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INTRODUCTION



Dubliners:
PARALYSIS AND EPIPHANY
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It is said that if tomorrow Dublin were to perish from the face of the earth, it could be reconstructed in its entirety from the works of James Joyce. Dubliners is a masterpiece of literary and psychological innovation, a critical examination of a nation in a state of social and political paralysis, and the stunning debut of a young author—but most of all, it is a vivid picture of a place and a time and a people. Joyce said he wrote it in a style of “scrupulous meanness.” His unsparing attention to the warts-and-all details of his subject made people squeamish—so squeamish that it took him nearly a decade to find a publisher who would agree to print the book.

But Dubliners is more than just a reflection of reality. It is Joyce’s diagnosis of Ireland’s failing morale. His term for the “Irish problem” was “hemiplegia of the will” or, more simply, “paralysis.” He saw Dublin as a sickroom inhabited by people who wanted to move and to change but could not. In many of his stories, the characters are literally people going nowhere. Indeed, in many ways, Dubliners is Joyce’s grimmest book. However, many of his readers have found his unflinching stare at Ireland’s difficulties bracing rather than depressing. Seamus Heaney, a contemporary Irish poet and Nobel laureate, has written that the first line of the book, “There was no hope for him this time,” “cheers the heart of every Irish person because they know that someone is at last telling them the truth about things.”

Joyce’s own passionate attachment to truth extended to the belief that men and women could obtain revelatory insight into their character and condition, a sudden flash of insight he termed an epiphany. In Catholicism, the word epiphany is defined as a divine “showing forth,” a definition rooted in the revelation of the Holy Spirit to the three wise men who traveled to see the birth of Jesus. For those characters who have no epiphanies, Joyce forces upon his readers the sad realization that their lives most likely will continue along their benighted paths. But for those who do, no matter how painful their insight, some hope for redemption remains.

Dubliners is the first of James Joyce’s four great books. In many ways, it remains his most influential work. The writers who have been influenced by it include Ernest Hemingway, Flannery O’Connor, and James Baldwin, to name but a few. Many critics have deemed its final story, “The Dead,” the finest story ever written in the English language. Joyce hoped his “scrupulous” portrait of Ireland would provide the truth his countrymen needed to break out of their paralysis. It remains a record of their plights and an exquisite portrait of human struggle that urges us toward our own epiphanic understanding.

The Life and Work of James Joyce

James Joyce was born in Rathgar, an upper-class suburb of Dublin, Ireland, on February 2, 1882, the oldest of the ten children born to John and May Joyce. He grew up a poor Irish Catholic in and around Dublin and was educated at Clongowes Wood, Belvedere, and University College, Dublin. Joyce was an athletic youth and a leader among his peers in school. He was known for his gift of mimicry and his cheerful disposition; his family nickname was “Sunny Jim.” Joyce seems to have maintained his cheerfulness throughout life, even in the direst of circumstances.

Near the end of 1902, Joyce went to Paris for the ostensible purpose of studying medicine (what he actually studied was literature and how to become a fashionable bohemian), but he soon was recalled to home when it was discovered his mother was dying. She died in the summer of 1903, leaving the family in disarray. Joyce spent a few emotionally difficult months in his father’s house, keeping himself busy by writing literary reviews and short sketches that he referred to as “epiphanies.” These brief, enigmatic pieces—about seventy of them are extant—became the basis of Dubliners.

In 1904, he met Nora Barnacle, a tall, redheaded hotel chambermaid from Galway, and fell immediately in love. Within a year, they left together—scandalously unmarried—for Europe. Within a year of their arrival in Trieste, Austria, they had a son, Giorgio, and three years later a daughter, Lucia Anna. Life was very hard for the young family. Joyce was committed to writing his novels; he spent his nights writing and his days giving English lessons for a pittance to support his wife and children. In between, he drank heavily and acquired debt. Desperate to improve his situation, Joyce moved his family continually and relied heavily on friends and on his younger brother Stanislaus for support.

Somehow, Joyce managed to work on two books. One was a long autobiographical novel that would eventually become A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. The other was Dubliners, which came more easily but brought Joyce no end of trouble on its way to publication. It was rejected no fewer than seventeen times. When it was finally accepted in 1906, the publisher’s printer refused to set certain words in type, and Joyce refused to change them. After several similar episodes, the book was finally published, to both great acclaim and excoriating critcism, in 1914. Two years later, he published Portrait of the Artist.

