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			Her voice is a string of colored beads,

			Or steps leading into the sea.

			—Edna St. Vincent Millay

 


			When you will have returned to the world and rested from the long voyage . . . 
Remember me.

			—Dante, The Inferno

		


		
		

		
			Part I
Indira

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 1

			That long-ago summer is not gone, Ireland’s damp air and light, the prehistoric-looking stones and ruined castle walls.

			While time carried me on its tide, forward and far away, it left Indira behind. 

			She is still there, walking the coastline of that summer beach or sitting in the nuns’ rose garden. She will always be sixteen.

			Now and then I find my way back to her when the longing overwhelms me. If I can manage a delicate enough approach, I slip back into the girl I once was, and Indira will sometimes say to me again what she used to say, that everything returns, and that we are not two girls, but one. 

			1973

			From the Limerick airport, my mother and I drove in a northeasterly direction, taking mostly narrow roads, some of them dirt roads, through fields, and past fuchsia hedges, stalled once behind a flock of slow passing sheep. The purple hills in the distance looked soft.

			Nervous about visiting Ireland after seventeen years, my mother had been impatient with me on the plane, and most of the flight we’d sat in silence, but her mood shifted now as she drove. She pointed out a potato field, a hill of patterned ground, the leaves edged with cobalt blue and turquoise.

			
			

			We passed another field, its gold crop quivering in the breeze. “Barley,” she said, and smiled.

			I watched the sky change as we went, the cumulus darkening and converging, lit around the edges by a hidden sun. I leaned into the air outside my open passenger window, breathing the promise of rain, the smell of waiting electricity from the clouds.

			My mother pointed to a long tract of wild grass on rocky ground. “That was once a field, now long neglected,” she said, her brogue stronger since she’d had a friendly conversation with the attendant at the car rental place.

			Before the rain fell a soft rumble broke above, like a gentle warning. My mother’s mouth tensed at the sound. She had not seen her own mother in many years, and she had rarely written to her. With glazed eyes she stared at the road ahead.
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			My grandmother’s whitewashed house with its low, thatched roof lay nestled in a small plot of fallow land with a single tree and one area of cultivated garden. She was standing in the door frame when we arrived, then came out to greet us, a short woman, large-breasted and soft about the edges. She opened her arms for my mother and after that for me. Her eyes narrowed and shined, her forehead creasing sternly when she smiled. “What a tall girl you are for sixteen!”

			She had sandwiches ready, and warm soda bread and tea, and we sat in her front room, the two of them laughing and joking exuberantly for the first hours, but some old grievance must have reared its head because a pall of silence fell over them. I had not recog nized what the offending words might have been or which one had said them. 

			“Come outside with me, Violet,” my grandmother said and stood up from her chair at the center of the room. I went with her to the front of the house. She pointed up the road a distance to the next house, another white one, set higher on a hill.

			“A fugitive hid for nearly a year in that house,” she said and gave me a forthright nod.

			My mother had been standing in the doorway listening. “For God’s sake, Mother!” she said, but my grandmother ignored her.

			Later at dinner, it was to me and not my mother that my grandmother said she herself would happily house a fugitive here in her own cottage. 

			I nodded at her. “I would too, if I had a house,” I said, and she gave me that same forthright nod.

			My mother fumed across the table, knife and fork noisy as she stabbed at a slice of ham on a china plate.

			That night they argued. I stood outside the room trying to hear what they were saying. When they weren’t battering each other with accusations, past betrayals, perceived cruelties never forgiven or forgotten, it seemed to be me they were talking about.

			My grandmother lowered her voice and said in a fervent whisper, “She has a right to know who she is.”
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			The next morning it was more of the same, my grandmother taking me aside, walking with me down the road to show me the chickens or the lambs behind the neighboring fence, excluding my mother from  our walks. While I helped my grandmother peel potatoes and turnips, my mother criticized her for not keeping the burners of her stove clean enough. When my grandmother ignored her, my mother went outside and stood near the road with her arms crossed staring into the distance. I watched her through the window near the sink as I rinsed earth from the turnips. When she thought no one was looking at her, there was no anger in her face, the muscles around her mouth soft, as if she was puzzled. A chill of pity for her rose up my backbone and it startled me to feel that. 

			I saw her again later standing outside in the same place. From the doorway I could see that she was staring at the white thatched house up the road. It occurred to me that that place had something to do with the fight between my mother and grandmother. A half hour or so later when she wasn’t there anymore, I wandered up to that house with the thatch. The door was off and there were little purple flowers growing out of the door frame. My mother stood in the shadowy interior near an ancient-looking fireplace, ashes still in the grate, the walls blackened from long dead fires. She was so still, so absorbed. I stepped over the threshold and she gasped. “You scared the bejesus out of me!”

			Her eyes were damp and full of light. 
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			That afternoon, I could feel my mother tiring of the tension with my grandmother. She asked if she could drive us into town for an ice cream. My grandmother, who had been ignoring her the entire day, walked past her without answering and sat down in her chair. My mother turned to me and asked if I would like an ice  cream. Avoiding her eyes, I shook my head and walked past her the way my grandmother had. I could see her in my peripheral vision, suspended in the doorway. When she had driven away, my grandmother made tea and gave me chocolate biscuits. She taught me to play gin rummy. It was almost dark and my mother still had not come back. My heart beat with guilt, unsettling my stomach.

			“I heard you and my mother talking, Nanny. What is it that I have the right to know?”

			She peered at me a moment, then blinked and looked away. “It’s for your mother to tell you. Not me.”

			“It seems like she’s not going to tell me.”

			A silence passed before she asked, “What has she told you about your father?”

			I told her what I knew about Jack McArdle, the American shoe salesman who she was engaged to before he died in a car accident.

			She put a hand over her brow and shook her head. “Your father’s name was Lorcan Kelleher and he was an Irishman.” She leaned to the side from her chair, reaching toward a rickety little desk, pulling a drawer open. After rifling through a few papers she handed me a faded newspaper article held together by yellowed tape.

			It was dated February of 1956.

			Fugitive Lorcan Kelleher of Cloones, County Monahan, was spotted and apprehended by RUC guards in Castlemacross, County Monahan, on Friday, having eluded the law for almost two years. 

			
			

			In March of 1954, Kelleher had been part of an arms raid on the British military base at Goggins Barracks in Keeley, managing off with a cache of almost two hundred training rifles, Lee Enfield rifles, submachine guns, and Bren guns.

			Some hours later, the police had seized the van carrying the stolen weapons near the border. Two of the four men escaped custody, one of them firing at and injuring an RUC guard. One of the escaped men was captured but the shooter, Lorcan Kelleher, remained at large until Friday. It is conjectured that he had been hiding much of this time in a local farmhouse.

			The newsprint picture showed a large man, hands behind his back, escorted by two guards, both men substantially shorter. His head was bent slightly forward, a few errant locks of black hair hanging over his forehead.

			To really see what Lorcan Kelleher had looked like, I had to hold the newspaper clipping at a distance. The closer I brought it to my face, the more he lost definition and became nothing but shadow. 
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			My grandmother said it was midsummer and there would be a bonfire burning, so we walked outside.

			“Your father died of tuberculosis in Crumlin Prison, love, two years after he was caught. It’s a sad story, but I want you to know that he fought for Ireland. He fought to drive out the invader. I want you to know that he was a brave man.”

			
			

			I was excited by the story, my heart beating fast and light as we walked in near darkness toward firelight on an open plain. We passed a group of standing stones, the remains, my grandmother said, of a prehistoric altar. “We all have birthrights,” she said. “You are an Irish girl, not an American.” 

			Figures moved around the tall bright crackling flames. “When I was younger I used to dance at the midsummer fire. And so did your mother.”

			I wanted to stay longer but she said she was tired. As we’d walked back there was movement in the bushes and the sound of two people breathing. My grandmother set her jaw and stared straight ahead as if she could not hear it. 

			Once I had gone to bed that night I heard my mother drive up and park. They began arguing immediately, their voices muffled through the wall. I got up and stood in the dark hallway listening. 

			“I told her about Lorcan,” my grandmother said.

			“Christ,” my mother half-whispered. “You had no right.”

			“Yes, but she has the right to know who her father was.”
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			I was back in bed with the light out about ten minutes when my mother came in. I sat up to switch on the lamp but she told me not to. She sat in a chair in the dark. She spoke in a monotone, though her breathing was uneven. “As a girl, two years older than you are now, I was involved with the Cause.”

			“The Cause?” I asked.

			
			

			“The Rebellion. I delivered the occasional message. Everyone in Castlemacross was involved in helping the rebels. I had no particular fervent calling . . . not like your—not like others did. I look back now and see how mad it was, being involved that way.” She let out a heavy breath. I felt her wanting to say more, but she seemed unable.

			She got up suddenly and left me sitting in the dark. 

			My mother had always said she had been on the verge of marrying Jack McArdle, as if that made me almost legitimate. But now I wondered if Jack McArdle was real at all. Not even a picture of him existed. Not even a keepsake. The mysterious figure of Lorcan Kelleher had arrived to banish him. Even in the newsprint image I had seen that Lorcan Kelleher was handsome and towered over the two policemen. I wanted something from the idea of Lorcan Kelleher, but the longing led nowhere. He was like a dream that I couldn’t keep hold of and I grew uneasy thinking of him. 

			I had never known him. He had never even looked at me.
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			Very early in the morning when it was still dark, I heard my grandmother passing in the hall, moving slowly, rocking slightly side to side, her breathing audible. When I got up I found her sitting in her chair with the lamp switched on. She looked up at me just as I emerged from the darkness in the hall, and seemed not to know who I was. 

			Her eyes were layered with light, as if the lenses of her corneas had thickened overnight, her iron-blue  irises cloudy and remote. “The Blackwater River goes to sea at Youghal,” she said to me. “Tooreenkeough was the town. Now they call it Ballydesmond.”

			It seemed important what she was telling me, but I had no context for it.

			“The coffin ships to America left from Cobh Harbor.” 

			I nodded.

			“Go get me a cup of tea, there’s a good girl, Violet,” she said. 

			From the kitchen, I heard her light a cigarette. When I came back in with the tea, the cigarette was burning in the ashtray and she was asleep. 

			After dinner the first night we’d come, she had fallen asleep in this same position, head back, mouth open, her arms stretched out, hands clutching the armrests of the chair as if she had been trying to use them as leverage to get up. 

			I set the cup of tea near the ashtray where her cigarette slowly burned down to a long tunnel of ash. 

			I watched, anxious for her to wake. The filtered sunlight eventually made its way into the room and burned over her, glinting metallic in her uncombed hair and the wild, slender filaments of her eyebrows, which moved slightly on some otherwise undetected current of air in the room. The fine lines around her mouth appeared like little dark crevices on the lit surface of her face. It was when I touched her forearm that it occurred to me that she might be dead, but I kept waiting for the spell to break, a trembling eyelid, a twitching nostril. I kept waiting for her to turn her head and shake herself out of the hard cold of her  slumber. I pulled my legs up into my chair, wrapping my arms around them and kept my eyes on her. 

			My mother slept late and when I heard the door of her room open something went dark inside me. I knew my grandmother would not wake up. 

			She had been mine so briefly.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			In Riverdale, New York, where we lived, my mother worked as a secretary for Mr. Michael Sullivan, who had a business exporting Irish lace, linen, chocolates, and whiskey. Mr. Sullivan and his wife, Kitty, were going to help establish a new extension to the Waterford Crystal factory in the East Harbor town of Waterford. They planned to be there from late August until around Christmas. Mr. Sullivan needed my mother, his secretary, to come with them. She would be well paid and have her own room in the fancy hotel where they were staying and her meals would be free.

			And so she decided we’d go early to Ireland before they needed her, and we’d make an excursion of it.

			The plan had been that we would stay the rest of July and a week in August with my grandmother, and then we would drive to Connemara and spend a week in Roundstone, a little seaside town at the foot of Ennisbeg Mountain. When she was my age, my mother had gone to Roundstone with her friend and her friend’s family. For years she had talked to me with pleasure about all the little colored houses facing the rocky beach where she and her friend had waded into the water. This was the part of our trip I looked forward to the most. 

			In mid-August until Christmas holiday, while my mother went to work for the Sullivans, I would be in the north at St. Dymphna’s, a Catholic boarding school. This I dreaded, having no idea what it would  be like. We would then spend Christmas with my grandmother before going back to New York. 

			But when my grandmother died so soon after we arrived, these plans were disrupted. Two days later I stood with my mother, a few strangers, and a priest in a graveyard near the local church, and watched as my grandmother’s coffin was lowered into the ground. 

			Later that afternoon I sat at my grandmother’s small dining table while my mother made tea. She was standing near the sink rinsing a cup when I asked about our trip to Roundstone. Her eyes flashed to mine and then away.

			“I’ve cancelled the reservations at the bed and breakfast.”

			“But Mom!” I protested.

			“I’ve got a lot to do to organize this house. I have to try and sell it.” She held the cup under running water, her gaze now fixed outside the window. “I’m taking you tomorrow to the nuns at St. Dymphna’s.”

			I shot to my feet. “Why?” I cried out. “School doesn’t start for weeks! Let me stay with you and help you!”

			“It’s already decided, Violet. Some of that money reserved for the bed and breakfast will go now to the nuns.”
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			The next day as we headed north in the small rental car, we fought. With a burning face, I turned and looked out the window. I saw everything through a filter of tears that wouldn’t fall, the strange silvery light like a curtain blocking the sun, the hilly land, the rough walls of stone, velvet green with moss, and  fields covered with rocks. Neglected, my mother had called them.

			“You would have wanted my help if Nanny hadn’t told me,” I said quietly. “You would have let me stay with you.”

			She pulled over suddenly, stopping the car at a roadside shrine. She got out, knelt down, and wept before it, then looked up a long time into the face of the crooked, weathered figure in its makeshift alcove. Her devotion to it made me feel the rift between us even more acutely.
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			For some reason of her own, maybe pride, my mother told Sister Corley, the willowy nun with the bulging eyes, that I was very good. I had been outside the room, but standing near the door listening when I had heard my mother say, “She’s a sensitive girl.” It had taken my breath. “She’s excitable by nature. I think she needs structure and discipline. So much going on inside her.” I wanted this to be right, for my mother, and for me. I was a sensitive girl. I was a good girl, with so much going on inside me. I had thought it would be other things she would tell them, things I had done the year before in tenth grade, the things I was afraid she had told my grandmother: ditching school, drinking and smoking cigarettes with my friends, flunking Algebra and World History. Or even worse, the thing she wrongly accused me of: letting boys have their way with me. I had struggled to convince her that she was wrong about that—and now I knew exactly why she’d fretted without any reason to do so. While some of my friends had already lost their virginity, it had always  stunned me when they had talked so freely about it; the most I had ever done was kiss a boy I had a crush on. The moment he’d touched my breast, a cold chill of alienation had overcome me. I had pushed him away. 

