down to bring up a large traditional Irish Catholic family in Long Island. As they struggle to uphold the family’s framework, their four children must experience the challenges and liberties born in the crucible of the 1960s. Michael and Annie taste the fruits of the sexual revolution; Jacob finds himself on the way to Vietnam; and Clare, the youngest, seeks to maintain and almost saintly innocence. With McDermott’s inimitable grace, After This captures the joy, sorrow, anger and love that underpin, and undermine, what it is to be family.


  ‘A moving and evocative story about life and loss’ Irish Independent


  ‘Unsurpassable … A great work of art … A universal story, one that captures both the intimacies of family life as well as the distances’ Independent on Sunday, Books of the Year


  


  A Bigamist’s Daughter


  ‘Impressive … McDermott writes with assurance and skill’ Anne Tyler, New York Times Book Review


  Elizabeth Connelly sits in her office at a New York vanity press watching the world – of real struggles, passion, pain and love – spin around her. Then, a young writer comes to her with a novel about a man who loves more than one woman, but which lacks an ending. Suddenly Elizabeth finds that she is awakened from her young urban professional slumber by a search for the end of one story and the truth of another, this time closer to home.


  ‘McDermott is a genius of quiet observation. Her antenna is perpetually raised and turning, humming and warm with reception … enchanting … One of our finest novelists at work today’

  Los Angeles Times


  


  That Night


  ‘McDermott is a spellbinder, adding a cachet of mystery and eloquence to common occurrences … a dazzling mosaic of details and images … McDermott has wrought a miracle’ Chicago Tribune


  Rick and his high school sweetheart, Sheryl, are being torn apart and their romance seems doomed. On this warm suburban night, the sound of lawn sprinklers is drowned out by the rumble of hot rods. Suddenly, a car careens over a neat front garden, teenage boys spill out brandishing chains, and Rick cries out for the girl he loves. Tonight, fathers will pick up shovels and rakes to defend their turf, and children will witness a battle fuelled by fierce, true love. This is the night they will talk about and remember as the moment their quiet world changed.


  ‘McDermott’s novel has a universal appeal because it is coloured by an experience which everybody will recognise … There is a depth of feeling here which is beautifully – and seriously – realised’ Independent


  


  At Weddings and Wakes


  ‘A beautifully observed chronicle of New York family lives … Few writers have exploited the half-silence to such exquisite effect’ Observer


  Twice a week, Lucy Dailey leaves suburbia with her three children in tow, returning to the Brooklyn home where she grew up, and where her stepmother and unmarried sisters still live. Aunt Veronica, with her wounded face and dreams of beauty, drowns her sorrows in drink. Aunt Agnes, an acerbic student of elegance, sips only from the finest crystal as she sees Aunt May, the ex-nun, blossom with a late and unexpected love. And all the while, the children watch, absorbing the legacy of their haunted family.


  ‘A haunting and masterly work of literary art’ Wall Street Journal


  


  Child of My Heart


  ‘McDermott is a genius … A poignant and rewarding fictional world. Child of My Heart extends her artistic triumphs, and we should rejoice’ Los Angeles Times


  Theresa is the town’s most sought-after babysitter, cheerful and beloved by children and animals – she is Titania among her fairies, the one person to call on for help with a child in distress. But she’s also a solitary soul with a huge understanding of human nature for a fifteen-year-old. Theresa does not doubt her power over the fathers of her adoring charges either, whose potential lechery she toys with. Yet this unforgettable summer, it is her cousin Daisy, a frail little creature with glittery shoes and worrying bruises that don’t heal, who captures Theresa’s heart.


  ‘Richly textured, intricately woven … A work not only of, but about, the imagination’ Margaret Atwood, New York Review of Books


  By the Same Author


  Someone

  After This

  A Bigamist’s Daughter

  That Night

  At Weddings and Wakes

  Child of My Heart


  First published in Great Britain 1999


  This electronic edition published in 2013 by Bloomsbury Publishing Plc


  Copyright © 1998 by Alice McDermott


  The moral right of the author has been asserted.


  All rights reserved

  You may not copy, distribute, transmit, reproduce or otherwise make available this publication (or any part of it) in any form, or by any means (including without limitation electronic, digital, optical, mechanical, photocopying, printing, recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages


  Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

  50 Bedford Square, London WC1B 3DP

  www.bloomsbury.com


  A CIP catalogue record is available from the British Library


  eISBN: 978-1-4088-5321-4


  Bloomsbury Publishing, London, New Delhi, New York and Sydney


  Visit www.bloomsbury.com to find out more about our authors and their books.You will find extracts, author interviews, author events and you can sign up for newsletters to be the first to hear about our latest releases and special offers
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