Financially, things began to improve for Joyce with the publication of Portrait. After the publication of Ulysses in France in 1922, Joyce became a celebrity in Europe. In America, however, his great book was banned on grounds of obscenity until 1933. Even after Judge John M. Woolsey declared the novel “an amazing tour de force,” reading Ulysses remained the province of the culturally elite (a great irony, as Joyce himself once noted, since his books concerned the lives of ordinary poor people). It was not until World War II that royalties from Ulysses were sizable enough to allow Nora, by then a widow, to lead a comfortable life.

After Ulysses, Joyce took on one more mighty challenge: Finnegans Wake, a truly unique work that combines Irish folklore, Christian myth, philosophy, nonsense, and family chronicle. The book, even more dense and difficult than Ulysses, took seventeen years to write. Joyce once bragged to a friend that it would take three hundred years for professors to decipher its meaning. Since its publication in 1939, each generation of scholars goes through the texts and attempts to map its terrain, building on the efforts of past readers and hoping to arrive at a satisfactory account of the book’s meaning. If nothing else, Finnegans Wake has created a community of readers and generated much good discussion of literature.

Joyce’s final two decades of life, while not as lean as his first four, still had their troubles. In particular, he worried over his son’s rough marriage and disappointing singing career and his daughter’s mental illness. He endured a series of eye ailments (iritis, glaucoma, cataracts) that led to more than a dozen painful operations. Eventually, he was all but blind. After war broke out in Europe, Joyce moved his family to Zurich one final time in 1940. He died there on January 13, 1941. Since that day, Joyce’s reputation has grown steadily around the world. Now, every June 16—the day on which Joyce walked with Nora and the day on which Joyce’s young alter ego Stephen encounters his mature alter ego Leopold Bloom in Ulysses—is celebrated as Bloomsday by literary aficionados everywhere.

Historical and Literary Context of Dubliners

Ireland’s Troubles

Prior to 1921, the people of Ireland had experienced eight centuries of domination by England. The evils of colonialism are quite familiar to us by now: racism, lack of political representation, suppression of indigenous culture, repression of religion, exploited labor, and crushing poverty. The Irish endured all of this, and by the end of the nineteenth century, after the potato blight and the Great Famine and the mass emigration that began in the 1840s, it was clear to them that truly, as a people, they were victims of history.

Poverty, in particular, was a daunting social problem, sufficient unto itself to account for the sense of paralysis to which Joyce was witness. The esteemed historian F. S. L. Lyons reports that nearly 87,000 Dubliners, about thirty percent, lived in slums whose squalor rivaled the worst third-world conditions today. The death rate in Dublin was the highest in the country and infant mortality the highest in the British Isles. Women were particularly hard pressed. They had very few options for survival, much less prosperity, outside of marriage and the convent. Indeed, more than half of Ireland’s marriageable women ended up like Eveline or Maria in Dubliners—spinsters and charity cases. Some women had little choice but to turn to prostitution.

Irish Nationalism and the Celtic Renaissance

In the 1880s, the Irish rallied behind the personality of Charles Stewart Parnell, a brilliant parliamentarian who very nearly managed to bring home rule (freedom from the British) to Ireland. After Parnell fell from power in 1890, in the wake of a scandal over his adulterous affair, Irish nationalism renewed its hopes in the Celtic Renaissance. This cultural movement sought to promote, in various ways, ancient Irish literature and folklore, new work in English on traditional Irish themes by contemporary Irish writers, and the preservation of the Gaelic language. The movement’s most notable success was the founding of the Irish Literary Theatre in 1899 (renamed the Abbey Theatre in 1904). This national theater produced many new plays—some of which were good, all of which were controversial—that examined the conditions of Irish life and history. Nearly all the literary luminaries of the day were on board—William Butler Yeats, George Russell (A.E.), George Moore, Lady Gregory—as well as those who aspired to greatness. All, that is, but the up-and-coming Joyce, who, curiously, kept himself aloof from the buzz. It wasn’t that he took no interest in politics (he did) or that he refused on principle to contribute (he wrote a play, A Brilliant Career, but it went nowhere); it was rather that he had developed his own ideas about the Irish artist’s relation to his countrymen. For Joyce, writing was primarily about telling the truth, ugly and unglamorous as it might be. Were he to romanticize or idealize Dublin, he would have been guilty, in his mind, of perpetuating Ireland’s misery. Thus, while Joyce was deeply influenced by the movement, his primary reaction was to work against it rather than to join.

