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Araby

North Richmond Street, where I lived with my uncle and aunt, was a dead end, with only one way in or out. So, it was usually quiet, except when the other boys and I were set free from school. An empty house stood at the closed end of the street, but all the other houses looked at one another across the road.

A priest had lived in our house before we did. He had died in the back room. The cupboard behind the kitchen was full of his old papers, and among them I found a few books. One had yellow pages, and I liked that. There was an apple tree in the wild garden behind the house, as well as a few smaller trees. Under one of them I found the priest’s old bicycle lamp. The priest had left all his money to the church, and his furniture to his sister.

When the short days of winter came, the sun went down before everyone in the street had finished their dinners. When I met Mangan and the other boys in the street to play, the houses were dark. The sky was a deep purple, and against it the light from the street lamps was pale and weak. The air was cold, and we played until our faces were hot and red. Our shouts rang through the empty street. We ran round the backs of the houses and, when we returned to the front, the lights from the kitchen windows made the street brighter. If my uncle appeared round the corner, we hid in the shadows until he was safely inside our house. Or if Mangan’s sister opened their front door to call her brother in, we watched her from the shadow. If she did not go back in the house and remained at the door, we left the shadow and walked to the bottom of Mangan’s steps. His sister stood above us, with the door open, and we could see her body in the light behind her. Her brother always joked with her for a few minutes before he obeyed, and I stood in the street watching her. Her dress swung as she talked, and her long hair moved from side to side.

Every morning, I lay on the floor of our front room, watching her front door. When she came out of the house, my heart jumped. I ran to the hall, picked up my books and followed her. I kept my eyes on her until just before I had to turn off the street to go to school, and then I walked more quickly and passed her. This happened every morning. I had never spoken to her, except for one or two words, but her name was always in my head.

I kept her picture in my mind even in the least romantic places. On Saturday evenings, when my aunt went shopping, I had to go with her to carry some of the bags. We walked through busy streets, crowded with drunk people, past shouting boys and arguing men, and someone singing a song about the troubles of Ireland. I imagined leading Mangan’s sister through these dangers. I did not know if I was ever going to speak to her or not, and, if I did speak, how I could tell her of my love. My body was like a harp, and her words and movements were like the fingers playing it.

At last, one evening, she spoke to me. I was so confused that at first I could not answer. She asked me if I was going to Araby. I forget whether I answered yes or no. It was always an excellent bazaar, she said, and she wanted to go.

“And why can’t you?” I asked.

As she spoke, she was turning a silver bracelet round her wrist. She could not go because she was going away on a trip with her church. Her brother and two other boys were playing down the street and I was alone with her. The lamp across the street showed her white neck and lit up her hair and her hand on the iron railing. It lit one side of her dress, too.

“It’s all right for you,” she said. “You can go if you want.”

“If I go,” I said, “I will bring you something.”

The next few days passed very slowly for me. By day in the classroom and at night in my bedroom, her face came between my eyes and the pages of the book I was trying to read. I was usually a good student, but now I answered few questions in class, and my teacher started to look at me angrily. He hoped I was not becoming lazy. The word Araby ran around my head. I asked my uncle and aunt if I could go to the bazaar on Saturday night and they agreed. My uncle said he would give me two shillings to spend.

On Saturday morning, I reminded my uncle that I wished to go to the bazaar. He was leaving for work.

“Yes, boy, I know,” he answered, crossly.

I left the house unhappily and walked to school.
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When I came home in the evening my uncle was not yet back. It was early. I sat staring at the clock for some time and then went upstairs. From the front window I could see my friends playing in the street. I looked across at her house. I imagined I could see her neck and her hand and her dress. We sat down to dinner, but after an hour my uncle still did not come, and it was eight o’clock. I could not stay still, and I was walking around the room.

“I’m afraid you won’t be able to go to the bazaar,” said my aunt.

