A PAINFUL CASE

The title of the eleventh story of J.Joice’s collection gives the reader the idea of a dramatic plot, dealing with emotions and introspection. Moreover, the word Case may mean a generic question as well as a lawsuit and the linguistic choice raises the curiosity of the reader.

The story opens with a detailed characterization of the protagonist, James Duffy. 

It is really interesting because the character is introduced by an omniscient narrator who perfectly knows the character, his story, habits, ideas and thoughts and communicates them to the reader in a quite unusual way. Indeed, the first pieces of information provided regard the place in which Mr. Duffy lives: the neighborhood and the house. Just reading the descriptions, the reader gets a sense of the character, who seems to be someone who likes loneliness (he wished to live as far as possible from the city of which he was a citizen and because he found all the other suburbs of Dublin mean, modern, and pretentious), basics (The lofty walls of his uncarpeted room were free from pictures; a white−shaded lamp stood as the sole ornament of the mantelpiece) and order (The books on the white wooden shelves were arranged from below upwards according to bulk; Mr. Duffy abhorred anything which betokened physical or mental disorder) and thus someone who refuses the direct contact with the others, preferring indirect ways to keep in touch with the world such as reading (the 

translation of Hauptmann's Michael Krame, an advertisement for Bile Beans, a copy of the Maynooth Catechism…). Then follows a short physical description of the man, whose apparently harsh physiognomy seems to betray a pacific and quiet character. To tell the truth, it seems as if the character lived calm and self-assured in his thoughts and quotidian habits (He never gave aims to beggars, and walked firmly; Every morning he came in from Chapelizod by tram), described in detail by the narrator who also quotes the name of the places in which he spends his days as custom. 

After the characterization comes the plot: if on one side the narrator informs the reader that Mr. Duffy carefully avoids each kind of relationship going beyond courtesy, he puts into focus the fact that  One evening he found himself sitting beside two ladies in the Rotunda even if  The house, was thinly peopled and silent. The contradiction marks a turning point in the story: it is the beginning of the action. 

Indeed, the remark by one of the two ladies, Mrs. Sinico, catches Mr. Duffy’s attention who becomes curious about the multiple and antithetic impressions she gave him in a few seconds (smartness, beauty, defiance, sensibility). After three meetings by accident, they start dating and sharing ideas, theories, passions (literature, music) and facts of their life: Her companionship was like a warm soil about an exotic,  This union exalted him, wore away the rough edges of his character, emotionalized his mental life. Even if it seems as if the character had found love and were involved in the relationship, he seems to be afraid of love and he reckons with his principles and rationality We cannot give ourselves, it said: we are our own. His love for habits and certainties gains over the joy the meetings give him and he decides to break off the intercourse and start again with his ordinary routine and loneliness, avoiding concerts and people. Another turning point of the story is the discovery of Mrs. Sinico’s painful death or, to be more precise, her suicide after four years full with problems with alcohol after her breach with Mr. Duffy. The piece of information shocks the protagonist: at first he feels disgusted and ashamed since he chose such a vicious and miserable woman as his soul's companion but in a second moment he realizes that she was dead, that she had ceased to exist, that she had become a memory and Now that she was gone he understood how lonely her life must have been, sitting night after night, alone in that room but also that that painful destiny could be also his.

Suddenly, the character seems to be consumed by the sense of guilt (Why had he withheld life from her? Why had he sentenced her to death? He felt his moral nature falling to pieces). The most  moving moment of the story is perhaps that in which Mr. Duffy walks through the bleak alleys where they had walked four years before: he feels her touch, he hears her voice but there is nothing but cold and darkness all around him: he feels that he had been outcast from life's feast and he perfectly knows that it is his own fault. He is the one who refused love, he is the one who left the only person who loved and took care of him and now his destiny seems to be marked by perpetual loneliness because also Mrs. Sinico’s presence abandoned him. 

The character embodies the fragility of the human being in front of emotions as well as in front of bereavements. His insecurity and his continuous changing of mind make the reader sympathize with the character who has to face difficulties that everyone, sooner or later, is asked to face. There is a mix of shame, anger, guilt, loss and nostalgia inside him and by the end of the story, his hearth is as cold, dark and lonely as that night in Dublin…