Literary Modernism

While Ireland suffered under the effects of poverty and imperial repression, the middle to late nineteenth century was a time of radical change and great optimism in much of the rest of Europe. The worst physical growing pains of the industrial revolution were over, and Europe was beginning to grow wealthy through its colonial holdings. But as the tumultuous nineteenth century came to a close, trouble was brewing in Europe. Ancient European monarchies were crumbling. Religious skepticism was on the rise. Western technological prowess was making possible the construction of new weapons that would bring previously unknown horror and destructive capability to warfare.

To many writers and artists working at the beginning of the twentieth century, the world seemed to have abandoned its old moral certainties, and no new certainties had arisen yet to take their place. They felt an overwhelming sense of loss but at the same time a sense that they were on the brink of something new. It was an exciting but uneasy time for creative thinkers, and it led to an explosion of artistic and literary experimentation.

This period of experimentation—starting at the turn of the century, peaking from 1915 to 1925, and continuing through the 1930s—is referred to as “modernism.” Modernist literature is marked by a focus on extreme subjectivity as opposed to absolute truth. Instead of one all-knowing narrator, a book might feature several, each telling a highly personal story (William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury is a good example). Fragmented thoughts and sensations, a so-called stream of consciousness, is another hallmark of modernist literature (as in Joyce’s Ulysses or Virgina Woolf’s The Waves). A blurring of distinctions between types of literature, between prose and poetry or oral history and written history, also characterizes the period (as in T. S. Eliot’s masterpiece of modernist poetry, The Waste Land). Even the way letters and words were constructed on the printed page was open to experimentation (as in the oddly punctuated and rarely capitalized poetry of e. e. cummings). The defining event for the modernist period was World War I (1914–1918), a cataclysmic event that killed nearly an entire generation of young men in some countries. In all, more than nine million soldiers died. It was a death toll never before imagined. The bloody conflict was labeled “The War to End All Wars,” a title that, unfortunately, proved to be inaccurate.

Joyce became one of the greatest literary modernists, and his novel Ulysses represents the peak of the modernist movement. Dubliners was a harbinger of what was to come. Written just after the turn of the century, published just after the start of World War I, the book gives readers the feeling that Joyce has sensed a great turning point—in the world and in himself—that he has taken a deep breath and is waiting to exhale.



CHRONOLOGY OF JAMES JOYCE’S LIFE AND WORK
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1882: James Joyce is born on February 2 in Rathgar, an upscale suburb of Dublin.

1884: Younger brother Stanislaus Joyce is born; eight other siblings will follow over the next decade (there are ten Joyce children in all). James and Stanislaus remain close through adulthood.

1888: Joyce enrolls at Clongowes Wood College, an exclusive boarding school.

1891: He withdraws from Clongowes because of his family’s diminishing resources.

1898: Joyce enters University College, Dublin, where he studies language and philosophy.

1900: Joyce begins writing “epiphanies”; publishes “Ibsen’s New Drama,” a review of Henrik Ibsen’s When We Dead Awaken.

1902: He moves to Paris to study medicine.

1903: Joyce returns to Dublin at his father’s request; his mother, May, dies.

1904: On June 16, Joyce goes on a date with Nora Barnacle, a chambermaid at a Dublin hotel.

1905: James and Nora move to Trieste; son, Giorgio, is born.

1906: Joyce moves to Rome to work as a bank clerk.

1907: He returns to Trieste; attempts to publish Dubliners.

1908: Daughter, Lucia Anna Joyce, is born.

1913: Ezra Pound begins to champion Joyce’s work.

1914: Dubliners is finally published; A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man is serialized in The Egoist; Joyce begins Ulysses.

1915: Joyce and his family move to Zurich.

1916: A Portait of the Artist as a Young Man is published in book form.

1917: Joyce undergoes the first of several eye operations.

1919: He returns to Trieste.

1920: He moves to Paris.

1922: Ulysses is published in Paris by American bookseller Sylvia Beach.

1931: James and Nora marry; Joyce’s father, John, dies.

1933: Ulysses is published in the United States.

1939: Finnegans Wake is published.

1940: Joyce flees Paris for Zurich.

1941: Joyce dies on January 13 in Zurich, of peritonitis.



HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF
Dubliners


[image: Images]

1171: Henry II, king of England, asserts sovereignty of Ireland.

1690: William III (formerly William of Orange), Protestant king of England, defeats Irish forces at the Battle of the Boyne and reduces Ireland to the status of a penal colony.

1798: Wolfe Tone leads an Irish rebellion against England; it is soundly defeated.

1800: The Act of Union merges the Irish Parliament with the British Parliament in London.

1845–52:: Potato blight leads to the “Great Famine” and mass emigration to America. Irish population falls by 1.5 million in three years.

