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The Last Smoking Wedding in the Country

Pauline Clooney

The pub, with its rectangles of warm light filtering out through entangled ivy had a
welcoming glow, and so Mell pulled over. She imagined a hearty welcome awaited her, the
kind you get in these isolated, country shebeen types. Maybe that was all she needed to lift
her out of the trough of gloom she was wallowing in. The interior was a disappointment,
almost empty, the air was raw and dank, and a wigwam of unlit paper, sticks and coals gave
cold comfort from the grate. Three round tables, each surrounded by four chairs were in the
middle of the space, the rest of the seating was booth affairs around the walls. There was a
gang of young lads occupying one of them. If it hadn’t been for the ‘hello’ from the barman,
she wouldn’t have stayed, but always too ready to be agreeable, she sat at a table in the

middle of the floor; it felt safer to be out in the open.

The coffee tasted bitter; even after spilling the third sachet of sugar in. One glass of
wine wouldn’t put her over the limit, and it would go better with a cigarette. The cigarette she
shouldn’t really be smoking, but there had been a ‘fuck it” kind of attitude poking at her since

early morning.

“Malbec, Shiraz, Cab Sav, Merlot...?”” The barman rattled off the choices, clearly

enthused by the request.
“Shiraz?”

“Great choice, I have a nice Barossa, local councillor’s wife loves it.”
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The ‘councillor’s wife’ tag galled her, not even a Mrs so and so to give her a more
individual identity. If the wedding did go ahead, she decided there and then, there would be
no name changing. Besides, she would rather the lads in the school knew nothing about her
personal life. Things like boyfriends and husbands just gave them more ammunition for their
grunts and guffaws at the female teachers. Like the group of young lads in the booth who
seemed to think everything was hilarious in that forced, hysterical rambunctious manner
which that generation had perfected. Ha, ha, fucking ha yourself is what Mell wanted to snipe
over at them, but the other known trait of that species was an unpredictable penchant for

sudden rage and violence.

“Sit yourself back there, I’1l bring it over,” the barman said, completely oblivious, or

so Mell thought, to the raucous from the boys.

Earlier Petey had already gone to work when she made the first decision; they started early on
the building site, even in February. Perhaps it was being woken at an ungodly hour, although
it would be churlish of her to say that she hadn’t enjoyed the sex, or maybe it was watching
Petey flail his arms into his boiler suit like some disco dancer, but everything about him and
their togetherness was bothering her that morning. He was all physical and that was not
something Mell felt could sustain them till death do they part. There had to be something
more. Something of the mind. Or the soul even. Like the way devotion to the holy Mary had
kept her parents together even though they hated each other according to her mother. “If we

hadn’t the rosary, the novenas and the sodality, we’d have killed each other years ago”.

At 7.10 am Mell rang the school and left a voice message to say she wouldn’t be in;

she wasn’t feeling well.
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By 7.20 am she regretted it. She should ring again, before it mattered to say she was
better. Substitutes could never be sourced, so the roster would kick in and those colleagues

caught for supervision would be bitching about her. She did it herself.

She sat staring at the clock, letting the minutes pass beyond the cut-off time for
ringing. Fuck them and their bitching about having to step in for a forty-minute period, she

had a life to sort out.

She would miss teaching her Leaving Certs, having an honours class made such a
difference. She had stayed up past twelve the previous night preparing a lesson on Hamlet
and had been looking forward to teaching it. The students, all male, loved anything that
involved women and madness, she joked with them about it being something they should
always pay close attention to. What if Ophelia is the only sane character in Hamlet? She
should have known better than to ask Petey what he thought of the essay title she had for

them.

“Ah Mell, ya know me when it comes to all that shite, unless book has an ‘ie’ tagged
on, I’m lost.” She had laughed along at the time, their in-couple joke regarding his take on all
things literary. But the fact that her students would have given a more informed answer

niggled.

They were together three years, had met in the local nightclub. He asked her to dance
when Don 't Stand so Close to Me came on and sang into her ear changing the ‘schoolgirl” of
the song to ‘schoolboy’. It was the sexiest thing ever for Mell and that night he walked her
home to her rented accommaodation and never left. He had a van and a job on the buildings,
so what if he never went to college or looked nothing like the man from her upward mobility
dreams. They were in that fizzle of young love that scoffs at all the tomorrows. Wasn’t it

Yeats who said, ‘love is based on inequality as friendship on equality’. Because his work was
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physical, he was in good shape, she liked that. He was great around the house too, fixing
leaky taps with just a few twists of a spanner or whatever tool was needed. Sex was good, no,
sex was great. She would have liked them to talk more about feelings and stuff like that, but

maybe he was right, if it worked what was there to talk about, if it’s not broken and all that.