			“It’s a sin,” I had said to my mother.

			“So are lying and disobedience, but you have no problem committing those.”

			But she hadn’t mentioned any of that to the nuns. She didn’t want them to know how bad she really thought I was, and so I hadn’t wanted them to know, either. 
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			When my mother left me at the empty convent school that summer, I was given three white button-up blouses with the school insignia under the right side of the collar, and two ill-fitting plaid skirts, mauve-colored and gray, softened and faded by wear. And I was assigned a bed in a room on a cold dormitory floor where I was forced to sleep alone at night, the other two mattresses bare, being aired out while the girls were gone for the summer, one of them stained brown with menstrual blood. Every dormitory floor had a name, the one I was assigned to: Infant of Prague.

			A blind girl, Indira Sharma, was at the convent, too. The first time I saw her from a distance in a hallway, I didn’t think I should dare approach her. She was an anachronism standing there in her dark glasses, like no one I had seen so far in Ireland or anywhere else, statuesque and wearing a long purple silk dress  embroidered with delicate silver thread. All the women I had seen in Ireland wore their plain gray wool skirts an inch or two past the knee. 

			
			

			She lifted her head and tapped her stick once on the floor. It produced an echo. “Violet?” she asked, the word resonating. 

			“Hello,” I replied.  

			“I am Indira,” she said as we approached each other in that long hallway, the silver in her dress catching the light through the windows.

			The nuns, she explained, had told her about me. 

			She led me on a tour, anticipating sets of stairs in rooms and corridors well before she had even tapped them with her stick. As I followed, a curious perfume wafted from her hair or her clothes, something subtle, not like flowers but damp earth. 

			She spoke with a note of formality as she explained that St. Dymphna’s was, in a sense, two schools. On the west side of the building were classrooms and the single dormitory floor called Lamb of God, for the small population of blind girls. The east side of the building and three floors of dormitory rooms were for the sighted girls.

			She took the stairs like someone who could see and led me to Lamb of God, the dormitory for the blind. Maybe it was where the sun had been at that particular hour, but those rooms, the only time I would ever visit them, were flooded with daylight, whereas Infant of Prague, perpetually gloomy, faced an obstructing wall. And mirrors hung in the rooms for the blind girls, but none in the dormitories for the sighted.
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			Indira was not spending the summer in the dormitory, but in a spacious, airy room with two big windows and paneled walls at the front of the convent, overlooking  a rose garden and a parking area. It was set off from everything else, a chamber, she said, that the nuns usually reserved for visiting bishops or cardinals. Two slender beds flanked a nightstand with a lamp on it. A round marble table with three chairs stood against one wall, a large mirror hanging right above it. The regular dormitory rooms were cramped and had no tables and chairs.

			“Amma paid the nuns handsomely to let me have this room for the summer,” she said. When I asked who Amma was, she explained that it was the affectionate term for mother. She repeated what she’d said. Her tone struck me as bragging, though I’d been aware of tension in her hands when she’d said it. She squeezed them open and closed.

			“Amma calls me every day on the phone in Sister Corley’s office.” 

			The air went out of me. When my mother had come out of Sister Corley’s office, I had embraced her and tried to hold on to her. She had endured the hug for a few moments before extricating herself. 

			Indira’s closet door was ajar. In it I could see more beautiful dresses, different colors of silk, some embroidered with gold thread, others stitched with tiny mirrors.

			“My grandmother sends them to me from India,” she said when I commented on how beautiful they were. “The nuns won’t let me wear saris, but they allow these dresses, only for the summer. When the school year begins again, I must wear the uniform.”
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			Indira told me that she loved going to five o’clock vespers, so I thought she must be pious. I would never have chosen Indira’s company if I had met her under different circumstances. In my high school in New York, I gravitated toward the rebellious girls, the foulmouthed, disobedient ones. I had fashioned myself into one of them. We would have all laughed at this girl, Indira, blind or not, who came across as so pretentious, who wore a long, glistening dress as if she had walked out of an earlier century. And there was this smell, pleasant but peculiar, earthy, unidentifiable. 

			We sat down on opposite sides of her table. She was silent for a few moments, her face lifted as if she was trying to read the air around me, to detect what I was feeling. “You’re quiet,” she said.

			Maybe to try and interest me, she began offering personal details of her life. Her father had died of a brain aneurysm when she was nine, and she and her mother had left India where she had been born and had spent her early childhood, and were now living in her aunt’s house. 

			“Amma is from a poor Irish family but unusual circumstances enabled her to go to Oxford, where she met my Baapi.”

			“Your father?”

			“Yes. When he brought Amma home to India it caused a big upset. A marriage had already been arranged for Baapi with his cousin, Sunita.”

			“His cousin?”

			“Yes, his mother’s niece. It is common in the region in northwest India where my Baapi came from for cousins to marry.” Indira had a way of articulating  each word, but I noticed something unusual about her consonants. She pronounced the letter p like a b, so when she said the word baapi I had thought at first she’d said “Bobby.” 

			“In fact,” she went on, “matches between cousins are often considered ideal.”

			And she pronounced the hard c like a g. Cousin sounded like “gousin” and considered “gonsidered.”

			“Why are matches between cousins ideal?”

			“This helps to preserve family wealth and culture.”

			I stayed silent.

			“The rules are different everywhere. Who is to say what is right? In India alone there are dozens of codes about marriage, all different. But Baapi was in love with my mother, a fair-haired Irish girl. At first his family called her the Usurper, but they begrudgingly came to accept her and even to love her.”

			When I responded with more silence, she changed the subject and told me she had been born with something called corneal opacity and had lost her sight when she was five, but she could still perceive light. “Many blind people cannot, I’m sure you know. In the spring when I was living in Lamb of God dormitory, I pitied the other girls who could not perceive the glorious light coming in sometimes through the windows.”

			She seemed to expect a response to this, so I said something vague to express approval.

			“Many blind people can’t cry tears, either. But I can.” She squeezed her hands. “I was not born blind, and I remember what it was like to see. I am not, like many of the poor girls here, a stranger to seeing.”

			
			

			She wanted to know why I was at St. Dymphna’s in the summer. I had no desire to share with her what had happened. I told her that my mother had something important that she had to do.

			“That’s similar to my situation,” she said. “Amma is in London and it was her idea that I stay here. I won’t stay in that house alone, anyway. It is a terrible house.”

			“How is it terrible?”

			“So cold. It is a very old house and it smells bad.”

			I imagined it to be something like my grandmother’s small house, which also had a concentrated smell, a faint reek of boiled cabbage, and something burnt like the blackened bottom of the soda bread she’d served the second day we were there, when she was angry with my mother.

			She said the house was not what she was used to, that in India it never got cold inside her grandparents’ spacious house and that she could smell the nutmeg flowers through the big open windows. “And this Irish house makes noises.”

			“They say all houses make noise,” I said.

			“Not like this one. I once heard glass shattering in an empty room.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, and I think adultery has taken place there. And cruelty. Awful secrets.”

			“What do you mean? How do you know?”

			“I can’t explain. I feel something bad there. It is difficult to breathe in that house.”

			She asked what the important thing was my mother had to do without me. 

			
			

			I told her that my grandmother had died, but was reluctant to say much more. She seemed to accept this and jumped to fill the silences.

			“Do you have a beloved?”

			Her formality bothered me. “Do you mean a boyfriend?”

			“Yes.”

			“No, I don’t have a boyfriend. Do you?”

			“I am in love,” she said. “My dear Krishna, my cousin who is almost a year older than me. I know that shocks you, but it is not uncommon, even here in Ireland. Next year when he turns eighteen, he will take me back to India and we will get married.”

			I studied her long neck and distinct jawline and her gleaming black hair, which she wore in a braid over one shoulder, small bits of golden jewelry woven through it. I’d never seen a braid like it, so thick and shining. Once, she turned her head toward me at a certain angle and I saw a faint image of my own face reflected twice looking back at me from the lenses of her dark glasses. I averted my eyes, but the image stayed with me: my face, doubled, staring as if from behind blackened glass.

			“I am expecting a visit from him anytime. We write letters to each other. He is at school in Edinburgh and is taking classes this summer.” She touched her hand to something on the table, her braille slate and stylus. She told me that with the wooden knob on the metal pointer, you could punch braille letters into card stock.

			“You see, a blind person needs to know both the letter and its mirror image, because we have to punch the mirror image of the letter so the actual braille  letter can be read by touch on the other side. Do you want to look at it?”

			I examined it a moment. 

			“But I can also write with a pen,” she said. Holding down a small piece of paper and feeling the parameters of it with the side of her left hand, she wrote her name across it with her right hand, the looping letters of her penmanship long and slanted and as fine as spiderweb. 

			I asked her if her cousin was also blind.

			“Oh, no. But he has become very proficient with braille.”

			She invited me to walk with her the next day on the beach. St. Dymphna’s sat on a rise of land overlooking a long stretch of sand. Through any open window the sea could be heard, but it would frustrate me to find there were no views of the water. The Mother House where the nuns lived obstructed the view from my dormitory, and from most back-facing windows.

			“Some days I walk all the way to where the Cliffs of Mullroy rise from the sand. They make Sister Killian come with me. I’ve told them that I know that stretch of beach well—so well that I should be able to go alone. My beloved and I walked there often, all the way to the cliffs. We have walked all the beaches around here. But they don’t allow me to go anywhere outside the grounds alone.” She said she liked walking in the sand. “It is uncertain under your feet. I like falling in the sand, even. I run ahead and Sister Killian yells at me to stop but I laugh.”

			“And you don’t get in trouble for that?”

			“No.”

			
			

			I could not imagine defying one of the nuns without getting in trouble.

			“I like it that the sea has moods,” she said. “Do you?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“I like it when the tide comes up suddenly and knocks me down.”

			“Why?”

			“Because I feel her power that way.”

			And I understood, though it seemed strange, that she was referring to the sea as female.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			It rained the following day, so we sat together at the table in her room. She was quiet and left me to be quiet also, her face turned in the direction of the window, which was wide open, the rain splashing in on the sill. While she sat absorbed by the sound and maybe the smell of the rain, she expected nothing from me.

			When the rain stopped, she got up, squatted down near her bed, and pulled a fancy box out from beneath it, a box covered with mauve linen. She brought it to the small table and opened it. A group of precious stones, different colors and all about two inches in diameter, glimmered inside. 

			She told me that her father had compiled the box of stones for her after she had gone blind. He told her to hold each one and describe how it felt, and he had told her what color it was. 

			“‘You must remember color,’ Baapi said to me. ‘Hold onto color and you will hold onto everything.’” He took her through the gardens to smell flowers. “Colors have smells, I learned, subtle but distinct. I can taste a color. On a hot day we smelled marigolds. When I think about India, I think of my grandmother in her bright pink sari, and I think of those marigolds in the sun, and I remember running my fingers across Baapi’s damp forehead, and thinking about the dark color of his skin compared to Amma’s, who had to hide hers from the sun.” 

			
			

			She felt around until her fingers stopped on a yellow stone. “This is citrine. This feels like the kindness of my father, who was on earth to protect me.

			“Pick one out, any one that you like, and place it on my palm. I will be able to tell you what color it is.”

			The one that drew my eye was deep green. I reached for it, and for a moment held it in my hand. It was like holding a body of lit water that had solidified, hundreds of facets of deep green, flecked with paler greens and aqua. I placed it carefully on her palm. She let out a little gasp. “This one sends its message to me immediately! It’s so funny that you picked it, Violet. It’s green amethyst, a favorite.”

			She explained that every stone has a vibration and a sensation. “Hold it on your palm, and pay attention and tell me what you feel.”

			I closed my eyes and after a minute began to describe what I felt. It was cool on my hand, but it sent a warm light into my palm. Immediately, it communicated reassurance. The warm light traveled into my hand and up my wrist. I described this to her. The stone produced tingles and very subtle frequencies, and eventually those sensations traveled all the way up my arm into my chest.

			“The green amethyst is the stone that feels like Amma. When I miss her, I hold that stone. If I hold it long enough, I feel her presence with my entire body and I grow calm.” She said she was amazed that I got the same feeling from the stone. “I thought I was the only one who could feel that.” 

			
			

			I pressed it to my chest and felt its maternal warmth move into my system. I asked her if I could take it back to my dorm room that night. 

			She did not move.

			“Can I? I will bring it back tomorrow.”

			Indira’s hand reached across the air between us, waiting for me to return the green amethyst. When I surrendered it, placing it on her palm, her fingers closed around it. 
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			All that day after the box was back under the bed, and whenever I sat in her room, I felt the presence of the green amethyst. I wondered if she knew that I was thinking about it. I sometimes felt she did. It was as if delicate antennae radiated out into the air around Indira, invisible fibers feeling the world, moving and sensing.

			She treated me sometimes like an audience and said odd or enigmatic things. Or she treated me like a student, upon whom she was imparting wisdom. One face does not need to look into another face. Listening happens more with the whole body. A person is more a throng of feelings, a host. A person brings their own weather system into a room. 

			She said that some people assumed that because she was blind she didn’t know they were nearby, but she could smell people and she could smell their feelings. Could she smell my homesickness, or how much her strangeness sometimes aggravated my loneliness? 

			When she said she could detect betrayal on the air, I did not think this was directed at me. Still, I won dered guiltily if she thought I was betraying her because I sat there yearning to hold the green amethyst.
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			I went to five o’clock vespers with Indira. When the voices sounded from their hidden place somewhere in a choir loft above, Indira went still, face lifted, mouth slightly open, transported, as if she had gone inside the music. I emulated her and felt the pleasure of escaping into the canticle, the air layered with echoes, and the fragrant smoke of frankincense. The stillness elevated me, and something in me opened. When the canticle ended, the echo of the voices remained a long time. I didn’t want to move. The two of us sat there together, joined in heightened stillness.

			That evening she reached for my hand as we walked back to her room. 

			“I have a secret, Violet. Do you have a secret?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“If we do not have secrets, Violet, how are we supposed to participate in life?”