1870: The Home Rule Association is established in Ireland to repeal the Act of Union.

1879: Michael Davitt and Charles Stewart Parnell form the Irish National Land League to fight tenant farmer evictions.

1890: Parnell’s political career is destroyed by scandal.

1899: The Irish Literary Theatre is founded; Irish Literary Renaissance.

1900: Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams.

1901: Death of Queen Victoria.

1904: The Abbey Theatre opens in Dublin.

1905: Arthur Griffith forms Sinn Fein (“We Ourselves”), a nonviolent movement aimed at ending English rule.

1907: Cubist Exhibition in Paris.

1913: Marcel Proust, À la recherche du temps perdu (known in English as Remembrance of Things Past).

1914: Outbreak of World War I.

1916: Easter Rising: nationalists proclaim independence but are suppressed by the British military.

1917: T. S. Eliot, Prufrock and Other Observations.

1919: The Anglo-Irish War begins.

1920: British Parliament passes the Government of Ireland Act, establishing one governing body for the six counties of Ulster (a predominately Protestant area in northern Ireland) and another for the twenty-six counties in the Catholic-dominated southern part of the island.

1921: The Anglo-Irish Treaty confirms the partition and creates the Irish Free State, making it an independent dominion of the British Commonwealth. Northern Ireland (Ulster) remains a separate state.

1922: The Irish Civil War begins between pro– and anti–Anglo-Irish Treaty factions; T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land and Other Poems.

1925: The Irish Civil War ends; F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby; Franz Kafka, The Trial; Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway.

1926: George Bernard Shaw receives the Nobel Prize for Literature.

1929: William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury; Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms.

1939: World War II; death of William Butler Yeats.

1949: The Ireland Act is passed by the British government, officially making the Irish Free State (Eire) “The Republic of Ireland.” Northern Ireland remains part of the British Commonwealth.



DUBLINERS
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THE SISTERS
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THERE WAS no hope for him this time: it was the third stroke. Night after night I had passed the house (it was vacation time) and studied the lighted square of window: and night after night I had found it lighted in the same way, faintly and evenly. If he was dead, I thought, I would see the reflection of candles on the darkened blind for I knew that two candles must be set at the head of a corpse. He had often said to me: I am not long for this world, and I had thought his words idle. Now I knew they were true. Every night as I gazed up at the window I said softly to myself the word paralysis.1 It had always sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon2 in the Euclid and the word simony3 in the Catechism.4 But now it sounded to me like the name of some maleficent and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and yet I longed to be nearer to it and to look upon its deadly work.

Old Cotter was sitting at the fire, smoking, when I came downstairs to supper. While my aunt was ladling out my stirabout5 he said, as if returning to some former remark of his:

—No, I wouldn’t say he was exactly . . . but there was something queer . . . there was something uncanny about him. I’ll tell you my opinion . . .

He began to puff at his pipe, no doubt arranging his opinion in his mind. Tiresome old fool! When we knew him first he used to be rather interesting, talking of faints and worms;6 but I soon grew tired of him and his endless stories about the distillery.

—I have my own theory about it, he said. I think it was one of those . . . peculiar cases . . . But it’s hard to say. . . .

He began to puff again at his pipe without giving us his theory. My uncle saw me staring and said to me:

—Well, so your old friend is gone, you’ll be sorry to hear.

—Who? said I.

—Father Flynn.

—Is he dead?

—Mr Cotter here has just told us. He was passing by the house.

I knew that I was under observation so I continued eating as if the news had not interested me. My uncle explained to old Cotter.

—The youngster and he were great friends. The old chap taught him a great deal, mind you; and they say he had a great wish for him.

—God have mercy on his soul, said my aunt piously.

Old Cotter looked at me for a while. I felt that his little beady black eyes were examining me but I would not satisfy him by looking up from my plate. He returned to his pipe and finally spat rudely into the grate.

—I wouldn’t like children of mine, he said, to have too much to say to a man like that.

—How do you mean, Mr Cotter? asked my aunt.

—What I mean is, said old Cotter, it’s bad for children. My idea is: let a young lad run about and play with young lads of his own age and not be . . . Am I right, Jack?

—That’s my principle, too, said my uncle. Let him learn to box his corner. That’s what I’m always saying to that Rosicrucian7 there: take exercise. Why, when I was a nipper every morning of my life I had a cold bath, winter and summer. And that’s what stands to me now. Education is all very fine and large. . . . Mr Cotter might take a pick of that leg of mutton, he added to my aunt.

—No, no, not for me, said old Cotter.

