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  THE SISTERS
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
thereflection 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 atthe window I said softly to myself the word paralysis. It had
always sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon in the
Euclid and the word simony in the Catechism. 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 stirabout 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; 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 tohis 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 Rosicrucian
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 mutton,” he added to my
aunt.

“No, no, not for me,”
said oldCotter.

My aunt brought the dish from the
safe and put 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 thingslike 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,
Ipuzzled 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 ofDrapery.
The drapery consisted mainly of children’s bootees and
umbrellas; and on ordinary days a notice used to hang in the
window, saying:Umbrellas Re-covered. 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, 1895The Rev. James Flynn
(formerly ofS. 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 theshop 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 presentwould 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
frontof 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 shop-windows as I went. I found it strangethat 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 mea 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 theMass 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 thePost Office Directoryand 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 lethis 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
window-panes 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 wassmiling 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 filled 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 tothe 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.

“Oh, 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...?”

“FatherO’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 youdid 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 andthen 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 theFreeman’s Generaland
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 friendsthat 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 breviary
fallen to thefloor, 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 Irishtown 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.
“Hewas 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, I mean. But still.... They
sayit 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 andlaughing-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 onhis
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
It was Joe Dillon who introduced the Wild West to us. He had
alittle library made up of old numbers ofThe Union
Jack,PluckandTheHalfpenny Marvel. Every evening after school we met
in his backgarden and arranged Indian battles. He and his fat young
brotherLeo, the idler, held the loft of the stable while we tried
to carryit by storm; or we fought a pitched battle on the grass.
But,however well we fought, we never won siege or battle and all
ourbouts ended with Joe Dillon’s war dance of victory.
Hisparents went to eight-o’clock mass every morning in
GardinerStreet and the peaceful odour of Mrs Dillon was prevalent
in thehall of the house. But he played too fiercely for us who
wereyounger and more timid. He looked like some kind of an Indian
whenhe capered round the garden, an old tea-cosy on hishead,
beating atin with his fist and yelling:

“Ya! yaka, yaka, yaka!”

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

A spirit of unruliness diffused itself among us and, under
itsinfluence, differences of culture and constitution were waived.
Webanded ourselves together, some boldly, some in jest and
somealmost in fear: and of the number of these latter, the
reluctantIndians who were afraid to seem studious or lacking in
robustness,Iwas one. The adventures related in the literature of
the Wild Westwere remote from my nature but, at least, they opened
doors ofescape. I liked better some American detective stories
which weretraversed from time to time by unkempt fierce and
beautifulgirls.Though there was nothing wrong in these stories and
though theirintention was sometimes literary they were circulated
secretly atschool. One day when Father Butler was hearing the four
pages ofRoman History clumsy Leo Dillon was discovered witha copy
ofTheHalfpenny Marvel.

“This page or this page? This page? Now,
Dillon,up!‘Hardly had the day’....Go on!
Whatday?‘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
thepaper and everyone assumed an innocent face. Father Butler
turnedover the pages, frowning.

“What is this rubbish?” he said. “The
ApacheChief!Is this what you read instead of studying your Roman
History?Let me not find any more of thiswretched stuff in this
college. Theman who wrote it, I suppose, was some wretched fellow
who writesthese things for a drink. I’m surprised at boys
like you,educated, reading such stuff. I could understand it if you
were ...National School boys. Now, Dillon, I advise you strongly,
get atyour work or....”

This rebuke during the sober hours of school paled much of
theglory of the Wild West for me and the confused puffy face of
LeoDillon awakened one of my consciences. But when the
restraininginfluenceof the school was at a distance I began to
hunger againfor wild sensations, for the escape which those
chronicles ofdisorder alone seemed to offerme. The mimic warfare of
the eveningbecame at last as wearisome to me as the routine of
school in themorning because I wanted real adventures to happen to
myself. Butreal adventures, I reflected, do not happen to people
who remain athome: they must be sought abroad.