			Maybe she wanted me to ask her what her secret was, but I didn’t. Maybe I was nervous of it. Maybe I did not want anything to disrupt the stillness of vespers, which had quieted something in me.
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			Before I went back to my room that night, I told her that I didn’t think it could be the nuns who had been singing so beautifully in the choir loft. The voices, still haunting me, had been so sweet and youthful, so out of character with the shapeless, graceless figures in their  veils and habits. “Maybe those are girls forced to sing,” she said, “girls they keep trapped like caged birds.”

			She had said it with such sincerity that I paused, uncertain how to respond. But she was waiting, waiting to see what I would say.

			“Yes, they are the type of nuns who would keep girls in cages.”

			“They are horrible nuns,” she whispered dramatically, and we both laughed.
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			The tidal winds blew against us as we walked quickly and unsteadily on the sand, Sister Killian struggling to keep up, always a few yards behind us, calling out to us to stop going so fast, sometimes making the sign of the cross.

			Defying her, Indira ran, and I ran with her, both of us laughing. Once she fell and turned onto her back, smiling and throwing sand out to the side.

			While Sister Killian stood a few yards away catching her breath and wiping her brow with a handkerchief, her veil and habit battered by the wind, Indira and I sat just out of reach of the tide as it roared inland, the gulls keening as they soared and levitated over the water.

			“There is some man Amma is seeing in London, an English politician. He called the house one night, and I was sitting near the phone so I answered. He had thought I was my mother and he said, ‘Helen! Helen, you beautiful creature.’ I hung up on him.” She laughed, so I laughed, too.

			“Did he call back?”

			
			

			“Not right away. I had been able to tell from his voice that he smells like burnt tobacco and some awful sweat he tries to cover up with cologne.”

			I laughed. We remained awhile in silence listening to the urgency of the tides. 

			“You do realize, Violet, that we are living in a war-torn place?”

			“We are?”

			“For us it might be a silent war, but it is always going on.”

			I thought of Lorcan Kelleher and a vague pain unsettled my stomach.

			“You are probably touched by it in ways you do not even know.”

			The water rushed in fast, soaking our shoes. We both shrieked. 

			“She agrees!” Indira said. 

			“Who?”

			“The sea! She is the mother of us all.” She lifted her face as she listened to the roar of the water. “She is a dangerous mother, but she tells the truth.”
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			We walked a long way further and once we’d reached the cliffs she had told me about, she took my hand and walking carefully, touching the side of the rock and feeling her way, led me to a cove, an indent in the cliff where she said she and her Krishna sometimes hid together for privacy. 

			“Touch the sand,” she said. “It is often damp because sometimes the water reaches all the way in here and floods the cove.”

			
			

			We had turned around and started back when she said, out of nowhere, that she was the more important one. My heart sank. Why would she say what was so blatantly obvious? She had claim to a luxurious room and the nuns seemed to cater to her, while I felt mostly ignored, and a source of annoyance to them. But as she kept talking, I realized that she was saying that she was more important to Amma than the English politician was. It was as if she had never really left that earlier conversation. 
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			My mother had said there would be discipline and order at St. Dymphna’s, but the nuns left us largely to ourselves. Often they seemed to be nowhere. 

			“I thought I would be washing floors or dishes or clothes but they don’t have me doing anything,” I said to Indira.

			“They are making use of you.”

			“How?”

			“You are keeping me company.” She was quiet a moment and then said, “I hope you think that’s better than washing floors.”

			“Yes.” I felt that sense again of my insignificance.

			“During the school year they’re very strict. They’re everywhere. There are only a few of them around in summer, it seems. They’re up to something. Lately I hear the car in the middle of the night.”

			The nuns had an old green station wagon parked at the back behind the kitchen most of the time. A small road led from the parking area outside Indira’s window to the back of the convent. “The other night  I heard the car leave after lauds and not return until dawn.” 

			I wondered why this was. 
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			That night alone in my dormitory room, the entire corridor empty but for me, I heard the purposeful booming of a nun’s nailed shoes approaching. My heart quickened, thinking that my mother had called to speak with me, and as the footsteps got closer, I got angry. I wanted the nun to tell my mother that I’d been badly hurt or that I had died, but I knew that was impossible. I thought I could pretend that I was very sick to my stomach and the nun would have to tell her that. But I didn’t get the satisfaction because the footsteps passed my door.

			I fell asleep to the sound of a rusted pipe dripping and echoing in the lavatory across the hall and I later came to consciousness above my bed made of nothing but air, looking down at my body. It occurred to me that I might have died. I wondered if my grandmother had hovered over the two of us this way. I ached to reenter my body. When it happened, it was sudden. I got out of bed and ran through hallways in the dark, making my way toward Indira’s room. Some insomniac nun was standing at a window in the passage, whispering an Act of Contrition in little hisses and susurrations. She tapped her heart softly with her fist. 

			“Through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault . . .” I could not have passed without her seeing me. I had to creep back to my room.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 4

			We were in the chapel early for vespers, sitting in our usual dim pew near the back, candles twinkling on the altar, a trace of frankincense on the air. 

			“Violet,” Indira asked me in a quiet voice, “which saints are on the paintings on the walls?”

			I described to her the painting of the nun, St. Teresa of Avila, standing with her arms raised, her veil tousled by the wind.

			“Amma told me that Teresa was so holy that the other nuns sometimes had to hold onto her feet to keep her from levitating towards the ceiling,” she whispered. 

			I didn’t tell her that that had nothing to do with how holy St. Teresa was, but that it was a sign of her agony. I avoided looking at the painting after this, but now and then once the nuns had begun to sing, I could not help but look, the saint’s eyes rolling up so they were mostly white, the irises barely visible, her mouth open like she had risen and evacuated. 
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			Every night since I had come, the nuns served colcannon for dinner, a potato and cabbage mash that my mother used to make. But the nuns were stingy with butter, an important ingredient, so it was bland and only something to sit awhile in the stomach and take the edge off hunger.

			
			

			Indira said that some nights she didn’t eat it—that overcooked cabbage smelled like the corpse of a small animal.
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			There were horrors all around us, in the faces of the saints, in the secrecy of the nuns, in the bells that rang mysteriously, marking the stations of the hours, leaving their long vibrations on the air, causing a shiver in my stomach.

			I sat with Indira in her room and closed my eyes without her knowing. I did it to try and change the way I perceived the world. Maybe, if I could not see things around me, everything else would reconfigure and I might feel more at ease. My mother had told me repeatedly that past year that I had become a stranger to her, and now to punish me, she was becoming a stranger to me. I squeezed my eyes closed and held them that way as long as I could, and the world did look different when I opened them, but not better. It was as if the room had contracted and all the furniture had moved closer. I felt a faint ticking in the wood of the chair, like a small, unhappy heart beating.
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			Indira was expecting her Krishna, but days kept passing and he did not arrive. One afternoon I found her in the lobby sitting alone facing the front door. 

			“If I imagine hard enough, he might come,” she said.

			“I will do the same,” I said. We squeezed hands and concentrated, but time passed and nothing happened.

			She told me about Kamadeva, which means god of love in Sanskrit. “He is like your Cupid, only a young  man not a baby. It is not beautiful what happens to some people shot by one of his arrows. First infatuation and overwhelming pangs of desire for someone, then agitation, then a burning of the heart and an extreme dryness of life. Finally, destruction.”

			“But he will come, Indira!” I reassured her. “Your Krishna will come.”

			We decided to keep facing the door holding hands. We concentrated harder.

			When the shadows of evening fell, Indira sighed and said she was tired of waiting.
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			Indira had said that her mother called almost every day, but we had quickly come to spend all our time together and only once had I witnessed her being summoned to Sister Corley’s office to speak on the phone with her mother. 

			Returning from that phone call, Indira appeared buoyant, her chest high. Plunged in my own dejection, a light had gone out inside me. But Indira’s breathing—fast, audible, and slightly out of rhythm—drew my attention. I recognized unease behind her contented veneer, excitement that was tinged with anger. 

			After that, evenings passed and her mother did not call.
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			It was dark and we had just eaten a bland dinner of fatty mutton, peas, and boiled potatoes and decided to walk around on the grounds to digest it. We were holding hands walking on the long path from the front of the convent steps toward the road. We would always  turn at a certain point, about a yard before the gate, and head back. She was uncharacteristically quiet, and then out of nowhere said to me that Amma was terrible with time, and that her father used to chide her over it. “She’s probably been calling lately after I’m in bed and the nuns probably refuse to wake me.”

			“Indira, my mother hasn’t called at all. You don’t have to be embarrassed.” 

			She extricated her hand from mine. “I’m not embarrassed,” she said hotly. Her mouth twisted, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

			An uncomfortable silence fell before she spoke. “What is your mother so busy with that she had to leave you here this way?” 

			I told her that I had asked my mother to let me help her with the arrangements for my grandmother’s funeral, but she had said no. “I hate her. She’s a bitch,” I said calmly.

			She expelled a little surprised laugh and her irritation with me seemed to dissipate on the night air.

			“Catholics care more about the dead than they do the living.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Amma’s younger brother died last year and now he is all she thinks about.”

			“Was he ill?”

			“No.” She paused. “He had gone with his father to protest an unfair government policy and the police shot into the crowd.”

			“Did you know him?”

			“No, but I know a lot about him. He behaved like a small child with a deep voice. My mother and aunt  raised him because their own mother died giving birth to him. He had problems learning. He couldn’t be in a regular school. My mother and aunt are on a crusade in his name. They have some plan. It involves that English businessman. They are using him somehow.”

			“How?”

			“I don’t know. My mother was more accepting of my father’s death. But since her little brother died, he has usurped my place in Amma’s heart. I am alive, yet I have lost Amma to her dead brother.”

			“And now, Violet, you have lost your mother to your dead grandmother.”

			The double doors to the convent had been left wide open on the clement evening air and we could hear the loud clomping of a nun’s shoes on the tiles inside. Though I knew it was more likely that she was coming for Indira, a surge of hope rose in me that my mother was finally calling. 

			Indira and I both stood in silent expectation, but the footsteps did not continue to the porch. They turned and crossed the reception area, then passed deeper into the convent.

			After a silence Indira said, “Amma behaves less like a woman, more like a child.”

			I wondered what she meant but felt nervous to ask. 

			We went back inside, and I went with her up the stairs to her room. She said I could turn on a lamp if I liked but I declined and we sat together in the dark, a faint glow from the porch light coming up through the window.

			“Let’s pretend our mothers are both dead,” she said.

			
			

			A soft shock like a distant firework went off in my chest.

			“Let’s stop expecting anything from them,” she said. “It’s what we must do anyway, grow up and forget them. They are flawed and fallible. Let us put all the hope we reserve for our mothers into summoning Krishna. Do you agree that we should pretend like they are dead?”

			“Yes,” I said and laughed. Agreeing filled me with a dangerous thrill.

			[image: ]

			When I was not with Indira, it bothered me, having agreed to such a thing.

			I kept imagining my mother sitting dead in my grandmother’s chair with her head back while I touched her cold, unresponsive arm. 
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			Around the same time we decided our mothers were dead, the nuns seemed to fade and grow more distant from us. Whole days passed when all we saw of their shadowy, veiled figures was a sleeved arm reaching out from between a counter and a cabinet extending a white plate bearing a poached egg, trembling and sliding a little in its damp puddle, or a scoop of stiff gray porridge in a cracked dish.

			The one nun we did see almost every day, Sister Killian, was always yawning.

			“Maybe they’re really a coven of witches,” I said, “performing terrible rituals at night.”

			“Maybe they’re holding midnight meetings and running guns for the resistance.”
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			I did not know which saint’s day it was, all mirrors in the convent covered with purple fabric. Indira and I had had breakfast in the dining hall and when we came back to her room, her mirror was also covered.

			I told her I’d seen this done before at the school I had gone to in New York, on certain holy days of obligation.

			“But why do they do it?”

			“It’s some form of respect, I’m not sure . . .”

			“It sounds more like they’re afraid of mirrors, like mirrors become dangerous on certain days. I will be very honest with you, Violet. This religion bothers me. It is filled with subterfuge. Amma had me baptized a Catholic when I was ten years old. I can appreciate the Holy Trinity, three gods in one, and I like the Sacred Heart because I am told that flames of passion rise from it.”

			“I thought you were religious. You go every evening to vespers.” 

			“I go for the canticles, Violet! Music has no dogma! I am a Hindu first. I will always be a Hindu. 

			“My father taught me that a god should provide comfort.” She listed many examples of the cruelty of Catholicism. “What about babies who die unbaptized? They are discarded for all eternity in limbo, which might as well be hell because they never know love. There is nothing like that in Hinduism. And what about those Catholics who despair and take their lives? They are committed to eternal damnation. In Hinduism, suicide is, of course, frowned upon, but a suicide only remains around as a ghost for as long as  they would otherwise have lived if they had not taken their own life, then moves on to the next phase of existence in their own cycle of rebirth.

			“Catholics consider ghosts to be denizens of hell, but ghosts are only souls restless in death for one reason or another, often unsettled matters in their own lives or because they left someone vulnerable behind. My father remained awhile because of me. He remained to comfort me.”

			“How did you know he was there?”

			“I often felt him near me. He opened my window at night so the wind could blow in the scent of nutmeg flowers. I felt his tenderness in so many ways. 

			“I tried for Amma to embrace Catholicism, but I cannot. I am a Hindu.”
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			We sat in the rose garden and waited for the beloved. She listened with her head raised for the sound of an approaching car.

			We held hands and ventured all the way to the road, but only an old dairy truck passed, rattling with empty tin canisters.

			I wondered a little sometimes if her Krishna was real.
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			The day after the purple fabric had been taken down, late afternoon light came in the window of Indira’s room and ignited the mirror. There was a tension on the air. She had stopped mentioning her Krishna, but we were both thinking of him, both in a state of painful anticipation. She stood unmoving in a certain spot  before the mirror and whispered that she saw light the shape of a door. She remained there and eventually the light stopped blazing on the mirror. When she turned her head, she stopped moving again and said quietly that it was still there. “An afterimage.”

			She sat down on the edge of her bed facing the mirror and asked me if I understood how a mirror worked. 

			“Well, I’ve heard it’s just a piece of glass with a certain kind of paint on the back.” 

			“It seems strange that a piece of glass with paint on the back would replicate everything in front of it. You can be certain, Violet, that there are things about mirrors that have been kept secret from us.”

			I sat next to her on the bed facing the mirror.

			“My memory of a reflection in a mirror is that it wasn’t flat,” she said.