My aunt brought the dish from the safe and laid it on the table.

—But why do you think it’s not good for children, Mr Cotter? she asked.

—It’s bad for children, said old Cotter, because their minds are so impressionable. When children see things like that, you know, it has an effect. . . .

I crammed my mouth with stirabout for fear I might give utterance to my anger. Tiresome old red-nosed imbecile!

It was late when I fell asleep. Though I was angry with old Cotter for alluding to me as a child I puzzled my head to extract meaning from his unfinished sentences. In the dark of my room I imagined that I saw again the heavy grey face of the paralytic. I drew the blankets over my head and tried to think of Christmas. But the grey face still followed me. It murmured; and I understood that it desired to confess something. I felt my soul receding into some pleasant and vicious region; and there again I found it waiting for me. It began to confess to me in a murmuring voice and I wondered why it smiled continually and why the lips were so moist with spittle. But then I remembered that it had died of paralysis and I felt that I too was smiling feebly as if to absolve the simoniac of his sin.

The next morning after breakfast I went down to look at the little house in Great Britain Street. It was an unassuming shop, registered under the vague name of Drapery. The drapery consisted mainly of children’s bootees and umbrellas; and on ordinary days a notice used to hang in the window, saying: Umbrellas Recovered. No notice was visible now for the shutters were up. A crape bouquet was tied to the door-knocker with ribbon. Two poor women and a telegram boy were reading the card pinned on the crape. I also approached and read:

July 1st, 1895

The Rev. James Flynn (formerly of

S. Catherine’s Church, Meath Street),

aged sixty-five years.

R.I.P.

The reading of the card persuaded me that he was dead and I was disturbed to find myself at check. Had he not been dead I would have gone into the little dark room behind the shop to find him sitting in his arm-chair by the fire, nearly smothered in his great-coat. Perhaps my aunt would have given me a packet of High Toast for him and this present would have roused him from his stupefied doze. It was always I who emptied the packet into his black snuff-box for his hands trembled too much to allow him to do this without spilling half the snuff about the floor. Even as he raised his large trembling hand to his nose little clouds of smoke dribbled through his fingers over the front of his coat. It may have been these constant showers of snuff which gave his ancient priestly garments their green faded look for the red handkerchief, blackened, as it always was, with the snuff-stains of a week, with which he tried to brush away the fallen grains, was quite inefficacious.

I wished to go in and look at him but I had not the courage to knock. I walked away slowly along the sunny side of the street, reading all the theatrical advertisements in the shopwindows as I went. I found it strange that neither I nor the day seemed in a mourning mood and I felt even annoyed at discovering in myself a sensation of freedom as if I had been freed from something by his death. I wondered at this for, as my uncle had said the night before, he had taught me a great deal. He had studied in the Irish college in Rome and he had taught me to pronounce Latin properly. He had told me stories about the catacombs and about Napoleon Bonaparte, and he had explained to me the meaning of the different ceremonies of the Mass and of the different vestments worn by the priest. Sometimes he had amused himself by putting difficult questions to me, asking me what one should do in certain circumstances or whether such and such sins were mortal or venial or only imperfections. His questions showed me how complex and mysterious were certain institutions of the Church which I had always regarded as the simplest acts. The duties of the priest towards the Eucharist and towards the secrecy of the confessional seemed so grave to me that I wondered how anybody had ever found in himself the courage to undertake them; and I was not surprised when he told me that the fathers of the Church had written books as thick as the Post Office Directory and as closely printed as the law notices in the newspaper, elucidating all these intricate questions. Often when I thought of this I could make no answer or only a very foolish and halting one upon which he used to smile and nod his head twice or thrice. Sometimes he used to put me through the responses of the Mass which he had made me learn by heart; and, as I pattered, he used to smile pensively and nod his head, now and then pushing huge pinches of snuff up each nostril alternately. When he smiled he used to uncover his big discoloured teeth and let his tongue lie upon his lower lip—a habit which had made me feel uneasy in the beginning of our acquaintance before I knew him well.

As I walked along in the sun I remembered old Cotter’s words and tried to remember what had happened afterwards in the dream. I remembered that I had noticed long velvet curtains and a swinging lamp of antique fashion. I felt that I had been very far away, in some land where the customs were strange—in Persia, I thought. . . . But I could not remember the end of the dream.