The summer holidays were near at hand when I made up my mind
tobreak out of the weariness of school-life for one day at
least.With Leo Dillon and a boy named Mahony I planned a
day’smiching. Each of us saved up sixpence. We were to meet
at ten inthe morning on the Canal Bridge. Mahony’s big sister
was towrite an excuse for him and Leo Dillonwas to tell his brother
tosay he was sick. We arranged to go along the Wharf Road until
wecame to the ships, then to cross in the ferryboat and walk out
tosee the Pigeon House. Leo Dillon was afraid we might meet
FatherButler or someone out of the college; but Mahony asked,
verysensibly, what would Father Butler be doing out at the
PigeonHouse. We were reassured: and I brought the first stage of
the plotto an end by collecting sixpence from the other two, at the
sametime showing them my own sixpence. When we were making the
lastarrangements on the eve we were all vaguely excited. We
shookhands, laughing, and Mahony said:

“Till tomorrow, mates!”

That night I slept badly. In the morning I was first-comer tothe
bridge as I lived nearest. I hid my books in the long grassnear the
ashpit at the end of the garden where nobody ever came andhurried
along the canal bank. It was a mild sunny morning in thefirst week
of June. I sat up on the coping of the bridge admiringmy frail
canvas shoes which I had diligently pipeclayed overnightand
watching the docile horses pulling a tramload of businesspeople up
the hill. All the branches of the tall trees which linedthe mall
were gay with little light green leaves and the sunlightslanted
through them on to thewater. The granite stone of thebridge was
beginning to be warm and I began to pat it with my handsin time to
an air in my head. I was very happy.

When I had been sitting there for five or ten minutes I
sawMahony’s grey suit approaching. He came up thehill,
smiling,and clambered up beside me on the bridge. While we were
waiting hebrought out the catapult which bulged from his inner
pocket andexplained some improvements which he had made in it. I
asked himwhy he had brought it and he told me he had brought it to
have somegas with the birds. Mahony used slang freely, and spoke of
FatherButler as Old Bunser. We waited on for a quarter of an hour
morebut still there was no sign of Leo Dillon. Mahony, at last,
jumpeddown and said:

“Come along. I knewFatty’d funk it.”

“And his sixpence...?” I said.

“That’s forfeit,” said Mahony. “And
somuch the better for us—a bob and a tanner instead of
abob.”

We walked along the North Strand Road till we came to theVitriol
Works and then turned to the right alongthe Wharf Road.Mahony began
to play the Indian as soon as we were out of publicsight. He chased
a crowd of ragged girls, brandishing his unloadedcatapult and, when
two ragged boys began, out of chivalry, to flingstones at us,
heproposed that we shouldcharge them. I objected thatthe boys were
too small and so we walked on, the ragged troopscreaming after
us:“Swaddlers! Swaddlers!”thinking thatwe were
Protestants because Mahony, who was dark-complexioned, worethe
silver badge of a cricket club inhis cap. When we came to
theSmoothing Iron we arranged a siege; but it was a failure
becauseyou must have at least three. We revenged ourselves on Leo
Dillonby saying what a funk he was and guessing how many he would
get atthree o’clock from Mr Ryan.

We came then near the river. We spent a long time walking
aboutthe noisy streets flanked by high stone walls, watching the
workingof cranes and engines and often being shouted at for our
immobilityby the drivers of groaning carts. It was noon when we
reached thequays and, as all the labourers seemed to be eating
their lunches,we bought two big currant buns and sat down to eat
them on somemetal piping beside the river. We pleased ourselves
with thespectacle of Dublin’s commerce—the barges
signalledfrom far away by their curls of woolly smoke, the brown
fishingfleet beyond Ringsend, the big white sailing-vessel which
was beingdischarged on the opposite quay. Mahony said it would be
right skitto run away to sea on one of those big ships and even I,
looking atthe high masts, saw, or imagined, the geography which had
beenscantily dosed to me at school gradually taking substance under
myeyes. School and home seemed to recede from us and their
influencesupon us seemed to wane.

We crossed the Liffey inthe ferryboat, paying our toll to
betransported in the company of two labourers and a little Jew with
abag. We were serious to the point of solemnity, but once during
theshort voyage our eyes met and we laughed. When we landed we
watchedthe discharging of the graceful threemaster which we had
observedfrom the other quay. Some bystander said that she was a
Norwegianvessel. I went to the stern and tried to decipher the
legend uponit but, failing to do so, I came back and examined the
foreignsailors to see had any of them green eyes for I had some
confusednotion.... The sailors’ eyes were blue and grey and
evenblack. The only sailor whose eyes could have been called green
wasa tall man who amused the crowd on the quay by calling
outcheerfully everytime the planks fell:

“All right! All right!”