			“Well, it is, but it doesn’t seem like it is. It’s like looking into the same room but from a different direction. You can see everything in the room that is within the frame of the mirror, everything behind you and in front of you, and you see yourself as someone else might see you. But you only see what’s in the frame of the mirror. There are lots of other things in this room that it isn’t reflecting. Unless I get up and move and then I will see a different area of the room reflected.”

			“What a terrible contradiction. Something flat that is filled with so much dimension.” She asked if I saw her reflection next to my own.

			“Yes.” 

			“So it’s like a mirror is someone looking at you from another room, only it’s you looking at yourself from both directions?” 

			
			

			“Yes. It’s like a door, like you said, the shape of a door, only smaller, depending on the frame, and you are looking at yourself as if from another room.”

			After a silence she asked me if we resembled each other.

			“Not really,” I said, but if I searched as I sat next to her looking at our images in the glass, I could find small similarities. I told her what I observed: that we were the same height and had similar physiques. Her forehead was slightly wider than mine, and her nose more aquiline, but we did have a similar bone structure, especially around the cheekbones. 

			I asked her why she was looking for ways that we were alike. 

			“Because I want us to be sisters. Amma and her sister, my aunt Rose, have a pact between them. Even in India when I was small, I felt her sister with her.”

			“I have always wished for a sister.”

			“Then we should think of ourselves as sisters.”

			She asked me why the sighted girls were not allowed to have mirrors.

			“They want to discourage us from thinking too much about our appearance.”

			“But why are the blind girls given mirrors?”

			“I don’t know.” 

			“There is more to a mirror than we are told. It embodies a mystery.”

			I asked her if she missed seeing.

			“I see, Violet!” she said with a flurry of impatience. “Just not the same way you do.”

			She described how her sense of sound and smell, and even her tactile sense, had visual components to  them. She said she was a very visual person, that since she had become blind her sense of seeing just worked differently. In her mind’s eye she usually saw what she perceived, sometimes just shape and dimension and sometimes auras, other times fully visualized, detailed images, some images so detailed they seemed to throb or vibrate. 

			“Some days I am more attuned to sound and some to smell. Always, though, I am attuned to the feelings on my skin, the air currents that change when I come close to an object or person.” She said the stick enabled her to move quickly, but that she could find her way without it. If there was an object in front of her, it changed the currents of the air that hit her skin. “I can hear frequencies from some objects, and then I can imagine the object’s shape and dimension.” She said that solid things stopped air or caused air currents to thicken. An object or the presence of another person produced different kinds of echoes. From yards away, she could often smell if something was made of wood or metal or stone, or sometimes it was the object’s frequency that she detected first. “Most of the time I can pick people out by their smells.” 

			“And what do I smell like?”

			She thought a moment. “It changes, but there is always a little smell of papaya.”

			“Really?”

			“There is the smell, but first there is frequency.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“There’s a little bit of electricity in you. Something like a wire that vibrates.”

			“How strange,” I said.

			
			

			“That electricity leaves a little of itself in the room when you’re gone. It is as if you leave a ghost of yourself with me for a while.”

			“Oh,” I said. “I don’t think I like that.”

			“It is not bad, it’s good,” she said and laughed, and so I laughed, too, at the oddness of it. “And if we are sisters, we must always leave a ghost of our self with the other.” 

			In a quiet voice she told me that the afterimage of the mirror was fading but still there. “Sometimes when I’m alone, I feel energy coming from the mirror. I feel my reflection seeing me.” 

			A little chill spread over my shoulders. “A reflection doesn’t have a mind of its own, Indira.”

			“Are you sure?”

			I had not thought about a mirror having energy, but I immediately understood what she meant. I looked at my own reflection and for an instant didn’t trust it. “I guess I’m . . . not sure.”
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			Sometimes, in the years that would follow my time in Ireland, when looking into a mirror, I would briefly see Indira’s face, the surface of the glass wavering slightly like water.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 5

			I went to Sister Corley’s office and asked if my mother had called to speak with me since I’d been here. 

			“If she had you would have been told.”

			She agreed to let me use her phone to call my mother, but I realized that I did not have the phone number at my grandmother’s cottage and asked her if she did. 

			She made me wait outside her office, and I listened as she dialed. I heard her speaking quietly. After a few moments she called me in and extended the receiver in my direction. She sat back in her chair with her arms crossed looking at me, clearly not planning to offer me any privacy.

			I turned away from her and faced the wall. “Are you there?” I asked.

			“Yes,” my mother responded with annoyed expectation.

			“Why haven’t you called to see how I am?”

			“I’ve been busy, Violet. And I can’t speak to you right now. Someone is here looking at the property.”

			“When were you planning to call me?”

			She hesitated, then in a blank voice said, “I’ll call as soon as I can. Is there a reason you called me?” 

			I wanted to lash out at her but felt constrained by Sister Corley’s presence. “Don’t you want to know what it’s like here?” I asked, struggling to catch my breath. “Are you worried about me at all?”

			“Are you alright?” she asked grudgingly.

			“No!” I said in a flustered voice.

			
			

			Sister Corley had just told her, she said, that I was doing well, and that I had made a friend. She told me she would come with some things for me, right before the school year started and right before she had to drive to Wicklow for work. 

			“Be good, Violet,” she said. “Obey the nuns.”

			After handing the receiver back to Sister Corley, I remained there with a racing heart, unsatisfied, distressed over the conversation, or lack of conversation, with my mother.

			“Is there something else you need, Violet?” Sister Corley asked me.

			“Sister, can I please sleep in the other bed in Indira’s room? I am afraid to be alone in the empty dormitory.”

			“No, Violet,” she said. “It must always be three girls to a room.”

			“But there is no third girl here, Sister. Please!” 

			“It goes against our rules,” she said.

			When I tried again, she slapped her hand down hard on her desk and raised her voice. “No!” 
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			I sit in my chair in Indira’s room and she kneels before me. Her fingers trace over the features of my damp face. “We have the same temples and cheekbones,” she says. She touches my chin. “And we have the same chin.”

			But Indira’s chin is quite different from mine.

			“Why does any of that matter though?”

			“Because we are one girl.”
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			I tied one of Indira’s scarves around my eyes. For hours, I was completely blind, holding tightly to her with one  arm, stretching the other out before me, feeling the air for obstructions. She led me through the hallways, downstairs and outside, both of us laughing, often bumping softly into things.
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			We sat on the sand, and Indira taunted Sister Killian who sat a few yards behind us, by comparing Hindu deities and Catholic saints. “The holy blessed Mary is weak, or at least quite passive. Compare her to the goddess Durga, who rides on the back of a tiger and carries a weapon in each of her eight hands.”

			“Sister’s making the sign of the cross,” I whispered to Indira, stifling a laugh.

			“My favorite is the goddess Lakshmi, the mother of all kindness. She is fleet-footed. I have chosen her to emulate and that is why I like to run on the sand. I want to be her daughter in this world. They say she is the goddess of money, but she is also the goddess of intangible wealth, and she comes to drive away the goddess of misfortune, Kalakami. Jesus came from a virgin birth, but Lakshmi came from an even more miraculous birth: she rose from a churning sea of milk.”

			“She’s shaking her head,” I whispered. “Her face is all red.”

			“What could be a more miraculous way to be born? Rising up from a churning sea of milk!”
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			We were walking back to St. Dymphna’s, Sister Killian far behind us.

			“I got pulled into the water once,” Indira said.

			“What do you mean?”

			
			

			“I like getting close to the tideline so the water suddenly rushes around my ankles. I love that feeling, like she is being playful and a little rough in her affection. Once she pulled me in.”

			“What happened?” I asked.

			“She tossed me around awhile and then left me on the sand. I still chance it, though, getting close to her. She is thrilling.”
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			Krishna’s braille letter sat white and indecipherable on her table. “He tried calling but the nuns would not allow him to speak to me and they wouldn’t even give me a message.” 

			He apologized in the letter for the delay and said he would be visiting at last, in the next few days. 

			I watched her unbraid her long hair, her movements graceful and slow. She wore a little smile and exuded contentment. “The bride unbraids her hair in preparation for the bridegroom,” she said. Her hair, once loosened, spread out thickly over her shoulders and arms.

			The delicate gold jewelry she used to embellish the braid lay in the middle of the table next to a slender, gray hard-bound book with a raised flower embossed on its cover. She ran her fingers over the flower and told me to feel it, too. I closed my eyes and traced over it, and could see the flower without looking at it. She told me it was called a Ganges primrose. She opened the slender book. As her fingertips moved over the braille, she said she was going to read me poetry about Krishna, the handsome hero god of Hindu mythology. Krishna, whose skin was the color of sapphires. 

			
			

			“He is so beautiful a presence, Violet, so exquisite, that when he plays his flute in the forest, the gopis, all respectable married women, drop anything they are doing to go and meet him in the trees for sexual intercourse.”

			When my muscles tensed at the words, she lifted her face.

			It was so quiet in that moment, no birdsong through the open windows, no sound of wind. I could hear my blood pulse and wished it would silence. 

			“Sexual intercourse is not crude or vulgar, Violet. It is a high form of prayer.”

			For some reason, when she said this, I wanted to cry.

			She stayed still. “God is meant to be experienced with the body.”

			She took off her glasses and put them on the table. I saw her eyes for the first time. The whites were pale blue and her irises blurred, imperfect circles, bluish gray with indistinct pupils. Iridescent flecks floated at the center of each iris, as if small explosions had taken place within.

			“Muddupalani, the woman who wrote these verses I will read you, declared that modesty is a shroud for the timid and colorless.”

			She touched a page of the book and read the words, “Beautiful Krishna, Radha’s lover, the lotus-eyed one, beloved son of Nanda, life force of all gopis, churner of hearts. His sandalwood-laden beauty arouses all around him. The divine Gopala chakravarti!”

			She turned the pages, grazing her fingertips over them sometimes, slowing them down and pressing  them at others. When she’d locate certain phrases, she read them out loud: “As Krishna’s chest expanded with manhood, her breasts rose in anticipation.”

			She closed the book and pressed her palms on the surface of the table. “After becoming intimate with his devotees, he stirs their hearts by separating himself from them. It is torture. I guess all religions have their forms of torture. But I understand now that those periods of separation only bring the devotee closer to her passion.”

			“When you talk of Krishna, do you mean the Hindu god or your . . .” I paused. I wanted to say boyfriend, but remembered that he was also her cousin. 

			“My beloved is the embodiment of the blue god. I call him my Krishna because he is Krishna’s avatar, his incarnation. He is the destroyer of demons, the lord of deities.”

			“You don’t talk about him like he’s a real person.”

			“How otherwise can I express these feelings I have for him?”

			“So his name isn’t Krishna?”

			“I also call him Ishta Devta. In Sanskrit it means favorite deity.

			“There are times when I am with him that I feel so much that I become shy. Isn’t it difficult to imagine, Violet, me being shy? But it happens. There is some feeling that comes from him toward me, some power that makes me shy and I know that if I had eyes that could see him, they would look away.”

			We sat in silence as evening darkened the room. She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. Her hair,  spread out over her shoulders, looked too voluminous, too abundant, and gleamed like a pelt.

			“One night, the god Krishna made love to a thousand women in a field.”

			“A thousand!”

			“Yes.” She took in an unsteady breath. “Do you ever feel like a thousand girls?”

			When I did not reply, she said, “I do, Violet. I feel like a thousand girls waiting for Krishna to come to me in the field.”
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			Over the next three or four days while we waited for him, sometimes in daylight, sometimes in darkness, Indira told me stories about the blue god Krishna, some about destroying demons, but mostly about his sexual adventures. 

			Sometimes she would reveal details of her own intimacy with her Krishna, her Ishta Devta. “His mouth when he kisses me is so hot and soft. His tongue is insistent.” She described the two of them lying naked, skin to skin, his breath against her neck and ear. 

			“Let yourself imagine it, Violet. Imagine he is making love to you.”

			“But he is yours.”

			“I bequeath him to you, Violet. Allow him to fill your dreams.

			“Radha, Krishna’s best beloved, was a possessive individual, but she shared Krishna with other women. He was a god and when you are in the presence of a god, you are in the presence of contradiction. After all, it was his nature to make love. He was a god but he was also sensitive and obedient, so even if he was exhaust ed from sexual intercourse with other women, when Radha demanded that he make love to her, he obeyed. He had such a weakness for her.” 

			Opening the book again she found verses filled with descriptions of sex. Each unconventional detail she shared sent a soft new shock through my system, but her acceptance of it all was so natural. There was nothing coarse, nothing that left me feeling compromised or ashamed. Naked embraces described in the verses were perfumed with incense, flesh tasted of honey, numerous candles burned, and garlands of jasmine and gardenias were draped over the lovers’ bed. Windows were wide open, and starlight and sometimes the face of the moon could be seen looking in.  

			I lay on my back in the other bed in Indira’s room, an orgy taking place in the air above us. Radha and Krishna or Indira and Ishta Devta. And me. I pressed my naked body against Krishna’s. Ishta Devta kissed me with his insistent tongue.

			Sometimes, in the verses, a bout of foreplay could last all day with the sun shining into the room, and then at dusk:

			Long after the jasmine had faded, as necklaces hung askew with pearl strings loose,

			She rose to mount him, getting on top, displaying her art. 

			She proved equal to the Lord in the battle of love.

			Culminating in brahmānanda,

			Krishna gave himself up

			To ecstasy.

			
			

			When she closed the book, I asked her to please continue.

			“Not past that verse, Violet. One day I turned too far into the book and read of Krishna withdrawing his heart from Radha and everything after that was about her suffering. I have learned never to turn beyond a certain page.

			“But I will tell you a story that will give you pleasure. Violet and Krishna’s avatar, Ishta Devta, are alone near the ocean. He leads her to the cove, which is usually filled with shadows but at this particular hour, the sun is at such an angle that it is able to enter where there is usually darkness. The water breathes its approval as Violet and Ishta Devta take off their clothes. He talks to her about the beauty of her skin and the perfection of her form.”

			I lay there on the slender bed smiling, my arms crossed over my eyes.

			“He kisses her breasts until she is shaking with joy, and then he goes to his knees before her and with his tongue he worships her.”
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			In my dark, empty dormitory room, the air did not smell of jasmine but of mildew and wet rust. The dripping from a pipe in the lavatory kept me awake. All at once I felt someone or something cold and numb lying next to me in the narrow cot. The feeling got more palpable and I sat up and looked, my heart galloping. I saw an indistinct figure, an amalgam of my mother and grandmother, and then it was gone. I made my way through the hallways to Indira’s room. I knocked softly and opened her door.