In the evening my aunt took me with her to visit the house of mourning. It was after sunset; but the windowpanes of the houses that looked to the west reflected the tawny gold of a great bank of clouds. Nannie received us in the hall; and, as it would have been unseemly to have shouted at her, my aunt shook hands with her for all. The old woman pointed upwards interrogatively and, on my aunt’s nodding, proceeded to toil up the narrow staircase before us, her bowed head being scarcely above the level of the banister-rail. At the first landing she stopped and beckoned us forward encouragingly towards the open door of the dead-room. My aunt went in and the old woman, seeing that I hesitated to enter, began to beckon to me again repeatedly with her hand.

I went in on tiptoe. The room through the lace end of the blind was suffused with dusky golden light amid which the candles looked like pale thin flames. He had been coffined. Nannie gave the lead and we three knelt down at the foot of the bed. I pretended to pray but I could not gather my thoughts because the old woman’s mutterings distracted me. I noticed how clumsily her skirt was hooked at the back and how the heels of her cloth boots were trodden down all to one side. The fancy came to me that the old priest was smiling as he lay there in his coffin.

But no. When we rose and went up to the head of the bed I saw that he was not smiling. There he lay, solemn and copious, vested as for the altar, his large hands loosely retaining a chalice. His face was very truculent, grey and massive, with black cavernous nostrils and circled by a scanty white fur. There was a heavy odour in the room—the flowers.

We blessed ourselves and came away. In the little room downstairs we found Eliza seated in his arm-chair in state. I groped my way towards my usual chair in the corner while Nannie went to the sideboard and brought out a decanter of sherry and some wine-glasses. She set these on the table and invited us to take a little glass of wine. Then, at her sister’s bidding, she poured out the sherry into the glasses and passed them to us. She pressed me to take some cream crackers also but I declined because I thought I would make too much noise eating them. She seemed to be somewhat disappointed at my refusal and went over quietly to the sofa where she sat down behind her sister. No one spoke: we all gazed at the empty fireplace.

My aunt waited until Eliza sighed and then said:

—Ah, well, he’s gone to a better world.

Eliza sighed again and bowed her head in assent. My aunt fingered the stem of her wine-glass before sipping a little.

—Did he . . . peacefully? she asked.

—O, quite peacefully, ma’am, said Eliza. You couldn’t tell when the breath went out of him. He had a beautiful death, God be praised.

—And everything . . . ?

—Father O’Rourke was in with him a Tuesday and anointed him and prepared him and all.

—He knew then?

—He was quite resigned.

—He looks quite resigned, said my aunt.

—That’s what the woman we had in to wash him said. She said he just looked as if he was asleep, he looked that peaceful and resigned. No one would think he’d make such a beautiful corpse.

—Yes, indeed, said my aunt.

She sipped a little more from her glass and said:

—Well, Miss Flynn, at any rate it must be a great comfort for you to know that you did all you could for him. You were both very kind to him, I must say.

Eliza smoothed her dress over her knees.

—Ah, poor James! she said. God knows we done all we could, as poor as we are—we wouldn’t see him want anything while he was in it.

Nannie had leaned her head against the sofa-pillow and seemed about to fall asleep.

—There’s poor Nannie, said Eliza, looking at her, she’s wore out. All the work we had, she and me, getting in the woman to wash him and then laying him out and then the coffin and then arranging about the Mass in the chapel. Only for Father O’Rourke I don’t know what we’d have done at all. It was him brought us all them flowers and them two candlesticks out of the chapel and wrote out the notice for the Freeman’s General8 and took charge of all the papers for the cemetery and poor James’s insurance.

—Wasn’t that good of him? said my aunt.

Eliza closed her eyes and shook her head slowly.

—Ah, there’s no friends like the old friends, she said, when all is said and done, no friends that a body can trust.

—Indeed, that’s true, said my aunt. And I’m sure now that he’s gone to his eternal reward he won’t forget you and all your kindness to him.

—Ah, poor James! said Eliza. He was no great trouble to us. You wouldn’t hear him in the house any more than now. Still, I know he’s gone and all to that. . . .

—It’s when it’s all over that you’ll miss him, said my aunt.

—I know that, said Eliza. I won’t be bringing him in his cup of beef-tea any more, nor you, ma’am, sending him his snuff. Ah, poor James!

She stopped, as if she were communing with the past and then said shrewdly:

—Mind you, I noticed there was something queer coming over him latterly. Whenever I’d bring in his soup to him there I’d find him with his breviary9 fallen to the floor, lying back in the chair and his mouth open.

She laid a finger against her nose and frowned: then she continued:

—But still and all he kept on saying that before the summer was over he’d go out for a drive one fine day just to see the old house again where we were all born down in Irishtown10 and take me and Nannie with him. If we could only get one of them new-fangled carriages that makes no noise that Father O’Rourke told him about—them with the rheumatic wheels—for the day cheap, he said, at Johnny Rush’s over the way there and drive out the three of us together of a Sunday evening. He had his mind set on that. . . . Poor James!