When we were tired of this sight we wandered slowly
intoRingsend. The day had grown sultry, and in the windows of
thegrocers’ shops musty biscuits lay bleaching. We bought
somebiscuits and chocolate which we ate sedulously as we
wanderedthrough the squalid streets where the families of the
fishermenlive. We could find no dairy and so we went into a
huckster’sshop and bought a bottle of raspberry lemonade
each. Refreshed bythis, Mahony chased a cat down alane, but the cat
escaped into awide field. We both felt rather tired and when we
reached the fieldwe made at once for a sloping bank over the ridge
of which we couldsee the Dodder.

It was too late and we were too tired to carry out our projectof
visiting the Pigeon House. We had to be home before
fouro’clock lest our adventure should be discovered.
Mahonylooked regretfully at his catapult and I had to suggest going
homeby train beforehe regained any cheerfulness. The sun went in
behindsome cloudsand left us to our jaded thoughts and the crumbs
of ourprovisions.

There was nobody but ourselves in the field. When we had lain
onthe bank for some time without speaking I saw a man
approachingfrom the far end of the field. I watched him lazily as I
chewed oneof those green stems on which girls tell fortunes. He
came along bythe bank slowly. He walked with one hand upon his hip
and in theother hand he held a stick with which he tapped the turf
lightly.He was shabbily dressed in a suit of greenish-black and
wore whatwe used to call a jerry hat with a high crown. He seemed
to befairly old for his moustache was ashen-grey. When he passed at
ourfeet he glanced up at us quickly and then continued his way.
Wefollowed him with our eyes and saw that when he had gone on
forperhaps fifty paces he turned about and began to retrace his
steps.He walked towards us very slowly, always tapping the ground
withhis stick, so slowly that I thought he was looking for
something inthe grass.

He stopped when he camelevel with us and bade us good-day.
Weanswered him and he sat down beside us on the slope slowly and
withgreat care. He began to talk of the weather, saying that it
wouldbe a very hot summer and adding that the seasons had
changedgreatly since he wasa boy—a long time ago. He said
that thehappiest time of one’s life was undoubtedly
one’sschoolboy days and that he would give anything to be
young again.While he expressed these sentiments which bored us a
little we keptsilent. Then he began to talk ofschool and of books.
He asked uswhether we had read the poetry of Thomas Moore or the
works of SirWalter Scott and Lord Lytton. I pretended that I had
read everybook he mentioned so that in the end he said:

“Ah, I can see you are a bookworm like myself.
Now,”he added, pointing to Mahony who was regarding us with
open eyes,“he is different; he goes in for games.”

He said he had all Sir Walter Scott’s works and all
LordLytton’s works at home and never tired of reading
them.“Of course,” he said, “therewere some of
LordLytton’s works which boys couldn’t read.”
Mahonyasked why couldn’t boys read them—a question
whichagitated and pained me because I was afraid the man would
think Iwas as stupid as Mahony. The man, however, only smiled. I
saw thathe had great gaps in his mouth between his yellow teeth.
Then heasked us which of us had the most sweethearts. Mahony
mentionedlightly that he had three totties. The man asked me how
many had I.I answered that I had none. He did not believe me and
said he wassure I must have one. I was silent.

“Tell us,” said Mahony pertly to the man,
“howmany have you yourself?”

The man smiled as before and said that when he was our age hehad
lots of sweethearts.

“Every boy,” he said, “has a
littlesweetheart.”

Hisattitude on this point struck me as strangely liberal in aman
of his age. In my heart I thought that what he said about boysand
sweethearts was reasonable. But I disliked the words in hismouth
and I wondered why he shivered once or twice as if
hefearedsomething or felt a sudden chill. As he proceeded I
noticedthat his accent was good. He began to speak to us about
girls,saying what nice soft hair they had and how soft their hands
wereand how all girls were not so good as they seemed to be if one
onlyknew.There was nothing he liked, he said, so much as looking at
anice young girl, at her nice white hands and her beautiful
softhair. He gave me the impression that he was repeating
somethingwhich he had learned by heart or that, magnetised by some
words ofhis own speech, his mind was slowly circling round and
round in thesame orbit. At times he spoke as if he were simply
alluding to somefact that everybody knew, and at times he lowered
his voice andspoke mysteriously as if he were telling us something
secret whichhe did not wish others to overhear. He repeated his
phrases overand over again, varying them and surrounding them with
hismonotonous voice. I continued to gaze towards the foot of
theslope, listening to him.