The glass of wine had about two sips left. She wished she had brought a book or the ‘notions
of being a writer’ journal and pen she usually carried, seldom remembering to write in it.
What must it look like, a stranger woman on her own in the middle of the mountains, wearing
an oversized woolly jumper and leggings—her couch clothes—no make-up on, skeletal thin
from all the pre-wedding dieting, and smoking like a death row inmate? The group of young
lads, the only other ‘customers’, weren’t drinking anything. Maybe one of them belonged to
the place. Even without school uniforms, with their GAA buzz cuts and faces destroyed with
acne, they could have been any of the pupils she was currently mitching from. They spent
their time huddled together sniggering and guffawing over apparently nothing. The barman
ignored them, as he polished glasses and watched the afternoon show playing on the box
television set, tucked in between Paddy Power and Gordon’s Gin. Mell feigned an interest in

it, as she lit up another cigarette, possibly her fourth since she sat down.

‘Can I get you a refill?’

‘No, I’'m grand. Thanks.’

‘Getting in the last hurrah with the fags?’

‘Sorry?’

‘The ban, less than a month now.’

‘Of course, yeah, some change?’



Dingle Lit Short Story Competition 2024, in partnership with Dingle Distillery

‘It’ll never work, the regulars here will burn the place down before they’ll step

outside for a drag.’

The boys thought this was the funniest thing ever. ‘Some craic, that’d be.” ‘Flinty

Flynn will be the man for that job.” ‘Ha, ha, ha, or wha’ about the Butt Carroll?” ‘Ha, ha, ha.’

‘Lads, should ye not be heading home, there must be homework or something to be

done.’

‘Do ya hear him. Transition year. Biggest doss.’

The one who spoke, while the other two snorted fakey laughs, left the booth, went
behind the counter, fisted the till open and took out cash. He had the swagger of an owner’s

son, his defiant sense of entitlement smirking back at his homies.

‘Write that into the book, I’m not taking the rap for your theft.’

Mell could tell by the way the barman flicked the tea cloth at him that there would be

no recording of the withdrawal, no accusations.

‘Petrol money, we might be going for a spin.’

This caused even more hilarity among the other two. This was the kind of behaviour,

neanderthal in her books, that often had Mell questioning her career choice.

She watched through the stained-glass window as the dark, gangly shapes folded
themselves into a car; she was waiting to hear their take off in a pimped-up screech. Her
phone vibrated across the table. Before flipping it open, she knew it would be Petey. She had
left a note to say that she was taking a drive to where their wedding reception was being held,
checking final details. He would be home and worried that she wasn’t there. He knew she

didn’t like driving in the dark.
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The hotel was deserted earlier when she arrived. They had booked it the previous summer,
back then golfers could be seen from the long avenue, wheeling their bags, or swinging clubs
against the glistening lake, a bride and groom posed for a photograph by an ornate fountain,
while trussed-up wedding guests milled around the courtyard sipping from flute glasses.

Well, if it had closed since, that was the decision made, the universe coming to her aid.

“Sorry for keeping you waiting, ah, it’s yourself, Ms....” Mell recognised him, they
weren’t looks you’d forget, and she forgave him for not knowing her name, he must meet
loads. He remembered that she was a teacher and was surprised to see her ‘on a school day’.
His phrase. She lied about being off for Founders Day, which would have been the truth if it
was ten years earlier, the last time the school honoured the occasion. Feeling trapped as she
sunk into the luxuriousness of the oversized armchair, Mell was trying to come up with
questions that would give her visit a purpose. The manager was gone to get tea, apologising
for the reduced staff, they were just now reopening after the Christmas break. Other than
would she get her deposit back if she cancelled, she couldn’t think of one valid question. She
should leave before he got back, but then if the wedding went ahead, she would have to face
him on the day, explain her behaviour. When she did leave, she drove until she found a shop
where she bought a pack of twenty Rothmans. Herself and Petey had given up cigarettes
after their engagement and were putting the money saved in an envelope marked ‘Wedding

Fund’.

‘I’m in a pub in Wicklow. No, coffee, Christ’s sake, Petey. No, there was more than half a

tank, I know, I know—not sure—near Glendalough?’

Mell explained how she had felt too anxious that morning to go to work, how she had
travelled to the hotel where the reception would be, and how she had sat down with the

manager to go over the details. She didn’t tell him about the uncontrollable crying, how the
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manager had replaced the tea with brandy, listening, nodding, and occasionally patting her
hand. She didn’t tell Petey that while she nodded at his reassurances and gave teary smiles,
she wished she was marrying him instead. He seemed so gentle, considerate, intelligent.
Educated. She didn’t tell Petey how depressing their life was, in the rented two bed in a
housing estate that belonged in a black and white Ireland, how humdrum it had all become,
working all week, cleaning all weekend, their small lives momentarily meaningful when they
collided in bed. She didn’t say she felt trapped, that maybe she was depressed too. She didn’t
tell him that the manager said they would get half their deposit back. She didn’t tell Petey any

of that.