—The Lord have mercy on his soul! said my aunt.

Eliza took out her handkerchief and wiped her eyes with it. Then she put it back again in her pocket and gazed into the empty grate for some time without speaking.

—He was too scrupulous always, she said. The duties of the priesthood was too much for him. And then his life was, you might say, crossed.

—Yes, said my aunt. He was a disappointed man. You could see that.

A silence took possession of the little room and, under cover of it, I approached the table and tasted my sherry and then returned quietly to my chair in the corner. Eliza seemed to have fallen into a deep revery. We waited respectfully for her to break the silence: and after a long pause she said slowly:

—It was that chalice he broke. . . . That was the beginning of it. Of course, they say it was all right, that it contained nothing,11 I mean. But still. . . . They say it was the boy’s fault. But poor James was so nervous, God be merciful to him!

—And was that it? said my aunt. I heard something. . . .

Eliza nodded.

—That affected his mind, she said. After that he began to mope by himself, talking to no one and wandering about by himself. So one night he was wanted for to go on a call and they couldn’t find him anywhere. They looked high up and low down; and still they couldn’t see a sight of him anywhere. So then the clerk suggested to try the chapel. So then they got the keys and opened the chapel and the clerk and Father O’Rourke and another priest that was there brought in a light for to look for him. . . . And what do you think but there he was, sitting up by himself in the dark in his confession-box, wide-awake and laughing-like softly to himself?

She stopped suddenly as if to listen. I too listened; but there was no sound in the house: and I knew that the old priest was lying still in his coffin as we had seen him, solemn and truculent in death, an idle chalice on his breast.

Eliza resumed:

—Wide-awake and laughing-like to himself. . . . So then, of course, when they saw that, that made them think that there was something gone wrong with him. . . .



AN ENCOUNTER
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IT WAS Joe Dillon who introduced the Wild West to us. He had a little library made up of old numbers of The Union Jack, Pluck and The Halfpenny Marvel.1 Every evening after school we met in his back garden and arranged Indian battles. He and his fat young brother Leo the idler held the loft of the stable while we tried to carry it by storm; or we fought a pitched battle on the grass. But, however well we fought, we never won siege or battle and all our bouts ended with Joe Dillon’s war dance of victory. His parents went to eight-o’clock mass every morning in Gardiner Street and the peaceful odour of Mrs Dillon was prevalent in the hall of the house. But he played too fiercely for us who were younger and more timid. He looked like some kind of an Indian when he capered round the garden, an old tea-cosy on his head, beating a tin with his fist and yelling:

—Ya! yaka, yaka, yaka!

Everyone was incredulous when it was reported that he had a vocation for the priesthood. Nevertheless it was true.

A spirit of unruliness diffused itself among us and, under its influence, differences of culture and constitution were waived. We banded ourselves together, some boldly, some in jest and some almost in fear: and of the number of these latter, the reluctant Indians who were afraid to seem studious or lacking in robustness, I was one. The adventures related in the literature of the Wild West were remote from my nature but, at least, they opened doors of escape. I liked better some American detective stories which were traversed from time to time by unkempt fierce and beautiful girls. Though there was nothing wrong in these stories and though their intention was sometimes literary they were circulated secretly at school. One day when Father Butler was hearing the four pages of Roman History clumsy Leo Dillon was discovered with a copy of The Halfpenny Marvel.

—This page or this page? This page? Now, Dillon, up! Hardly had the day . . . Go on! What day? Hardly had the day dawned . . . Have you studied it? What have you there in your pocket?

Everyone’s heart palpitated as Leo Dillon handed up the paper and everyone assumed an innocent face. Father Butler turned over the pages, frowning.

—What is this rubbish? he said. The Apache Chief! Is this what you read instead of studying your Roman History? Let me not find any more of this wretched stuff in this college. The man who wrote it, I suppose, was some wretched scribbler that writes these things for a drink. I’m surprised at boys like you, educated, reading such stuff. I could understand it if you were . . . National School2 boys. Now, Dillon, I advise you strongly, get at your work or . . .

This rebuke during the sober hours of school paled much of the glory of the Wild West for me and the confused puffy face of Leo Dillon awakened one of my consciences. But when the restraining influence of the school was at a distance I began to hunger again for wild sensations, for the escape which those chronicles of disorder alone seemed to offer me. The mimic warfare of the evening became at last as wearisome to me as the routine of school in the morning because I wanted real adventures to happen to myself. But real adventures, I reflected, do not happen to people who remain at home: they must be sought abroad.