At nine o’clock I heard my uncle’s key in the door. I waited until he was halfway through his dinner and then asked him to give me the money for the bazaar. He had forgotten.

“They’ll all be in bed and asleep now.” He laughed.

I did not smile.

“Can’t you give him the money and let him go?” said my aunt.

My uncle said he was very sorry, he had forgotten.

Holding two shillings in my hand I walked quickly down Buckingham Street to the station. I sat in an empty train, and after a long wait it started to move slowly. After a few minutes, it stopped at an empty station. It was ten minutes to ten by the clock. I went out into the street, and in front of me was a large building with the magical name Araby above the door.

I could not find the children’s entrance, and I was afraid that the bazaar was going to close, so I paid a tired man a shilling and went in the main entrance. I was in a big hall. Nearly all the stalls were closed and most of the hall was in darkness. It was quiet, like a church after a service. A few people were standing around the stalls that were still open. I had come to buy something for Mangan’s sister, so I went over to a stall that sold pretty painted cups and plates. A young lady was talking to two young men. I listened to their conversation and realized that their voices were English.

“Oh, I never said that!”

“Oh, but you did!”

“Oh, but I didn’t!”

“Didn’t she say that?”

“Yes, I heard her.”

“Oh, it’s not true!”

The young lady came over and asked me if I wished to buy anything. Her voice did not encourage me; she seemed not to be interested in me. I looked at two large pots at the entrance to the stall and whispered my answer.

“No, thank you.”

The lady moved one of the pots a little and then went back to the two men. They were talking again, and once or twice she looked at me over her shoulder.

I waited a few moments, but it was hopeless. I turned away and walked down the middle of the bazaar. I heard a voice call that the lights were going out. The top of the hall was now dark.

Looking up at the darkness, I realized that I was a fool and my eyes burned with unhappiness and anger.




Eveline

She sat at the window and watched the evening come down. Her head was against the curtains and there was dust in her nose. She was tired.

Few people passed. The man who lived in the last house in the road went by. She heard his footsteps on the road and then on the path up to his front door. There used to be a field at the end of the road, and she remembered playing there in the evening with the other children. Then, a man from Belfast bought the field, and built new houses with shining roofs. They all used to play there in that field – the Devines, the Waters, the Dunns, little Keogh, she and her brothers and sisters. Her brother Ernest, however, never played. He was too old. Her father used to come and look for them in the field, waving his big stick angrily. But they all seemed quite happy then, and her father was not so bad, and her mother was still alive. That was a long time ago. She and her brothers and sisters had all grown up. Her mother was dead, and so was her brother Ernest. Tizzie Dunn was dead, too, and the Waters had gone back to England. Everything changes. And now she was going to go away like the others, to leave her home.

Home. She looked around the room, at the objects she knew so well. She had dusted them every week for years; was she ever going to see them again? She had never learned the name of the priest whose framed yellow photograph hung on the wall above the piano. He had been a school friend of her father’s. When he showed the photograph to a visitor, her father used to say, “He is in Melbourne, now.”

[image: ]
She had agreed to go away, to leave her home. Was this a wise decision? She tried to weigh each side of the question. At home she had a room and food, and she had the people she had known all her life around her. But, of course, she had to work hard, both at home and at the shop.

And what might Miss Gavan and the other people at the shop say when they found out that she had run away with a fellow? They might say that she was a fool, perhaps, and then advertise for a new girl. Miss Gavan would be glad, she thought. If other people were listening, Miss Gavan was often rude to her.

“Miss Hill, don’t you see that these ladies are waiting?” she might say, or, “Quickly, now, Miss Hill, please.”

Eveline was not going to cry about leaving the shop.

In her new home, in an unknown country, things could be different. She was going to be a married woman. “People will respect me,” she thought, “and I will not be treated like my mother was.”

Eveline was 19, but she was still afraid of her violent father. And
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Footnote

Note about the stories

fn1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary on pages 108–112.
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