The Quarrel at the Country Dance.
It was a glorious summer Sunday in early June. The afternoon sun shone in all its splendour. It would be oppressive were it not for occasional breezes just enough to stir the blossoms in the scented hedgerows and scatter their delicious fragrance. It was a day to stretch oneself beneath some overspreading tree and revel in luxurious laziness. Kaime ‘Cross’, however, afforded but few facilities for such delightful recreation. A sparse, shrubby covering was all, save a few hawthorns, that gave a partial shelter to the fences around it. Nor for its scenic beauties was it by any means an attractive spot. A muddy stream worked its straggling way through the overgrown rushes of a bog nearby; an abundance of stunted whins covered the hilly uplands round. The grimy walls and unsightly appurtenances of a country smithy formed anything but a pleasing contrast to the two neat labourers’ cottages that stood beside the ‘Cross’ with their trimmed and well-stocked flower beds and creeper-covered walls, while the dilapidated remains of some mud-wall cabins near served to heighten the incongruity.

Kaime Cross was not, as its name might imply, a junction of four roads, but of three. What was once a fourth had degenerated into a now almost disused bohreen barred near its entrance by a rustic gate with few artistic pretensions. In front of this gate was a semi-circular space of grassy sward on which was fixed one of those well smoothed timber platforms – still such familiar objects on our country waysides.

It was not, one would think, an ideal spot for a country dance meeting; yet, for summers past such a meeting place it had been, and here today ‘Mickey’ was perched upon his rocky seat beneath the shade of a friendly hawthorn, while the patter of the ‘Irish sets’, the ‘Lancers’ and other Irish dances re-echoed to the music of his pipes. Many groups of gay and bright-eyed girls were scattered around, apparently indifferent to the havoc a relentless sun could play with their healthy beauty, the numerous cross-fires of badinage between them and the ‘boys’ leaving but little time for dullness while waiting their turns on the boards. Nor did the clash of camáns from the adjoining meadow and the gleeful ‘hurrahs’ that followed some particularly brilliant feat of play appeal in vain to the fair colleens, and many were the admiring glances that followed the contestants in the game, as they exerted all their athletic prowess to outrival one another in these critical eyes.

None, of all the hurlers of Kaime, could wield his camán with such dexterity, or put such strength of arm behind his strokes as ‘The Captain,’ Joe Maguire. As goal-minder the confidence of his team in him was well nigh unbounded. No matter with what danger an opposing team might threaten the defensive quarters of Kaime’s combination, the assurance that ‘Maguire is there’ was all-sufficient for his comrades, and it was indeed largely to his unsparing efforts their many victories were due.

To-day, however, far from excelling under the incentive of such inspiring patronage, Joe seemed to be rather sadly lacking in his usual vigorous style, and the shouts of ‘Well done, Captain’, ‘Bravo, Maguire’, that commonly greeted his dashing and scientific play were noticeably absent. Nor even when the match was over, and the players mingled in the gaiety of those round the platform, did Joe seem to be his real self, but appeared lost in a mood of abstraction and painful reserve that was wholly new to him in the experience of his companions, and from which all their chaffing could not rouse him.

No lighter heart than Joe Maguire’s had set out that Sunday afternoon for the dance at the Cross. Only a few hours previously, with elastic tread and joyous anticipations, he had bounded over the field and fence with his many-dented camán – for wasn’t Peggy Lynch, after her three months’ absence among her city friends, to be at the dance again to-day!    What a dreary, dismal time these three months had seemed to him. He didn’t know how much he cared for Peggie till this absence involuntarily set him analysing his feelings. True, there was no promise; there were no serious words of love between them, but there was something that spoke more eloquently than words, Joe thought, in the glow of pleasure which lit up her face on meeting him, in her manifest anxiety to be near him at dance, or party, or meeting – in the thousand little ways that could have but one interpretation.