The summer holidays were near at hand when I made up my mind to break out of the weariness of school-life for one day at least. With Leo Dillon and a boy named Mahony I planned a day’s miching.3 Each of us saved up sixpence. We were to meet at ten in the morning on the Canal Bridge. Mahony’s big sister was to write an excuse for him and Leo Dillon was to tell his brother to say he was sick. We arranged to go along the Wharf Road until we came to the ships, then to cross in the ferryboat and walk out to see the Pigeon House. Leo Dillon was afraid we might meet Father Butler or someone out of the college; but Mahony asked, very sensibly, what would Father Butler be doing out at the Pigeon House. We were reassured: and I brought the first stage of the plot to an end by collecting sixpence from the other two, at the same time showing them my own sixpence. When we were making the last arrangements on the eve we were all vaguely excited. We shook hands, laughing, and Mahony said:

—Till to-morrow, mates.

That night I slept badly. In the morning I was first-comer to the bridge as I lived nearest. I hid my books in the long grass near the ashpit at the end of the garden where nobody ever came and hurried along the canal bank. It was a mild sunny morning in the first week of June. I sat up on the coping of the bridge admiring my frail canvas shoes which I had diligently pipeclayed4 overnight and watching the docile horses pulling a tram-load of business people up the hill. All the branches of the tall trees which lined the mall were gay with little light green leaves and the sunlight slanted through them on to the water. The granite stone of the bridge was beginning to be warm and I began to pat it with my hands in time to an air in my head. I was very happy.

When I had been sitting there for five or ten minutes I saw Mahony’s grey suit approaching. He came up the hill, smiling, and clambered up beside me on the bridge. While we were waiting he brought out the catapult which bulged from his inner pocket and explained some improvements which he had made in it. I asked him why he had brought it and he told me he had brought it to have some gas5 with the birds. Mahony used slang freely, and spoke of Father Butler as Bunsen Burner. We waited on for a quarter of an hour more but still there was no sign of Leo Dillon. Mahony, at last, jumped down and said:

—Come along. I knew Fatty’d funk it.

—And his sixpence . . . ? I said.

—That’s forfeit, said Mahony. And so much the better for us—a bob and a tanner instead of a bob.

We walked along the North Strand Road till we came to the Vitriol Works and then turned to the right along the Wharf Road. Mahony began to play the Indian as soon as we were out of public sight. He chased a crowd of ragged girls, brandishing his unloaded catapult and, when two ragged boys began, out of chivalry, to fling stones at us, he proposed that we should charge them. I objected that the boys were too small, and so we walked on, the ragged troop screaming after us: Swaddlers! Swaddlers!6 thinking that we were Protestants because Mahony, who was dark-complexioned, wore the silver badge of a cricket club in his cap. When we came to the Smoothing Iron we arranged a siege; but it was a failure because you must have at least three. We revenged ourselves on Leo Dillon by saying what a funk he was and guessing how many he would get at three o’clock from Mr Ryan.

We came then near the river. We spent a long time walking about the noisy streets flanked by high stone walls, watching the working of cranes and engines and often being shouted at for our immobility by the drivers of groaning carts. It was noon when we reached the quays and, as all the labourers seemed to be eating their lunches, we bought two big currant buns and sat down to eat them on some metal piping beside the river. We pleased ourselves with the spectacle of Dublin’s commerce—the barges signalled from far away by their curls of woolly smoke, the brown fishing fleet beyond Ringsend, the big white sailing-vessel which was being discharged on the opposite quay. Mahony said it would be right skit to run away to sea on one of those big ships and even I, looking at the high masts, saw, or imagined, the geography which had been scantily dosed to me at school gradually taking substance under my eyes. School and home seemed to recede from us and their influences upon us seemed to wane.

We crossed the Liffey in the ferryboat, paying our toll to be transported in the company of two labourers and a little Jew with a bag. We were serious to the point of solemnity, but once during the short voyage our eyes met and we laughed. When we landed we watched the discharging of the graceful threemaster which we had observed from the other quay. Some bystander said that she was a Norwegian vessel. I went to the stern and tried to decipher the legend upon it but, failing to do so, I came back and examined the foreign sailors to see had any of them green eyes for I had some confused notion. . . . The sailors’ eyes were blue and grey and even black. The only sailor whose eyes could have been called green was a tall man who amused the crowd on the quay by calling out cheerfully every time the planks fell:
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