			
			

			“Violet?” she whispered. She was sitting up in her bed reading in the dark. 

			“I am afraid in the dormitory.” I sat on the edge of her bed in the near complete darkness.

			“Why are you afraid?” 

			Worried that that figure would become more real if I talked about it, I tried to let it go like a bad dream. Instead I described what had happened the night I’d floated above my body. “I am afraid I might disappear.” 

			“If you disappear, I will still see you.” She felt for my hand and then grasped it.

			“I’m not afraid of what you are describing. Sometimes,” she said, “my soul seems so loosely attached to my body. My body may be blind, but my soul is not. She goes off on her own sometimes and sees the shore, water coming in and touching the sand, and then going back.

			“Have you ever felt the wind move straight through you like your body is not even a barrier? Sometimes it feels to me that my body is made from nothing, that I am formless like water.”

			“I’m afraid of that feeling, Indira.”

			“We should really try not to be afraid of it. We are not always so very contained by our bodies, Violet.” 

			“I want to be contained by mine. I want it to hold me to the ground.”

			I began to cry and spilled forth things about my mother, that she’d been angry with me when we’d traveled to Ireland because I’d gotten in trouble at school, and how she and my grandmother had fought and I had taken my grandmother’s side. And how my mother had invited me out for an ice cream and I had  ignored her and how angry she was with me for that. But I couldn’t tell her about my grandmother dying when I was with her, and all the hours I had sat with her while she was dead.

			“My mother is punishing me for saying no to the ice cream by never calling me or sending a message to me through the nuns.” 

			“Such a small thing to punish you for.”

			“It doesn’t feel small.”

			“It is childish, Violet. Age is an illusion. Like my mother, yours sounds like an upset child.”

			“You get angry at Amma, but she’s a good mother, isn’t she?”

			Indira was silent a moment. “Sometimes being near her, even when she is quiet, is like being near a storm.

			“My father would have put up with anything from her. And he did. She cried all the time. She cried more than I did when I was small. I heard my grandmother and father talking once. My grandmother said that Amma’s skin was too thin. My father said that the better way to describe her was to compare her to a violin with very tight strings that resonated at every gust of air. My grandmother also said that Amma was selfish. My father didn’t say anything to that.

			“He loved her and put up with her. But I ask you, Violet, what does a child do with a mother like that?”

			I tried to think of my mother as an upset child.

			“Where is your father?” she asked.

			“He’s dead. My mother wasn’t married to him.”

			“Did you ever know him?”

			“No.”

			
			

			I could see her outline, holding very still. “Did he break your mother’s heart?”

			The idea stunned me. 

			My mother’s unguarded face appeared as it had when I’d seen her through my grandmother’s kitchen window looking off at the house in the distance. I felt that same reluctant rush of pity for her I’d felt then. It was a face I had known as a child. She had long since deprived me of that softer face. In the past two years or so, she had only looked at me with the guarded face. In this moment it felt like a death much more painful than the death of my grandmother. 

			“I don’t really know if he broke her heart. She shares nothing with me.”

			“It is so difficult to really know one’s own mother,” Indira sighed.

			She handed me something and I took it, the citrine stone that she had said represented her father, which she must have been clutching a long time because it was hot and buzzing with energy. 

			“My father is here in this stone. I want to share him with you. You can keep holding this for as long as you need to. As long as you hold it, you are not a fatherless girl.”

			I got up and went to the other bed in Indira’s room. I lay in the dark holding the stone, wishing she had handed me the green amethyst instead. 

			A father was only an abstraction, an idea. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 6

			The next day at breakfast, one of the nuns told me that Indira had gone somewhere in the station wagon with Sister Killian. I worried that without Indira here, I would be made to scrub floors, so after eating breakfast, I disappeared and wandered through the many undiscovered passages of the old building. Every time I heard a nun’s footsteps in some unseen corridor, I moved further away from them. I had gone down into a basement, when I came to a forbidding stairway, narrow and dark. I descended into a deeper, danker basement area and found a door, which to my surprise was unlocked. It opened to outside, only a few yards of ground, a small graveyard circled by a stone wall about four feet high. Ten or twelve stones were carved with the names of different nuns. A few had flowers near them, some of them faded, some dead, held in place by rocks. Walking past the graves, I came to a stone stairway that led down the cliff. Some of the stairs were broken, a dangerous-looking descent to the beach.

			[image: ]

			I waited in Indira’s room. When I heard the heavy but purposeful clunking of a nun’s footsteps crossing the lobby and coming up the stairs, I hid in the closet, leaving the door narrowly ajar. The nun, breathing noisily, peered into the room. Her footsteps then proceeded down the hall. I sighed and dropped onto the closet floor hidden among the silk dresses that emitted Indira’s delicate, earthy fragrance, which she had told  me was sandalwood. The gold and silver threads and tiny jewels spangled in the narrow stream of light coming in the open door. Hours went by. The silk figures brushed softly against my face and body whenever I moved, spirits of Indira, attenuated selves in collusion with me against the nuns.
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			At last I heard the car returning, and soon after, heard her stick on the tiles. 

			I stood at the head of the stairs and said her name. She panted strangely as she ascended. She needed to go to the beach, she said, to be near the sea, but she didn’t want the nuns to know.

			I took her down to the lowest basement out the open door and helped her down the dangerous broken steps. We walked our usual path on the beach, the sun veiled but visible in an overcast sky, the winds from the sea sporadic.

			She told me that she had had a dream about Ishta Devta and had gotten up very early that morning, anxious that he had not come to see her yet. She went to the dining hall and asked if there had been any calls for her. Sister Corley said there had not been. Sister Killian mentioned that she had seen Indira’s mother a few days before, driving on the sea road. 

			“Amma is supposed to be in London. Sister Killian was getting ready to drive into Coleraine and I pleaded with Sister Corley to let her drive me to the house to see Amma on her way. She was hesitant but I wore her down,” Indira said.

			“Amma was at the house. At first she told me that she had only just arrived from London, but I told her  that Sister Killian had seen her days before and I asked her why she was lying to me. She made up excuses, then said she had planned to come see me today. But someone else was there, too. I sensed it was Ishta Devta. I know his smell, Violet! I know the way he charges the air in a room. I said his name but there was no response. I said his name a second time. Amma said he was not there. I am torturing myself, Violet. But I trust my senses. I felt him in the room.”

			“Maybe he was going to come but wanted to surprise you.”

			“No. It is Amma’s fault somehow. She discouraged him from coming to see me.” 

			“But why would she do that?”

			“Amma promised to come and see me today or tomorrow but said she had an important appointment she needed to leave for soon. I was forced to drive into Coleraine with Sister Killian.”

			“You were gone so long.” 

			“And suffering the entire time.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Since we were children, my cousin and I have talked about getting married. I have always talked to him about India and he has dreamed of going there.”

			“I thought Ishta Devta was from India.”

			“I have given you that impression. I think of him as Indian. When I talk about him, I talk about his soul, which I have always thought of as blue. As blue as the soul of Lord Krishna. But he is my mother’s sister’s son. My aunt Rose’s son. He is Irish.”

			“I’ve always imagined him as Indian.”

			
			

			She reached into the air toward me with a shaking hand, found my shoulder, and squeezed it. “Because, my dearest Violet, you see him through my vision of him.” She paused a moment and let go of me. “He may have told Amma of our plans to marry and go to India, and now it’s clear that she’s discouraged him.”

			“Maybe Amma worries about your feelings for him because he is your cousin.”

			“No! I told you, Violet, it is legal for cousins to marry in Ireland. I think she has always dismissed what is between my cousin and me. I don’t think Amma can imagine that he could love me.”

			“You really believe that?”

			“Yes, but what I don’t understand, Violet, is how he could have so little compassion for me. Why would he listen to her?”

			She faced the ocean, the wind blowing the skirts of her dress and pushing her so she had to brace herself against it.

			“I have always wanted to present to you a world that conforms to my desires. I have wanted you to believe in the beauty of my life. I told you that my father’s family came to love Amma. But they never did. They were a wealthy, conservative, Hindu family, and with my father gone, she did not fit.

			“I blame Amma for my cousin’s coldness to me. She has somehow influenced him, though it stuns me to think he could be influenced. I know him so well.” 

			She raised her arms and turned a circle, then yelled over the noise of the ocean. “If I had my sight, I would be too formidable for her. I would be like the goddess Durga, wielding a weapon in each of my eight hands!  I would kill her eight times, once with each weapon!” The wind intensified around her and blew the glasses from her eyes. They flew off a few yards to the side and I went after them. A gust blew a grain of sharp sand into my eye, so I covered it with my hand and it began to water. Her glasses must have fallen in front of me. I heard a crunch beneath one foot. I brought them back to her and told her what happened. “One of the lenses has a crack in it.”

			She said it didn’t matter. She took them from me but wouldn’t put them on. Bits of sand stuck to her cheeks, damp with angry tears. She sat on a rise of sand and said that without the glasses she could better see all the light coming from the ocean.

			“The sea is white today, isn’t it?” she cried out. 

			“No, it’s the same.”

			“No, Violet!” she insisted. “Today it’s the color of milk!” 

			We heard the low noisy engine of the old green station wagon. Sister Killian pulled up on the road and honked.

			I led Indira up the hills of the high beach to the car.

			We got into the backseat, and Sister Killian turned the car around.

			“Why would he listen to her, Violet?”

			“Maybe you will get a letter explaining everything.”

			“Maybe. But maybe my Krishna tests me, just as the blue god Krishna tests the gopis,” she said. 

			Sister Killian frowned at us in the rearview mirror.

			“Yes,” I said, averting my eyes from the nun’s. “We don’t really know what happened.”

			“Amma has interfered.”

			[image: ] 

			She held onto the thought that he might still come and we walked to the rose garden holding hands. She sat erect on the bench, her chin lifted with expectation. But time kept passing and he didn’t come.

			“Tell me about the marigolds, Indira. Tell me about your grandmother’s bright pink sari.”
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			For three days I listened to her talk about Ishta Devta. My stomach tightened at every mention of him. He was no longer part of our fantasy, but something real and disruptive.

			“In some places in India, only cousins related through their fathers are sanctioned to marry and procreate. But where I was born it is cousins whose mothers are sisters. My father would have been accepting of anyone I loved, but he would have been highly approving of my love for my Irish Krishna.”

			“Why aren’t you angry with him, Indira? I am angry.”

			She pressed her lips tight and breathed hard through her nostrils. “It is Amma’s fault, Violet. Not his.”

			I wanted to ask her how she knew that, but held back. It irritated me the way she idealized him.

			“I was born with black hair like my father but with blue eyes like my mother’s. They say blue eyes are weaker and more subject to disease. I should have been born entirely from my father.” Her breathing had become audible and uneven. “I would have been the same girl but not blind.”

			
			

			I had been thinking a lot about my own mother. The school year was approaching, and girls would be coming and moving into their dorm rooms. I both dreaded seeing my mother and ached for her to arrive.

			“You can’t be born without a mother,” I said.

			“So unfortunate,” she replied.
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			Each of the three nights we waited for Ishta Devta, there came a point after a few hours when she’d tire and speak out of a sense of hopelessness. 

			As we left the garden on the third evening, she told me that she wanted to go back to India. “My grandmother pleaded with my mother not to take me from India. My grandparents believed in an old Hindu taboo about crossing an ocean. By doing so you cut yourself off from the sacred regenerating waters of the Ganges. You are in danger of losing your soul and never finding your way back home. My father was forced to undergo a purification ritual after he returned to India.

			“Maybe I will never find my way back to India and will live out the rest of my life in exile. Maybe I have lost my soul, Violet.”

			“No, Indira. Of course not.”

			As we sat in the dark in her room, she said, “Maybe it’s better, Violet, to not live the life of a woman.” 

			“What do you mean?”

			“The nuns know something we don’t know.” 

			“What could they know?” I said irritably.

			“When they sing the Cantus Ecclesiae, they know something better than living as a woman.”

			
			

			“They don’t know anything,” I muttered. “And remember, those aren’t the nuns singing. Those are girls they keep in cages.”

			I had said it to make her laugh, but it seemed to make her sadder.

			“Think of Radha’s passion and her broken heart.”

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 7

			My mother stood up and smiled when I entered Sister Corley’s office. 

			She looked as if she was glad to see me, but made no attempt to reach for me or hug me. She sat back down and crossed her legs.

			Sister Corley directed me to sit in a chair about six feet away from the one my mother sat in, then took her own seat behind her desk.

			“You look well, Violet,” my mother said, leaning slightly forward to express sincerity. 

			She herself did not look well. Her olive green dress, one I had never liked, was wrinkled, and her skin was pale and puffy under the eyes.

			“Sister tells me you get along well with your friend, that the two of you do everything together.”

			“Yes,” I said.

			My mother nodded, then looked at Sister Corley. “She’s always been good at making friends.” 

			“Heaven bless her,” Sister Corley said in a voice so congenial I didn’t recognize it. Each seemed over-aware of the other, each putting on a show.

			My mother neatened the skirts of her dress. “I was able to sell the cottage and the plot of land, so I wanted to see you before I go to Wicklow.” 

			My heart battered my chest. I wanted to cry.

			She seemed to wait for some kind of response, so I nodded once.

			My silence seemed to make my mother nervous, and she rambled on about all the help she had received  from the Castlemacross locals, her tone strained and saccharine, her eyes flashing now and then to Sister Corley as if she ached for her approval. Sister Corley joined in by asking questions, exclaiming over stories of neighborly kindness. 

			“How far is Wicklow from here?” I asked.

			“A bit of a drive,” my mother said, looking at the nun for input. “Two hours or so.” 

			“More,” the nun added. “Crossing the border takes twenty to thirty minutes lately.”

			“Why am I in a school that’s so far away from where you’ll be?”

			“I went to school here, Violet. I told you that,” she said. “I have fond memories of this place.”

			“But it’s far from where you’ll be.”

			She nodded once and was silent, and I struggled to contain a rising surge of antagonism. “You wanted it that way, right?”

			“It’s the way things worked out,” she responded quietly.

			“Where are you staying tonight?” I asked. 

			“In a room nearby.” She got up and handed me a large paper bag that had been sitting on the floor near her chair. “These things are for you.”

			I glanced inside and saw a sweater and socks and a box of chocolates. 

			“Are you going to thank your mother?” Sister Corley asked.

			“Thank you,” I muttered.

			A silence filled the room.

			
			

			Sister Corley stood. “Your mother and I are going to speak privately now, Violet, so unless you have something else to say to her . . .”

			I hesitated.