Nor was Joe disappointed in seeing his favourite in her usual place chatting and jesting with her light-hearted companions. More beautiful, more fascinating than ever she seemed; but something of a change in her, some coldness, something like haughtiness in her manner and in the tone of the ‘Oh, thank you,’ with which she replied to his gushing welcomes chilled him to the heart. The city ways of dress and manner she had brought back with her might perhaps account for the number of new admirers who thronged around her, and for the particular attentions she received from James Doyle, one of the largest farmers in the vicinity of Kaime, a gentleman who seldom honoured that rustic gathering with his presence. In spite of all his efforts to beat it down, Joe found a jealous feeling growing and growing within his breast. Doyle’s attentions were evidently pleasing to Peggie; he could see her smiling and a apparently happy face as she moved round with him in the dance, and hear the rippling laughter with which she greeted his many jokes. It seemed as if she was designedly and studiously avoiding Joe himself. On the few occasions during the day when he did succeed in getting an opportunity to ask her for a dance, she frigidly excused herself on the plea of tiredness, or another engagement, once or twice referring him to Mary Neill, who happened at the moment to be sitting idly by,

Joe was too disturbed by the mysterious change that had come over Peggie, and the strangeness of her conduct towards him to be able to play on the field with his accustomed verve and spirit; and now, wrapped in his gloomy meditations, he could but ill appreciate the merriment and raillery of those around him. Almost mechanically his eyes sought Peggie where she sat on the grassy bank beside Doyle. More than once he fancied he caught her sympathetic glance steal furtively towards him, but any gleams of hope thus enkindled soon expired in the light of the evident self-satisfaction that beamed from her partner’s face, and in the cool air of proprietorship with which he monopolised her.

The shadows of evening were beginning to steal apace, and as another Set was forming – probably the last for the day – Joe determined to end his suspense, and once and for all put his fate to the touch.

‘Will you dance this once with me, Peggie, before we go home for the evening?’ he pleaded, as in the bustle attendant on selecting partners she momentarily got separated from Doyle.

‘Oh, Joe, I am so sorry,’  and the old glad light seemed to leap into her eyes.  ‘I did not –‘

‘Are you coming, Peggie?’

As the words sounded beside her the tenderness seemed to die away from her features and voice, and with a ‘Please excuse me, Mr. Doyle is waiting to see me home,’ she turned abruptly and, with her escort, walked away. 

For days poor Joe struggled with the horrible fear that Peggie was lost to him – Peggie whom he had looked upon as so much and so exclusively his own. He often tried to shake himself free, as it were, from the incubus of some oppressing dream. Were the events of last Sunday indeed a reality, he asked himself again and again. Was he at the dance at all? Or were his senses deceiving him? But Peggie’s words and actions had burned themselves into his mind, and the misery of despair was beginning to pierce his very soul. He was too wretched, his finer feelings too numbed to be moved even by an urgent telegram calling him to the bedside of a brother suddenly stricken down with pneumonia. The journey, however – a long one – to a remote seaside district, and the change of scene and faces, helped in some small degree to rouse him from his morbid condition and to alleviate the gnawing mental pain that was oppressing him.

Though the crisis of the sickness was soon past, the brother would not hear of Joe’s returning home and he was obliged to remain there, an impatient guest, for some time. In the interval he had but the one sad theme for his thoughts, and he thought that o’er almost to madness. He spent many of his leisure hours roaming by the seashore or sailing out with the nearby village fishermen. In his early holidays among those rockbound cliffs Joe had learnt many things that would have been very valuable to a zealous coastguard or an aspiring gauger, he had for the mere love of adventure participated in many a reckless deed at which peaceful, law-abiding citizens would hold up their heads in pious horror. And now, when some of his old-time associates cautiously apprised him of their intention to smuggle a cargo ashore it did not require very much persuasion to induce him to join them.

‘Oh night, and storm, and darkness, ye are wondrous strong.’ said Lord Byron. And so, indeed, our hardy smugglers found it – much too strong for themselves and the frail boats to which they trusted. They met a sudden and terrible fate, the boats were swallowed up, leaving their crews, or what survived of them, at the mercy of the raging tempest-lashed waves.

When the unexpected hurricane had spent its force Joe had barely sufficient strength to bind himself to the spar to which he had clung for dear life, and he had now to commit himself to the chances of the sea against which he could no longer fight. In this condition his apparently lifeless body was picked up by a passing American liner, but with the care he received on board and his naturally strong constitution, he had quite recovered from the effects of his involuntary bath before the vessel anchored off Sandy Hook. The American immigration laws were not then as strict as they are now and the resources of Joe’s exchequer were not too curiously inquired into.

