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30 DOCTRINE & LIFE

sicker than stray vomit’ (CS, p. 9). He laments the closing of the local
Garda barracks, the huge number of funerals in the area, each one
a reminder that his own turn cannot be far off. The son, for his part,
is aware that he is being pressurised into assuming the role of carer,
something for which he feels totally unsuited:

I knew the wheel: fathers become children to their sons who repay
the care they got when they were young, and on the edge of dy-
ing the fathers become young again; but the luck of a death and
a second marriage had released me from the last breaking on this
ritual wheel. (CS, p. 8)

The journey home has revived memories of childhood and rein-
forced the preferability of his new life in Dublin to the claustrophobic
existence he endured with his widowed father. He appreciates how
fortunate he is that Rose is there to look after the old man, who has
assumed many of the traits of a child, a state that is reinforced by the
image of him soaking his feet in hot water while Rose scrapes his corns
with a razor. .

The following morning on the return journey to Dublin, the young
protagonist sees through the train windows the fields divided by dis-
tinctive stone walls, the animals grazing along the banks of the river
Shannon, images that bring him back to his First Communion and to
boat trips taken with his father. He knows that this trip is similar to many
others he has taken and will take, all being merely ‘the vivid sections
of the wheel we watched so slowly turn, impatient for the rich whole
that never came but that all the preparations promised’ (CS, p. 11). At
this point, the narrator comes to terms with the effects of time on the
individual, realising that change can only be perceived retrospectively,
and even then, imperfectly. ‘The rich whole’ can only be achieved at
the end of the life-long quest; in other words, beyond the grave.

‘GOLD WATCH’

A similar experience to the one encountered by the young man in
‘Wheels’ unfolds in two other notable examples, namely ‘Gold Watch’
and ‘Sierra Leone’.

In ‘Gold Watch’, there is, once more, disharmony between father
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of their birth.

The local Irish newspapers that are passed around the building
site populated by Irish workers in ‘Hearts of Oak and Bellies of Brass’
announce that prayers have been ordered for good weather so that
the farmers can save the harvest. The rough foreman Murphy retorts:
‘That it may rise higher than for fukken Noah. That they may have to
climb the trees’ (CS, p. 33). This outburst encapsulates the sentiments
of many who are forced to live in a foreign country and endure lonely,
dangerous lives. When they do return home, they splash out on rounds
of drinks in the local country pubs to disguise the hopelessness of their
lives and to make people believe they are successful.

In the case of Joe Cunningham, his final homecoming will be in
a coffin, as he dies from injuries sustained when a ditch in which he
is working collapses and breaks his back. He and his friend Murphy,
from the West of Ireland, spent a month in Ireland every summer and
ended up embittered at their enforced exile: ‘It’s a kind of a sort of
a country [Ireland] that can’t even afford a national eejit so they all
have to take turns’ (CS, p. 146), a typical observation exchanged by
the duo. Joe Cunningham’s father travels to London to bring home
his son’s body prior to burial in the local cemetery:

Along line of cars met the hearse on the Dublin road to follow it to
the church. After high Mass the next day, young people with white
armbands walked behind the hearse until it crossed the bridge,
where it gathered speed, and it did not slow until it came in sight
of Ardcarne, where they buried him. (CS, p. 149)

The futility of a life of hard graft, the fruits of which are frittered away
on drink, prostitutes, wild holidays at home, all these elements are well
captured in this moving story.

‘THE COUNTRY FUNERAL’

But there are some homecomings that are not so tragic, as we will
see in our discussion of what is probably McGahern’s best short story,
‘The Country Funeral’.

Philly Ryan comes home from working on the oil rigs every year ‘in
a fever of excitement’ (CS, p. 374) that lasts a few days and then turns
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