			“Violet?” Sister Corley spoke my name as if it were a question.

			My mother focused on me with a tight, artificial smile. 

			I shook my head, got up, and carried my bag from the room. 

			But I did not go back to the dormitory. I hid near the staircase until I saw Sister Corley walking my mother into the foyer where they exchanged goodbyes. Once Sister Corley turned around and headed back toward her office, my mother started toward the front door of the convent.

			“Mom!” I called out.

			I saw her flinch. She stopped walking but did not turn. I tried to steady my breathing, my heart causing a riot in my chest and ears.

			“Mom!” I cried out again.

			She turned slowly. 

			“Can I go with you to the place you’re staying tonight?” 

			She gave me a pleading look. “No, Violet.” 

			“Why not?” I demanded.

			“It’s a small room for one in an old woman’s house.”

			“Maybe she has a cot or I could sleep on the floor.”

			“No, dear,” she said softly.

			“Why did you only talk to me with Sister Corley in the room? Why didn’t you want to talk to me alone?”

			
			

			She breathed audibly and looked away as if the question hurt her. “It just happened that way.”

			“Are you really so ashamed about my father that you don’t want to be around me, now that I know?”

			She shook her head. “No, no.”

			“Is it because I took Nanny’s side when you fought?”

			“It’s just been a very difficult time for me. I’ve needed to be alone. Coming back to Ireland where I grew up, seeing my mother, and things being so bad between us. Then her dying.” 

			She came toward me, leaned in, and lightly grazed my cheek with her parched lips. Taking a step back, she peered beseechingly at me. “You’re sixteen. You really don’t need me so much, do you?” she asked.

			The question startled me. When I didn’t answer she said, “If you like, I will call you sometimes over the next few months.”

			I made an exasperated sound and she appeared to be at a loss. 

			She turned and headed toward the door. Just before she opened it, I took the box of chocolates out of the bag and threw them in her direction. Some of the chocolates flew out of the box and scattered near her feet.

			She looked at the floor with an expression that struck me as more confused than hurt, but as she stood there breathing hard, I saw the shadow deepen on her forehead and the tightness at one side of her mouth, both familiar signs that she was angry. She said something under her breath, bent forward, collected the chocolates, and put them back into the box. She hesi tated, seeming unsure what she should do with them, then put the box under her arm and took it with her.
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			I lay in bed amazed by my numbness. I felt as if I was sparkling. I wanted the feeling to stay but after an hour or so, my throat and stomach smoldered from anger held in, and the back of my neck felt like hot lead. 

			I went to Indira’s room, lay down in the other bed, and got under the blanket. I told her I had seen my mother.

			“What happened?” she asked.

			I was too agitated to try and describe it. Instead I told her that I kept thinking about a story I’d heard, about a woman who died from spontaneous combustion. “I think that might happen to me.”

			She asked again what had happened with my mother.

			“She brought me some things but I know she didn’t want to see me. If she could leave me here forever, she would.”

			For a while, as we lay in the darkness, I could only hear my agitated breathing. “I wish she had died and not my grandmother. My grandmother liked me. My mother wishes I were different. Maybe she wishes I was dead, too.”

			“We have joked about such things, Violet, but you need your mother and you don’t really want her to die. But she has abandoned you.”

			Though everything I had said suggested I did feel abandoned, my heart raced at the word itself.

			“She has not abandoned me.”

			
			

			“It is better to speak truth. It is better not to run from it. I know what you feel because I feel it, too. We are the same. We’ve both been abandoned here.”

			“It’s different what’s happened to each of us. Why are you always trying to tell me how much we are alike? I’m not like you!”

			“We both have Irish mothers, but we are each strangers in Ireland.”

			When I did not respond, she said, “And I’ll say it again. You do not really wish your mother was dead even though she is so uncaring and cold.”

			My heart pounded and I rose to a sitting position, looking toward her figure in the darkness. “I might call my mother things like that, Indira, but you have no right to.”

			“I am only saying what is apparent.”

			“That is not how to be sympathetic. I tried to be sympathetic about Ishta Devta. I did not call him names even though I felt like it because he was so bad to you and I hated him. I tried to be helpful to you.”

			“I am trying in my own way, but I will not tiptoe on eggshells. You are angry, but do not direct it at me. We need each other, Violet. You are my reflection and I am yours.”

			“I’m not a reflection, Indira.”

			“There is power in being a reflection,” she said. “It means that neither of us is alone.”

			“No, Indira! A reflection is something flat, stuck inside a mirror. A reflection does not have a life of its own. But maybe you’re right and that’s all I am. A reflection that disappears when you move away from it.”

			
			

			“Maybe that is the kind of reflection you are to your mother, but not to me.”

			“Why do you keep saying things about my mother?”

			“For me, you will never disappear. We will always reflect each other.” 

			“Stop talking about reflections!”

			“I am not expressing it right,” she said. She breathed audibly, as if struggling to find the right way of communicating something. “Before I left India there was something in the news. Siamese twin girls were born. I will never forget what my grandmother told me about them. They can never be separated because between them there is only one respiratory system.”

			“That is not us!” I cried. 

			“We are one girl.”

			“We are two different girls. And those twins are two different girls, too, stuck to each other.” 

			“You are upset now, Violet.”

			“Yes, I’m upset and you are saying weird things!”

			“Then why don’t you leave this room?”

			I lay back again on the pillow and pulled the blanket over me. I squeezed my eyes closed, my throat and chest burning. I thought of my mother walking away toward the convent door, not turning when I called out.

			“I will tell you why you stay here, Violet. It’s because you need me. And I don’t know why you are so mad at me.” 

			I could hear her breathing and moving, and it irritated me. The alienation I had felt when I’d first met her had come back. 

			She said that it might help me to listen to a story that she had been comforting herself with over Ishta  Devta, a story about a courtesan named Pingala. I listened with resistance as she told it. 

			“One day Pingala, who always remained detached in her dealings with men, fell deeply in love with a prince. They made a date to meet in the garden that evening. She wore jasmine flowers in her hair. But he never arrived at their assignation. And she remained there in that garden rooted to the spot for an entire night and day, suffering pangs of longing, struggling to reason with herself and consider the transitory nature of desire. And at the end of that night and day, she found detachment, and understood that such desire was fleeting. The only happiness was the divine, and that resided within her.”

			“That story isn’t helpful to me. It’s about romantic love.”

			“There is romance too between a mother and child.”

			“No, Indira!” I said, incredulous at her words.

			She made a soft, disappointed noise. “It is a story about love, hurt, and the need to find detachment. There is still a way for you to take comfort from it. It is what I myself am trying to learn how to do.”

			“There is nothing useful to me in that story.”

			“Our parents disappoint us. We are in love with them in a way and it’s tragic.”

			It was such a strange thing to say. I got up and left her room. I walked back and forth through the dark empty corridors. At one point I saw the shadow of someone approaching through the darkness, most likely a nun. I walked quickly in another direction.
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			I slept a few hours that night and awakened in the dark, breathing fast, still feeling a residue of alienation. It struck me that it had been Indira’s shadow I had seen earlier, not a nun’s; that she had been coming through the passages trying to find me.

			[image: ]

			I did not see Indira in the morning. 

			In the afternoon, a fair-haired woman in high heels crossed the lobby and ascended the short staircase in the direction of Indira’s room. The front doors of the convent were open and through them I could see a white car parked on the pavement. I quietly climbed the stairs.

			I stopped in the hallway when I heard a storm of words through the open door, Indira’s voice and the woman’s, both speaking in upset tones at the same time. I could not discern everything clearly. 

			“Are you going to stay?” Indira asked.

			“Indira—” the woman began firmly.

			“Are you going to stay?” Indira demanded.

			“You know I can’t yet.” 

			I began to creep quietly away. “Violet!” Indira called. “I hear you out there. Please come in!”

			The fair-haired woman who was sitting in the center chair facing the mirror turned and stood when I entered. I was instantly struck by how attractive she was and how nicely dressed, a pale pink silk blouse and beige skirt. “I am Indira’s mother, Mrs. Sharma.” Her eyes held mine as if she were anxious that I come in.

			Indira’s hands, both on the table, flexed and unflexed into fists. She had on the dark glasses with the  crack in them, another pair of new ones folded on the table before her.

			“I can come back,” I said. 

			“Come in and sit down with us,” Mrs. Sharma insisted. 

			I took the empty chair across from Indira, the one I always sat in.

			“I’ve come to take Indira for a drive, maybe to the Giant’s Causeway, but we’re not leaving yet. I was about to give her something, a gift.”

			A shadow formed between Indira’s eyebrows as Amma handed her a small package. Indira untied the pale blue silk ribbon, her fingertips feeling everything, touching the folds and the tape of the wrapping, which she tore away to get at the flat, elongated velvet box. She caressed it nervously with her fingers and palms, then brought it suddenly to her nose and smelled it.

			She managed the box open and took out a necklace, a delicate chain with a flat stone hanging from it, dark green with small intense glimmers of red breaking through. 

			Indira kept touching the stone as if she were searching uneasily for something. 

			“This is from my cousin?”

			“It is from me.”

			“From you?”

			Amma paused. “You are always able to feel so much from a stone. I don’t think you have one like this.”

			“What is this called?”

			“Bloodstone.”

			“I don’t feel anything from this stone. It’s a dead stone.”

			
			

			Indira dropped the necklace back into the box, and then pushed it away from her on the table. It clattered to the floor, the necklace spilling out and landing near one of Amma’s feet.

			Amma stared down at the necklace, but did not pick it up. I tried to read her reaction, a blush blooming unevenly over her neck. She pressed her lips together, then they parted, and she released an audible breath as if she’d been hit in the stomach. 

			The air hummed. 

			I saw her move one foot as if she might step on the necklace, but it remained a few moments, suspended tensely just above it. She returned her foot to its original position. Maybe she had remembered that I was there and could see her. I would recall this later and decide that it had not really happened as I’d perceived it, that I had to have gotten that wrong.

			I got up and picked up the necklace. I felt Amma’s eyes on me as I placed it carefully back in the box on the table, taking my time to unravel the chain and make it lie evenly on the velvet backing. In the open box, those tiny flecks of intense red sparked through the green darkness and entered my bloodstream. Very carefully, I closed the box and handed it to Amma. As I circled back around behind Amma to get to my chair, her eyes met mine in the mirror. She looked moved, a faint smile through her distress. She nodded once. 

			I sat down again, and she faced me.

			“Why are you here in the summer, Violet?” 

			I explained that my mother and I had come to stay with my grandmother but that she had died one morning not long after we came. 

			
			

			Amma reached for my hand. Hers was so warm and mine must have felt frigid. I apologized. She lifted her eyebrows and seemed uncertain for what. I apologized a second time. 

			The sunlight in the room made everything feel weightless, so the three of us in our chairs seemed lifted from the floor onto the air.

			As Amma gently squeezed my hand, emotion rose from some depth in my body. 

			“I found my grandmother dead.” 

			Amma’s gray eyes focused on mine and seemed to take refuge there.

			“For hours she was dead. I sat with her. I didn’t wake my mother.” 

			She paused, as if to allow the thought to descend. “Why didn’t you wake your mother, Violet?” The tone of her voice was so soft and accepting, so certain that I had a real answer to this question.

			I struggled to keep back tears.

			She held my hand now with both of hers.

			My voice shook as I described the morning my grandmother died, every detail, from the way her eyes looked when I came out of the hallway, to the things she said about the Blackwater River and the coffin ships leaving from Cobh Harbor. And that she had asked me to make her a cup of tea. 

			Amma’s eyes shone as she listened. 

			I looked at Indira who was sitting stiffly, head cocked slightly to one side.

			“I think sometimes that if I had not gone into the kitchen to make the tea, that she would still be alive.”

			
			

			“We all have magical thinking about death, dear girl. We all think we have more power than we do and in the end that kind of thinking only hurts us.”

			She leaned toward me, speaking with a breathy conviction. “What happened to your grandmother, Violet, would have happened anyway that morning, whether you were there or not.” I barely breathed, overcome by her tender urgency. 

			“Your grandmother was old, and it was probably natural that she died. I lost my younger brother last year in an unnatural way. I blamed myself sometimes, but the blame should not belong to me.”

			She put her arms around me. “You are not at fault.”

			I rested my head on Amma’s shoulder, hot tears spilling on her silk blouse. I felt Indira’s awareness, sharper than a sighted person’s and edged with judgment. 

			“I think my mother believes it’s my fault.” 

			Amma gently broke the embrace and leaned back, taking both my hands in hers. “Your mother must be having a difficult time, too, having lost her own mother.”

			“My mother has just left me here. I wanted to help her.” I’d heard anger in my voice as I’d said it and Amma’s eyes darkened. 

			She looked past me at nothing, as if some particular distress of her own had come like a cloud front into her thoughts. She turned her head slightly to look at Indira, who flinched as if she could feel her mother’s eyes on her.

			“Please go, Violet!” Indira’s voice shook me. “And close the door.” 

			
			

			“Indira—” I began but she demanded again that I go. 

			Amma’s eyes held mine as I stood and crossed the room. I had a sense that she did not want me to leave her alone with Indira’s anger.

			I closed the door, went down the stairs and sat on one near the bottom, thinking I would see Amma again as she left. 

			I could hear yelling. It was mostly Indira. It sounded like her mother was only interrupting now and then, trying perhaps to defend herself. But then it was only Indira’s voice. When the door flew open, I heard her mother’s footsteps echoing harshly on the tiles. Indira yelled, “I hate you!” 

			Her mother’s heels boomed as she came down the stairs, her face red. She panted slightly as she stopped near me. She closed her eyes and seemed to struggle to calm herself. When she opened her eyes again, she looked at me and asked, “Would you come with me to the Giant’s Causeway, Violet?”

			“I’m not sure if Sister Corley—”

			“I will ask Sister Corley.” She clomped across the lobby. 

			I heard Indira’s footsteps in her room upstairs and thought she might appear above. I would have to tell her that Amma had invited me, and maybe she would tell me not to go. But she did not appear. Instead, she slammed her door shut.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 8

			The sun shone brightly, only the occasional cloud crossing over. I shot looks at Indira’s mother as she drove, her distinct jawline and long neck. Like my own mother she had freckles, but my mother’s were small and spattered only over her nose and cheeks, while Amma’s were pale and spread over her entire face. In the daylight a hint of orange glinted in her blondish-brown hair.

			She pointed out different things along the way, a yard where the geese were fiercer than dogs, and a small road that led to a sacred well.

			I remembered my mother driving us from the Limerick airport, pointing at a field of barley quivering in the sunlight.