To a person accustomed only to the quiet scenes and uneventful life of a secluded countryside what a revelation it is to behold, for the first time, the sights and wonders, the bustle and business of a mighty city. To Joe on landing all was so bewilderingly strange and confusing that he forgot for the time being his friendless position, his penniless pockets and the train of circumstances which had thrown him a homeless wanderer among the hurrying, heedless thousands congesting the streets of New York.

One day he was absorbed in the contemplation of some more than usually novel sights in a Broadway window when he heard a familiar voice beside him exclaim: 

‘Why, ‘tis the Captain!    In the name of all that’s wonderful how are you?’   And before he could realize it, Joe found himself in the hearty grip of his former schoolmate and warm friend, Tom Spillane. The joy of the two at being thus unexpectedly thrown into each other’s arms was no less than their wild surprise, and when their glad greetings were over, Joe explained the series of events which had placed him in his unenviable position – omitting all reference to Peggie Lynch. Needless to say, Tom’s hospitality was cordially extended to his boyhood friend and gladly accepted by Joe.

‘And how are all the boys and girls in Kaime?’ asked Tom, as the pair sat to the supper table some hours afterwards.  ‘I seldom hear from the folk at home and, except from the Cork newspaper which I get pretty regularly, I hear little about the old places. Is Mickey living still and keeping on the dance at the Cross?’

‘Mickey is as strong as ever and the dance was flourishing when I left Kaime.’

Tom attributed the shadows that overspread his companion’s face to a tinge of homesickness to which all greenhorns are at first so susceptible.

‘What crowds,’ Tom continued, ‘that battered old platform used to collect, and how many a happy evening we spent around it. In my dreams I am often back again in the melee of the hurling match or gliding round the platform in the dance with Mary Neill. Mary Neill,’ he added half meditatively, ‘I believe my old grádh for her is only growing stronger. But Mary, of course, has plenty new sweethearts and has long ceased to think of me.’

‘Except for the marked partiality Mary showed to you I have never seen her pay particular attention to any of her admirers,’ Joe assured him.

‘It is useless now to speculate on what might have been under happier circumstances,’ said Tom rather sadly.  ‘I had few prospects at home and thanks to our old master, whom we so often annoyed, I had hopes when I left Ireland that the days spent in his bleak mountain school would stand me in good stead. Nor was I deceived. I got some knocking around at first; I had to climb slowly uphill. But I persevered and made good, and I am now in a fairly independent position.’

Both were silent for some time, each lost in his own reflections. Tom was the first to rouse himself.

‘Why, Joe, what is up with both of us this evening? Do you remember two wild youths whose fertile brains planned so much mischief on the hillsides of Kaime, and who drew down on their devoted heads so many old women’s doubtful blessings? Where are these two precious boys now? Well, if the old women do not regret us the young ones surely cannot be so ungrateful, for it is not every day they’ll find a Joe Maguire to immortalize them. Yes, I think I remember the verses,’ and, notwithstanding Joe’s deprecatory gestures, Tom, after one or two attempts to strike a suitable key, at last began what he prefaced by the title of  The Maids Of Kaime:

Bards oft have waked the flattering lyre impassioned praise to pour

On beauteous belles and glittering dames whom monarchs  bowed before,

But ne’er did poet’s fancy paint or raptured court acclaim

Such wealth of charms, such fairy forms, as dower the Maids Of Kaime.*

[*See also the poem on page 6.  (ed)]

 ‘Why, Tom,’ broke out Joe at last, the song having an entirely different effect upon him from that which the singer intended, ‘if you continue in that strain the neighbours will think that we are indulging in an Irish carouse.’    And he endeavoured to turn the conversation on to less painful topics. In recalling old times, old scenes, old memories, the hours slipped quickly by and it was long past the witching hour before the friends retired.