After a long while his monologue paused. He stood up
slowly,saying that he had to leave us for a minute or so, a few
minutes,and, without changing the direction of my gaze, I saw him
walkingslowly away from us towards the near end of the field. We
remainedsilent when he had gone. After a silence of a few minutes I
heardMahony exclaim:

“I say! Look what he’s doing!”

As I neither answered nor raised my eyes Mahony
exclaimedagain:

“I say.... He’s a queer old josser!”

“In case he asks us for our names,” I
said,“let you be Murphyand I’ll be Smith.”

We said nothing further to each other. I was still
consideringwhether I would go away or not when the man came back
and sat downbeside us again. Hardly had he sat down when Mahony,
catching sightof the cat which had escaped him, sprang up and
pursued her acrossthe field. The man and I watched the chase. The
cat escaped oncemore and Mahony began to throw stones at the wall
she hadescaladed. Desisting from this, he began to wander about the
farend of the field, aimlessly.

After an interval the man spoke to me. He said that my friendwas
a very rough boy and asked did he get whipped often at school.I was
going to reply indignantly that we were not National Schoolboys to
be whipped, as he called it; but I remained silent. Hebegan tospeak
on the subject of chastising boys. His mind, as ifmagnetised again
by his speech, seemed to circle slowly round andround its new
centre. He said that when boys were that kind theyought to be
whipped and well whipped. When a boy was rough andunruly there was
nothing would do him any good but a good soundwhipping. A slap on
the hand or a box on the ear was no good: whathe wanted was to get
a nice warm whipping. I was surprised at thissentiment and
involuntarily glanced up at his face. As I did so Imet the gaze of
a pair of bottle-green eyes peering at me fromunder a twitching
forehead. I turned my eyes away again.

The man continued his monologue. He seemed to have forgotten
hisrecent liberalism. He said that if ever he found a boy talking
togirls or having a girl for a sweetheart he would whip him and
whiphim; and that would teach him not to be talking to girls. And
if aboy had a girl for a sweetheart and told lies about it then
hewould give him such a whipping as no boy ever got in this world.
Hesaid that there was nothing in this world he would like so well
asthat. He described to me how he would whip such a boy as if he
wereunfolding some elaborate mystery. He would love that, he
said,better than anything in this world;and his voice,as he led
memonotonously through the mystery, grew almost affectionate
andseemed to plead with me that I should understand him.

I waited till his monologue paused again. Then I stood
upabruptly. Lest I should betray my agitation I delayed a
fewmomentspretending to fix my shoe properly and then, saying that
Iwas obliged to go, I bade him good-day. I went up the slope
calmlybut my heart was beating quickly with fear that he would
seize meby the ankles. When I reached the top of the slope I turned
roundand, without looking at him, called loudly across the
field:

“Murphy!”

My voice had an accent of forced bravery in it and I was
ashamedof my paltry stratagem. I had to call the name again before
Mahonysaw me and hallooed in answer. How my heart beat as he came
runningacross the field to me! He ran as if to bring me aid. And I
waspenitent; for in my heart I had always despised him a
little.



ARABY


North Richmond Street, being blind, was a quiet street except
atthe hour when the Christian Brothers’ School set the
boysfree. An uninhabited house of two storeys stood at the blind
end,detached from its neighbours in a square ground. The other
housesof the street, conscious of decent lives within them, gazed
at oneanother with brown imperturbablefaces.

The former tenant of our house, a priest, had died in the
backdrawing-room. Air, musty from having been long enclosed, hung
inall the rooms, and the waste room behind the kitchen was
litteredwith old useless papers. Among these I found a few
paper-coveredbooks, the pages of which were curled and damp:The
Abbot, by WalterScott,The Devout CommunicantandThe Memoirs of
Vidocq. I liked thelast best because its leaves were yellow. The
wild garden behindthe house contained a central apple-tree an
[...]
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