			Indira’s mother told me to call her Helen. Once or twice I tried to say it, but couldn’t. I was quiet, attentive, a little afraid. The farther we got from St. Dymphna’s, the more I pulsated with guilt. 

			Sometimes she was pensive and whatever complicated thing she was feeling refused to be contained, infusing the air around us. When I breathed, I could not help but breathe her feeling, its pale smell causing an ache in my stomach.

			She pointed to a hill as we drove past it. “That way’s the glade of Boleen. There’s a song . . . Far in the valley shade, I know a tender maid, flower of the hazel glade . . . Eileen Aroon!” 

			I nodded. Every time she looked over at me, my eyes felt too wide open, and I hesitated to breathe, relieved  each time she looked away, but still uncomfortable, assaulted by the light and speed of the car and even the air rushing in the half-open window. I had the sense that she wanted something from me, but I could not imagine what it might be.

			Each time she sang more bits of the song, a euphoric chill spread over my shoulders and back. I was being invited to cross a threshold that was not mine to cross, and there was an element of danger in it. I dared myself to relax, to stop thinking of being with her as wrong. 

			Were she no longer true, Eileen Aroon! What would her lover do? Eileen Aroon!
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			On the trail she taught me the names of some of the plants: vernal squill, hare’s foot trefoil, frog orchid. 

			It startled me when she reached for my hand and held it. If she had been here walking this pathway with Indira, I told myself, she would have had to hold her hand.

			The sun brightened, and black shadows fell from the interlocking basalt pillars in the distance. 

			She stood on one of the short columns, her skirt flapping, beating like sailcloth in the wind as she told me that the pillar-like structures had been born of intense volcanic activity way back when the earth was young.

			We sat together on a stone, her arm and thigh pressed close to mine. The wind was harsh, the roar of the sea too loud. 

			She explained that the basalt columns reached far like steppingstones from the cliff foot and disappeared under the sea. The columns continued underwater all  the way across the ocean, appearing again in air at Staffa, a Scottish island. The Irish giant, Finn McCool, having accepted the challenge from a Scottish giant, built the causeway so they could meet for battle.

			“Finn McCool, the Irish giant, won through trickery, out-clevering the other.” She paused and in a quieter voice, added, “You know what they say. All is fair in love and war.” She looked at the water. 

			I asked her if she was upset that Indira had not wanted the necklace.

			Her lips trembled. She nodded but I had the sense the question had surprised her and that it was something else that was upsetting her.

			And I thought then that Indira had to be right, that Amma had said something to Ishta Devta. She had interfered in his relationship with Indira.

			The squealing of petrels and razorbills riding the gusts made me feel like crying.
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			She drove us to a pub where we ate fish and chips. In the room where we sat, framed posters and pictures hung on a brick wall around a dark fireplace. One kept catching my eye, what looked like an image of the mythic Kathleen ni Houlihan, the figure of a peasant woman wearing a shawl. Words written in bold letters said Ireland is a woman.

			We had been quiet while we ate, but halfway into the meal she began pushing her food irritably with her fork. She sighed and would not look at me. I thought whatever was wrong had to be my fault and I put down my fork. I kept looking at her, waiting for reassurance. She got up and went to the bathroom. When she came  back to the table, she had put on coral lipstick. She seemed to have collected herself, looked in my eyes with a little smile, and said we should go. 

			While she went to the bar to pay, I slipped away to the bathroom. The area around the sink was a mess with spilled soap. Crumpled paper towels lay on the floor near an empty garbage pail, one of them smeared with coral-colored lipstick. 
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			It was evening when we returned to St. Dymphna’s. I went straight to my room and lay on my bed, thinking about everything that had happened.

			When I’d come out of the bathroom she had been waiting for me. I had sensed she was embarrassed for having left the mess. Driving back, she had been preoccupied, her jaw set. There were moments when she’d looked angry. I had had trouble reading her and wished that I’d held my bladder, that if I hadn’t seen the mess she’d left, she’d be talking to me or singing about Eileen Aroon. 

			Once she had parked, I found myself not wanting to leave her. I said, “Thank you,” and was about to get out of the car when she grasped my wrist. For a few moments she said nothing. My heart beat loudly in my ears. 

			“I want to ask you something. Maybe you’ll think it’s odd.”

			She looked at me and seemed to search my face. It was almost dark out, but the porch light shone on her eyes. “Maybe you will do it for me . . .” She paused. She took a breath, steadying herself. “Though it makes no sense, probably.” Her voice was shaking.

			
			

			I waited, my heart high and light over my breastbone.

			“Will you close your eyes and be Indira for a moment?”

			I peered uncertainly at her.

			“Will you just . . . pretend a moment?”

			I closed my eyes.

			“Indira,” she said, “tell me that you forgive me.” 

			It occurred to me again that Indira had been right, that Amma had said something to discourage Ishta Devta from seeing her. But maybe that wasn’t it at all.

			I opened my eyes. She looked expectantly at me. She could see me, and unlike Indira, I could see her with my eyes. In that moment the greed for her eyes, for the feeling of being seen, eclipsed Indira, made her disappear.

			I felt tears rising into my eyes, but they waited to fall. I saw three Ammas, sometimes four, all of them focused on me. 

			“Will you?”

			I closed my eyes. “Amma,” I said barely audibly. “I forgive you.” 

			She took in her breath and asked me to say it again, so I did. 

			When I opened my eyes, she was squeezing her own tightly closed. She opened them and reached for the necklace in her purse. 

			“I want you to have this, Violet.”

			My heart pounded. “It’s Indira’s.”

			“No, she didn’t like it.” She waited a moment. “Do you like it?” she asked, her eyes appealing to me as if it might hurt her if I said no.

			
			

			I nodded and she leaned toward me, moved my hair to the side, and hooked the clasp on the necklace. “Always keep the top button buttoned on your blouse and the nuns won’t see it.” 

			“Thank you, Amma,” I whispered.

			A shadow appeared between her eyebrows. “Helen,” she said softly.

			“Helen,” I managed.

			“They say bloodstone was formed from a few spots of Christ’s blood that dripped onto the earth during the crucifixion. Indira says it is a dead stone, but it is not. It is a stone of vitality. After his death, Christ resurrected into eternal life.”

			I touched the stone with one fingertip. “I feel its vitality.”

			“Good,” she said on a quiet breath. She pushed the stone so it was beneath the fabric of my blouse and buttoned the highest button at my throat. “No one has to know.” 

			Amma pulled me against her and held me. I put my arms lightly around her. Her blouse of fine heavy silk, cool at first against my wrists and fingertips, grew warmer, and then hot. Before she let me go, she brushed her lips against my temple.
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			I knew I had missed vespers and I did not go to Indira’s room to see her. I slept with the necklace around my throat and dreamt that there were five Ammas or six, that they were surrounding me, speaking gently to me, but then I said or did something wrong and they all became just one Amma who went cold and told me to get out of the car. I woke agitated, sat up and had to re mind myself what really had happened. I touched the necklace around my throat.

			I went early to the dining room in the morning to avoid Indira, but as soon as I sat down with my tea and toast, I heard her stick tapping at the tiles in the hallway. When she arrived, she was still wearing the glasses with the crack in them, and not the new ones Amma had brought for her.

			“Why didn’t you come back yesterday?” she asked.

			I struggled to answer but couldn’t think of what to say.

			“Is it because I raised my voice at you and told you to go?”

			“Yes,” I said quietly.

			“Why didn’t you ever share any of that with me about your grandmother?” 

			“I don’t know why.”

			“I told you that the dead matter more to Amma than the living. Is that why you told her about your grandmother?” 

			Maybe I was a usurper. Maybe that is what she was saying.

			I touched my blouse near my throat and felt the flat rounded disk of the bloodstone. Indira froze for an almost imperceptible moment. She heard it, I thought. She heard my fingertips touch the fabric at my throat.

			“Where is the necklace?” Indira asked.

			“She took it with her.”

			The red sparks in the dark green stone sent their currents, as if on a river, through my blood. Maybe she heard the faint rushing of that river. 

			
			

			She waited as if she was not satisfied with the answer.

			“You rejected it, Indira. You knocked it to the floor.”

			“You do have it,” she whispered as if she had not quite believed it until this moment. “She gave it to you!” 

			“Do you want it?” I asked in a small voice.

			“How could I want it now?” 

			“Let me give it to you, Indira,” I said, though I could not imagine actually taking it off.

			“No!” she said, breathing harshly, then asked in an incredulous voice, “Did you go with her in the car?”

			“Yes.”

			She stood where she was for a few moments breathing strenuously. She reached over to the table, her hand darting about the surface, feeling for something. She latched onto the small plate with my uneaten toast on it, lifted it into the air and dashed it to the floor, where it shattered noisily.

			Two nuns rushed out from the kitchen.

			“You may think you are no longer motherless, but you are. We are both motherless girls.”

			The cacophony of Indira’s departure echoed long after I heard her door slam.

			I was made to sweep up the broken shards. Many had gone under the table, so I squatted down with a small brush and dustpan.

			I told myself I would go to her. I would make things right between us. 

			But I didn’t.

			
			

			In the afternoon, lying on my dormitory bed, I imagined I heard her footsteps and her tapping stick, her angry, winded breathing approaching and coming to just outside my door. I got up and looked in the hallway, but no one was there.
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			All that day and night my throat and collarbones tingled. 

			I was overcome with sensation, the memory of Amma’s fingertips touching my neck as she clasped the necklace, and a conviction that Amma cared for me. 

			I slept briefly and dreamt that I watched through the barely open bathroom door at the pub, as Amma lifted the glass soap container and cracked it hard several times against the wall until it shattered and liquid soap mixed with shards of glass and blood spilled all over her hands and the floor.

			I shot to my feet as I woke up. It was the middle of the night. I felt sure that Amma was thinking about me. I believed it so strongly, my heart palpitating in my chest, that I ran through the passages and went to the hallway with the window through which I could see the front grounds below in porch light, and waited for Amma’s white car, wishing that I would see it drive up. 

			I breathed on the glass and pressed my forehead against it. I relived the moments when Amma had put the necklace around my throat. I relived the embrace and remembered the pressure of her breasts against mine. I dared myself to imagine Amma kissing my temples again and again, whispering that I was such a sensitive girl.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 9

			A few days after I met Amma, the other girls arrived and the school year began. One of my roommates, Peg, and I became fast friends. I only saw Indira from a distance after that, walking in the group of blind girls, all of whom seemed to live a separate existence at St. Dymphna’s. Still, I was always watching for her. Once I saw her sitting in the dining hall with other blind girls. Because of the crowd, all the clatter and the movement, I doubted she could sense me watching her from across the room. She wore the school uniform instead of one of her silk dresses, a neutral expression on her face that I had rarely seen in the time I had spent with her in the summer. She sat very still and did not talk when the other girls did. 

			She had been moved from the guest chamber into one of the dormitory rooms for the blind girls and there was a school-wide search when she was missing from her bed one night. She was found at two a.m. on the grounds near the road.

			Doddering old Sister Anne, who was in charge of locking the front door at night so no one could get in or out, had left the keys in the lock. 

			I learned of this because three girls were discussing it in the early class, before the nun arrived to teach. Anne Marie Fahey, who sat in front of me, faced two girls across the aisle. She told them that she had been unable to sleep because of cramps and had gone downstairs in the middle of the night to wake the infirmary nun and ask her for Midol. The main door had been  open, and she had looked out. Three nuns were trying to bring Indira back inside, but she was lashing out at them. She pushed one of them who had fallen to the ground. 

			“I couldn’t see which one it was because they all look the same in low light. It may have been Sister Killian. She struggled a bit, then got up.” 

			According to Anne Marie Fahey, Indira kept fighting but eventually broke into tears and surrendered, coming back in willingly, flanked by two nuns. 

			“They kept her in the Mother House last night.” 

			The girls rushed to silence and faced front as Sister Rosella entered the room.

			I sat at my desk shaken. As they’d spoken, the enchantment over Amma had exhaled like air from a popped balloon and nausea had risen from deep in my stomach.

			My ears rang as Sister Rosella talked about the Ottoman Empire. I stared at words I had doodled on the borders of the pages in my notebook. Again and again, the same words: green amethyst. Bloodstone. I had doodled these in the days since school started, thinking of Amma. 

			But now the words, embellished with curly-cues, alarmed me. 

			Amma’s face near mine in the darkness, the porch light on her eyes.

			When I thought of how I had been imagining her kissing my temples, a flood of shame overtook me. 

			Sister Rosella said my name, and everyone turned to look at me. She admonished me for not paying attention and I stared at her in confusion. I must’ve been  gaping because one of the girls across the aisle suppressed laughter when she looked at my face.
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			Many times in the aftermath of that infatuation with Indira’s mother, I would struggle to understand what had come over me. It felt as if I had gotten lost somehow, replaced for a while by a transgressed version of myself, one indifferent to Indira. 

			It wouldn’t be until years later that I’d really let myself think about my fantasies about Amma, hard and palpitating and incestuous. I’d imagined taking her from Indira, sharing secrets with her, becoming her favorite daughter, the one who understood her. And all of it had been replete with eroticism.

			I would remember that passion as a small fit of psychosis.
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			I took off the bloodstone necklace and hid it in a small hole in my mattress, pushing it deep into the batting. I tried to understand if I had been that upset with Indira, or how it was that I’d been able to so easily close out my feelings for her. I thought about the things that Indira had said that had bothered me so much, that I was her reflection or that we were one person and not two. I had not understood why her saying those things had so bothered me. She’d said things like that before. But I also remembered that I had been burning up with anger when I’d come to her room.

			At my desk one morning I wrote down the word reflection and a knot untied in my stomach. I wrote  down the word One with a large O. Inside the O, in tiny letters I wrote the word girl.

			I looked for opportunities to talk to Indira. I went once to Lamb of God dormitory but was turned away by Sister Beatrice, whom the girls referred to as the Bulldog, a strict nun who always seemed angry. 

			And so I watched for Indira from across the dining room, trying to figure out a way I could speak with her alone, but unlike the time here in the summer, our lives were strictly regimented. Nuns I had never seen in the summer seemed to have come out of the woodwork, and they were everywhere. 

			Once I did get near her as she and a small group of blind girls stood in the hallway outside the dining room, waiting for one of the nuns. I said her name, and a subtle jolt traveled through her body. She set her jaw and turned away, moving her arms in front of her and setting out alone in the direction of Lamb of God. I walked quickly after her and said her name.