It was some days ere the novelty and excitement of everything around him allowed Joe’s mind to get back into something like a normal condition. And when it did he lived over again, a thousand times, that last Sunday at the dance, and the thought, as he dwelt upon it, became almost a conviction that Peggie then had acted through pique, to punish him for some fancied grievance, some delinquencies of his as a lover. He could not credit that one whom he had always believed to be so gentle, so innocent, so trustful, could be really cruel and deceitful at heart. He assured himself that some misunderstanding was at the bottom of it all, and that a few words of explanation would make them only greater friends than ever.

His doubts, however, were rudely dispelled and his hopes and fears effectually resolved by a paragraph on which he happened to glance as he was aimlessly looking over some Munster papers lent him by his friend Tom.

It was headed, ‘Cupid in the Country,’ couched in language typical of the Provincial news report, and read: ‘The friends of Mr. James Doyle, of Kaime, well known in sporting circles, will learn with great pleasure of his recent marriage. Mr. Doyle is to be warmly felicitated on securing the hand of Miss Lynch, daughter of his immediate neighbour, Mr. James Lynch, a lady in every way worthy of his choice. Though they had not been engaged we learn that Mr. Doyle and his fair fiance were always most devotedly attached. In addition to the numerous congratulations the happy pair have received we heartily extend them ours.’

Joe’s brain seemed on fire. The last spark of hope utterly extinguished!    Under the numbing effects of the blow he could not at first realize its full force, but as he tried to collect what was left of his senses, his grief and despair were really touching. He could not now help unbosoming himself to his friend, and Tom did all he possibly could to encourage and sustain him. He went through his daily routine at the factory, weary and tired of an existence that seemed to grow only more burdensome from day to day.

In this condition he accidentally fell in with some adventurous individuals who were about to set out for Klondyke – the boom of which was then raging – and despite Tom Spillane’s entreaties, Joe was soon on the way to that alluring region, little reflecting on, and caring less, what dangers and difficulties were before him, but daring the hazards and welcoming, even courting, the perils he might meet with.





    .         .         .         .         .
Three years had passed away and Joe Maguire, rich beyond a miser’s dreams, was standing again on the ‘Cross’ of Kaime. The shades of an autumn evening were fast gathering as he had reached it. He paused and looked long on the scene around him.

‘Yes,’ he mused, ‘it is the same, same old place, changed in nothing, but in those who used to frequent it. Here is the platform still, only more worn, more battered than of old; here is the moss-covered stone on which Mickey used to sit; and here on this daisy-starred bank was Peggie’s favourite seat.’

Joe found a flood of old memories rushing back upon him. He knew how dangerous they were to his peace of mind, and so he quickly turned away from the scene which had waked them up. He walked along the road, but cast his eyes where he would, some place, some object recalled the happy days of his earlier years. Over there was the fence where, with Peggie at his side, he had lingered to pick the ruby whortle-berries on his way from school; there was the field where the sports used be held and where he was often the winner of some coveted prizes, and here across was the shady lane along which he had so often accompanied Peggie on Sunday evenings home from the dance. He gazed sadly over the prospect, now bathed in the light of a full harvest moon just risen over the eastern hills. He saw in the distance the lights in the windows of James Doyle’s comfortable home, and could distinguish the shadows of someone moving about inside. 

‘Peggy, no doubt,’ he thought, ‘now the happy mistress of the place and the happy wife of its master.’  And, ah! the pang the thought brought with it. He had believed that his heart was sufficiently steeled to think of this with calmness, even with indifference. But little he knew his own heart. Every incident of the past, the buried past as he had thought, came vividly back with its train of ghost-like memories. He tried to change the current of his thoughts, but they would still flow on in the same channel. She had cruelly and heartlessly deceived him – made his life, his happiness, a dreary waste of wreck and ruin. Why did he ever know her!   Why did their paths ever cross? Why did she lure him on with her smiles and encouragements? Why–?

A startled cry from a young woman who had suddenly turned round an angle in his path interrupted his painful reflections.

‘Joe – Joe Maguire!    Is it you or your ghost?’ she asked as soon as terror and surprise would allow her to speak.

Joe stood as if rooted to the spot. That voice!    How it set his heart a-fluttering!   How it held him entranced as if under some potent spell!

The angry feelings in which his mind was immersed came, however, to his assistance and in accents as cold and steady as he could manage he replied:

‘Be not frightened, Mrs. Doyle. I am no ghost.’