‘Of course, it’s normal, Petey, not that you’d know—what? —well, I’'m the one that
did most of the planning. Look, let’s have this conversation when I’m home—don’t be

stupid, I’m not getting cold feet.’

‘I hear wedding bells. Congratulations.’

‘Thanks. Two weeks from today. Could be the last smoking wedding in the country. I
mean in the sense of people smoking, not, you know, smoking as in...” Mell couldn’t be

bothered continuing with the explanation, she did enough of that in work and at home.

The barman had finished polishing glasses and was pulling a pint of Guinness. It

made Mell a little giddy, what if he decided to join her?

‘Well, it’s getting dark, I better head for the hills.’

‘Have you a drive ahead of you?’

‘Not much, over the Sally Gap and it’s all downhill from there.

‘Safe Journey. Nice meeting you. Right on time, Jamsie, just putting the head on

now.” The last comment was directed to an older man with Brylcreemed hair who had the
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look of farmer out for the night; he had come in from what must have been a back entrance.

Mell felt stupid for thinking the barman would have wanted to join her.

It was when she was doing a U-turn in the road, she noticed that the car with the three lads
was still there. Were they all smiling at her? Hardly. The Wicklow hills, alive in their Spring
verdure on the way up were now dark blotches seeping into the black of night. The orange
lights of isolated houses dotted an invisible landscape. It made Mell feel lonely, abandoned,
and try as she might she could not shake off thoughts of the ‘Disappeared’. Women who left
home on an ordinary day to do ordinary things and were never seen again, other than on walls
of Garda stations and post offices. She would have liked to drive faster but the road was
narrow and her knowledge of the sheer drop to the left was even more threatening now that
she couldn’t make it out. Headlights appeared behind her, some local rushing to get home
from work, and she would frustrate them with her cautious driving. A gateway appeared so
she pulled in to give them a chance to pass, but they also stopped, right behind her, near

enough for her to see that it was the boys from the bar.

Should she just get out, go to their window like some cop in a road movie and
reprimand them like she would any of the schoolboys she taught, remind them how it wasn’t
cool to attempt to intimidate a female, didn’t they have mothers, sisters? How would they like
it if some little thug did the same to them? She didn’t get out. She drove on, not really

expecting them to follow.
But they did.

When Mell slowed, they slowed, when, on a straight part she speeded up, and so did
they. And now they were turning on and off their headlights. Off when at a distance, back on

when right up behind her.

What if she broke down?
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What if she hit a pothole and had an accident?

This was not how it was supposed to go. Mell had judged those other women, the
‘Disappeared’ as they were collectively called, she had thought them to be careless—not
asking for it, never asking for it —just not careful enough, or too trusting. Now she was the
careless one, no business at all being where she was. She rummaged with her left hand on the
passenger seat, cursing herself for all the times she stupidly joked about the needle in a
haystack state of her bag. There were village lights up ahead, she would pull in near an open

shop.

There was no shop, no sign of life. A lone phone box reminded her of one of the
tragic women she was trying not to focus on. Streetlights and a furtive glance allowed her to
see the phone on the seat where she had left it. With a one-handed continuous movement, she

flicked it open, punched in Petey’s number and hit the loudspeaker key.

‘I’m being followed—no, this is not my imagination, three young lads, they have
followed me from the pub, they slow down when I slow down, they stop when I stop, they’re
flashing lights at me—no, nobody, not a single car, I think it was Manor Kilbride I just went
through—okay, thanks, Petey. Little fuckers, if I had them in class I’d make mincemeat of
them, but this is different, I’m on their turf—okay, but do it from the landline, | need you to

stay on here with me. Please. Thanks.’

Apart from the brief conversation with the Garda, which she could hear, Petey chatted
to her about how he might try to get tickets sometime for one of the big MMA fights in
Vegas or Atlantic City, how Jimmy Deegan in work was finally leaving the wife, how it
might be a mistake to put his brother and sister on the same table at the reception because of
the recent fallout over nothing, how he was thinking that after the wedding they should

continue the envelope savings for a mortgage, rent was just dead money, and he had been
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wondering that seeing as they would only be on honeymoon the once, well if they felt like

having a cigarette, they could always start again when they got home.

Mell loved Petey’s random, stream of consciousness conversation, she even called it

Joycean; his uncomplicated, no filter self.
She wished she was at home with him, making dinner, doing the ordinary stuff.

As the lights of a town twinkled in the distance, she checked the mirror before pulling

over to the ditch.

She turned on her hazard lights and waited, thinking of the wedding day to come.
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