The young woman’s first shock of surprise had worn away. She saw it was really Joe Maguire in the flesh, but as he had evidently failed to recognise her she ran over to him with outstretched hands, crying:

‘Joe, Joe, do you not know me? After believing that you were at the bottom of the sea for the last three years have you no warmer words than these on coming back to your old friends?’

‘Yes, Mrs. Doyle, I know you only too well. I am sorry I didn’t learn to know you earlier, I might then have been spared a life of hopeless misery. My old friends,’ he sneered, after a slight pause, ‘my old friends !’ emphasising the last word with a cutting contempt.  ‘May heaven save me from such old friends!


She stood aghast, horrified at his words. He was not drunk; some form of insanity was the sole explanation, and all her pity went out to him in what she conceived to be his sad affliction. She laid her arm affectionately on his shoulder and, in a voice of utmost tenderness, asked:

‘Joe, why do you call me Mrs. Doyle!   Do you not know Peggie, your own Peggie Lynch?’

He looked at her with wide-open eyes of astonishment. What did she mean? What could she mean? He thrust his hand into an inside pocket and pulled out a frayed piece of old newspaper – the account of James Doyle’s marriage – which he had found in his trunk that morning when searching for some papers.  ‘Read this,’ he cried, in a voice of suppressed passion.

Peggie with difficulty deciphered the lines by the brightening moon, and when she had finished she looked up at him, a revelation breaking over her.

‘This is all true, Joe,’ she said.  ‘James Doyle was married to Miss Lynch, the daughter of Mr. James Lynch. But Joe, not to me.’

‘Not to you?’ he cried incredulously. ‘Not to you? Why, there is no other.’

‘You forget my sister, Joe’

‘Your sister? Your sister! Had she not arranged to enter a convent? Did I not myself hear her say so?’

‘Yes, but she found it was not her vocation and she changed her intentions in the end.’

He was silent – bewildered.  ‘But if all this is so,’ he asked at length, ‘how do you explain the way you treated me that last Sunday at the dance?’

‘Do not reproach me, Joe, with that Sunday – much as I deserve it – for I have more than atoned for it in all I have suffered since. I was, perhaps, more jealous than I should have been when I learned from James Doyle on the evening before how Mary Neill had apparently been stealing in on your affections during my absence. This was a practical joke, as he afterwards confessed, that he intended to play on me. He was just then in a mood for tricks on all of us. He readily fell in with my suggestion that he should be at the dance the following day and keep me all to himself. That he succeeded only too well I need not now remind you. Whenever he found my resolutions about to desert me, as they often were on seeing your wretched, dejected appearance, he kept reminding me of the bargain I had made with him, and taunting me with throwing myself under your feet.’

Joe was struggling with such overpowering feelings that for some time he could not trust himself to speak.  ‘How ungenerously, how unmanly have I wronged you.’  he at length exclaimed in a tone of severest self-censure. ‘To my passion-tossed mind every trifle was proof as strong as holy writ. Even now, Peggie, I find it hard to realize that you are not James Doyle’s wife, that your affections are still free.’

‘That I am not James Doyle’s wife is true. But Joe, do not again deceive yourself. My affections are not free.’

Joe staggered as if dealt a violent blow. A startled expression of pain overspread his features. Peggie saw the effect of her words and penitently hastened to exclaim:   ‘My affections, Joe, are not free, have not been free for the past six years. Can you not guess where they have been held all this time?’

We must draw a veil over the rest of the lovers’ reconciliation and explanations, almost on the very spot where their unhappy estrangement had taken place three years before.

‘And how is Mary – Mary Neill?’ Joe inquired, as the pair walked on together towards the house of Peggie’s father, ‘for I don’t know after all but that I did care a good deal for her,’ with an arch look at Peggie.

‘Well if you did you are too late now. Did you not hear, but of course you didn’t, that Tom Spillane came home from America and took her out with him to the ‘Land of the West’ as his bride?’

‘May they be happy,’ heartily murmured Joe, and Mary answered with a fervent ‘Amen.’

Would any of our readers wish to learn more about Joe and Peggie? Well they were soon a happy married pair and the good people of Kaime can testify how true it is to say, ‘they lived happily ever after.’