			She turned in my direction and said in a hissing voice, “You are worse than Amma! Worse!” 

			“I’m sorry, Indira. Please.”

			“I don’t forgive you!” she muttered as she made her way up the stairs. 

			I remained standing there looking up, a queasy sensation of shock filling my stomach. 
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			Another incident occurred about two weeks after that. Indira had been missing from her bed in the middle of the night and was later found in one of the dark empty hallways. Sister Corley made an announcement to all the sighted girls that we were responsible for each oth er and that if any girl at all, blind or sighted, was seen leaving their hallway or going outside when they were not supposed to, we were responsible for reporting it and would be punished if we did not.

			Peg whispered to me that the nuns would never be able to enforce that. All we had to do was say we had not seen the girl.

			But some girls believed that nothing could be hidden from the nuns, that the nuns always knew what we were thinking. One girl who had expressed this conviction walked around in a perpetual red-faced state of shame. Peg hated this girl and said that she was the type who’d allow herself to be crucified. 

			She said the Irish were masters of self-sabotage. “The day before the Irish hero, Theobald Wolfe-Tone, was sentenced to be hanged he took matters into his own hands and stabbed himself in the throat. He suffered a horrible death that lasted nine days. And the nuns love that sort of thing.” 

			I struggled to understand why she was telling me this.

			“You see it all the time, Violet! The Irish are their own worst enemies.”
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			Peg, who was always with me at meals, seemed aware of the way I watched Indira from across the room. She knew I had spent weeks of the summer alone here with her. “I’ve heard that girl, Indira, is barking mad,” Peg said.

			Her words hit like a blow to my stomach.

			When I did not respond, she watched my face as if she could read something there.
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			I sat at my desk in different classrooms and closed my eyes, something that I was constantly being called out for by one nun or the other. I often felt insubstantial, nothing holding me to the ground. I comforted myself by remembering that Indira was not afraid of formlessness.

			I put my hands over my mouth and whispered Indira’s name quietly over and over again as if somehow, wherever she happened to be in at St. Dymphna’s, she would hear it and forgive me.
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			The fall passed. Sister Corley gave me the news that my mother would be working a few months longer in Wicklow, and that she would be visiting me here over the short Christmas break. I would be staying on at St. Dymphna’s after the New Year until summer. 

			The only good thing about this was that it gave me more time to try and win back Indira’s friendship. 

			For a while I was the only student left there and spent my days hoping Indira would come back early. If she did and it was just the two of us here as it had been in the summer, I would plead with her and bring her around to forgiving me. I wouldn’t give up. But she didn’t come. Instead Peg came back a few days early right before classes began again in January.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 10

			Indira looked different after the Christmas break, a little thinner, her cheekbones more pronounced. I saw her in the dining room at lunch, her lips pressed closed, tension all around her mouth, as if she were feeling something she did not want to feel. The others were talking at her table, but she seemed to be in silent dialogue with herself. Some of the girls stood and began to form a line, but Indira remained at the table. I approached, nervous that the delicate umbilicus that had once held us to each other had been irreparably destroyed.

			But she lifted her face, and I could tell she sensed me there.

			“Hi, Indira,” I said.

			She waited a beat. “Hi, Violet,” she said quietly. “I thought you would be gone back to America.”

			“No, I’ll be here until the summer.”

			Sister Beatrice approached and told her to join the line.

			“I’m glad you’re still here,” she said as she got up to obey.
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			After leaving the dining room, I saw Amma standing in a doorway near the lobby arguing quietly with Sister Corley. I gathered, from what I heard, that she wanted Indira to have the room she’d had in the summer and she was ready to pay more than before, but Sister  Corley explained that a visiting bishop was currently in that room. 

			Amma had turned away from her while Sister Corley was still speaking. I walked expectantly toward Amma, my heart racing, waiting for her to look at me. But when she did, she blinked twice quickly and looked past me, then walked across the lobby and out the door.

			I stood in place without moving.
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			Weeks passed. Indira and I exchanged more hellos. 

			“Sit in the back at vespers,” I said in a quick half-whisper to her one day while passing the line of blind girls coming to the dining room. I started looking in the chapel door most evenings to see where she was, but she was always sitting among a small group of blind girls in the front pew, Sister Beatrice present.

			But one evening near the end of February, I peeked into the chapel a few minutes before vespers started and saw that Indira was not sitting with the other blind girls in the front pew, but alone in our old spot in the back. There was something expectant about her posture, as if she knew I was coming. She wore an aura of energy in the candlelight, the air flickering around her like dozens of tiny bulbs.

			In the dimness of the choir above, the unseen nuns shuffled quietly as they congregated, preparing to sing.

			As I moved closer to the pew, she lifted her head. The break in her dark glasses contained sand, probably still from the day I stepped on them, flecks that glinted and twinkled in the light from the candles. A tide  broke in my chest. I wanted to say so many things to her, to tell her she had been right that we were one girl and not two, and that I at last understood that, though I didn’t completely. I just knew I missed her.

			For a moment, her mouth twisted into something like a smile, but then her face seemed to open, all the muscles softening, and a bright tear descended from beneath one lens of her dark glasses. 

			I sat next to her, and she took both of my hands in hers. “I have so wanted to talk to you, Violet,” she whispered with a shaking breath. “Remember that day that Ishta Devta was at the house and did not speak to me?”

			“Yes?”

			She swallowed and touched her throat. “It’s hard for me to say it. It’s almost . . . unspeakable.”

			But just as she began to go on, we heard my name harshly whispered from near the chapel’s entrance, amplified on the echoing air.

			Peg stood there looking at me with an expression that veered between sternness and incredulity.

			Still facing me and holding my hands, Indira waited in a kind of suspense. 

			Peg gestured with her head that we should go.

			I clenched my jaw. My eyes were so hot they began to tear. I was afraid of Peg’s anger. She and I shared a room. We shared everything right now. There was a pattern to my days, a routine, and it did not include Indira. Peg was the ringleader, the instigator, and I’d found a kind of security following her rule. Knowing I would have hell to pay for it, I looked defiantly at her and shook my head no.

			
			

			Straining the muscles of her face and neck, she demanded in a harsher, louder whisper, “Come here!”

			Sister Beatrice turned from the front pew, saw the three of us back there, and as she stood, a prayer book fell from her lap and hit the floor, producing an echoing clap so loud it could have been a door banging shut. She lumbered toward us, her jaw set, and insisted that Indira join the blind girls. 

			“If you two are here for vespers,” she said, looking at Peg in the doorway and then at me, “you should both be silent!”

			She gave us each her signature furious look and led Indira to the front pew. 

			When I would not budge from where I was sitting, Peg left.

			As the nuns sang the Cantus Ecclesiae, their soft melodious sopranos gentling the air, inducing euphoria and a deep familiar stillness, I watched the back of Indira’s head and thought of the twin infant girls born in India with a single respiratory system.
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			That night I listened to my breathing and wondered if Indira was listening to hers.
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			It was a Friday morning the second week of March and we’d risen with the early bell, but there were no nuns preparing food in the dining hall. One of the senior girls came in and announced that the ancient nun who had worked in the kitchen, Sister Gerard, had died before dawn. No classes would be held. Girls were left to get their own meals. Sandwiches were grilled in the  egg pans, and most of the week’s provisions of cakes and biscuits were consumed before lunch. 

			For the rest of the day, the bells did not ring at their normal hours. A quiet chaos ensued, an atmosphere of giddiness and uncertainty. Girls gathered in uneasy groups or drifted around in pairs on the grounds.

			By dinnertime, the bells were ringing normally again though not all the nuns were at their usual posts. After lights out, girls could still be heard whispering in their rooms. In the middle of the night, Peg and I decided to smoke one of the cigarettes from her dwindling stash. The hall was dark except for one room at the end with an open door. Four or five girls were gathered around a dim lamp. There was the sound of crying. Ann Marie Fahey got up as we were passing and brought her lamp to the door. 

			“Where are you going?” she asked in a whisper.

			“Nowhere!” Peg said.

			We snuck downstairs to the lower basement and found the door not only unlocked, but wide open, creaking back and forth with the wind. We commented on the oddness of it then went through, closing it behind us. We sat on a step halfway down the stone stairway.

			The moon was full and lit the crests of the thundering tides. We had only each taken a single puff when Peg said, “There’s someone down there on the beach.” 

			I could just barely see it at first, the silhouette of a figure moving uncertainly. When it appeared to fall over and get up again, my heart hammered. 

			“I think it’s Indira Sharma.” 

			
			

			“You’re daft!” Peg said. “How would she have gotten down here alone?”

			If it was Indira, I thought, she had to have made her way down through the same low basement door. All the other doors were kept locked at night now since she’d gone out onto the road. “She knew how. She came down here once in the summer.”

			The figure was walking away from St. Dymphna’s, but now closer to the incoming tide where the sand was flatter.

			It had taken days for Peg to forgive me for what had happened with Indira. I had tried a few times eluding Peg and going back to vespers, but Indira was always with the group, not in the back. For more than a week I hadn’t tried looking for her.

			For a moment, the moon lit the figure enough that I could see what appeared to be long loose hair and the skirts of a long dress blowing sideways. I told Peg.

			“What you see blowing is not hair, it’s a veil. That’s one of the nuns, probably brooding over old Sister Gerard.”

			The high tide exploded at every turn, racing further inland each time.

			In spite of her protests, I got up, descended the rest of the steps, and screamed, “Indira!” But the figure, probably deafened by the rumble of the water, did not seem to hear me.

			“Violet, shut up for fuck’s sake. It’s one of the nuns. It could even be bloody Sister Corley.”

			She finished the cigarette herself as I ran further along on the beach, but a cloud front converged over the moon and in the pitch darkness, I tripped over  a jagged rock and fell. For a while I lay there in the sand, stunned, waiting for the moon to appear again. My foot hurt when I stood. I had to limp, but the silhouette of the figure had become impossibly small and soon I could no longer see it at all.
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			Chapter 11

			It was crowded when I arrived at the party in the large prewar building on West End Avenue. Low music played, relaxed, meandering jazz, drowned out by laughter and voices, the air adrift with cigarette smoke. 

			My friend, Carol, from work, had invited me and said she’d meet me here. I had my eye out but didn’t see her. Her older sister, Margo, had recently gotten her master’s from Columbia in journalism, and was throwing this combination holiday party and graduation celebration.

			I’d been hesitant to come. My mother had died only weeks before and I was in low spirits. 

			“That’s why you need to go,” Carol had said.

			I had met Margo once briefly but other than her, I wouldn’t know anyone.

			“We’ll stay together,” Carol had promised. “And it will be very casual. Just wear your jeans.” She said there would be lots of interesting people there. “You’re the one who’s always saying you need to expand your horizons.”

			The hall lights were dim, but it was bright in the kitchen where a small bar was set up on a counter along with a buffet of finger foods. I smiled at a few people and poured a glass of white wine, then went into the main room where guests congregated, all disordered light, movement, and shadows.

			As I wove my way through the room looking for Carol, I found myself intimidated by the assured, academic-sounding exchanges I heard around me.

			
			

			My eyes kept returning to one person, a tall guy probably my age or a few years older, wearing jeans and a pale beige Aran sweater. There was something vaguely familiar about his face, though I doubted I’d seen him before. He made his way into an adjoining room where fewer people were gathered and sat down on a white couch.

			Another man with a long dark braid down his back had followed him in and sat down, too, on the arm of a nearby chair, gesticulating as if trying to persuade the man in the sweater of something. They both started laughing.

			“Violet!” Margo said as she approached. She touched my arm, and expressed condolences about my mother. I thanked her. She seemed nervous and kissed me on the cheek.

			“Listen,” she said, “Carol just called and asked me to let you know that she has a sore throat and isn’t coming. She’s sorry she didn’t reach you before you left.”

			“Oh, no,” I sighed. 

			“You should stay. Have a few drinks and meet some people.” She seemed to be looking around for someone to introduce me to when a newly arrived guest called out to her from the more crowded room.

			“Stay!” she insisted as she rushed off to greet her guest.  

			I nodded but decided I’d slip away unnoticed at some point soon.

			I found a chair across the room from the man in the Aran sweater. He sat under a standing lamp, which cast a reddish glow over his auburn hair. There was an aura about him that held my attention. He seemed not  to fully belong here. The man with the braid, whom he had been talking to, got up and disappeared into the crowded room. 

			The man in the Aran sweater must have felt my eyes on him because he looked at me. I blinked and averted my gaze. The sweater and the reddish cast to his hair, made me wonder if he might be Irish, and that roused in me both yearning and expectation, and though the feelings were vague, they came with a palpitating intensity. I heard, in some deep layer of myself, the distant rush of an incoming tide. 

			When I ventured, after a few minutes, to glance again in his direction, his legs were stretched out before him, angled away from the coffee table, his head lowered. For a few protracted moments he was utterly still, lost in thought as if recalling something, reliving it even, and barely present in the room. 

			He blinked and leaned forward, and with slow, deliberate movements, picked up a section of folded newspaper from the coffee table and perused it. I was openly staring at him when, from beneath his lowered brow, his eyes shot up and focused on me. Mortification caused my eyes to freeze on his. The noise of the party dropped, blurring into a background hum. 

			When at last I tore my gaze from his, the noise of the party resumed. My face was hot. I took a few sips of my wine. In my peripheral vision, I saw movement in his direction and ventured again to look.

			“Oh, here you are, Violet,” Margo said as she approached me. “Listen, you lived in Ireland once, didn’t you?”

			
			

			My throat tightened. “Only for about eight months when I was a teenager.”

			“I have someone for you to meet.”

			She led me directly to the man in the Aran sweater who stood up. We smiled at each other, between us a private acknowledgment of the eye contact we’d shared. He told me his name was Emmett and that he was a photographer.

			He sat down again, inviting me to take the empty spot quite near his own. Hiding my nerves behind a casual smile, I placed myself beside him. I explained that I’d gone to school in Ireland and that I’d had an Irish grandmother whom I’d visited there. When he asked me where she had lived, I mentioned Castlemacross, the small midland village in the south near the border. “Oh, yes,” he nodded.

			We were sitting too close to each other for two people who had just met and were trying to have a conversation. My breaths were shallow, my chest and shoulders tight. There was something formidable, almost overwhelming, about his physical presence. I thought of standing to escape the rush of warmth from his body, fragrant with a vague smell, something like warm leather. But it would have been too awkward or impolite. And so I remained where I was.

			I asked about his job as a photographer and he said he was freelance, but right now was working for National Geographic and would be travelling to Lapland the following week to photograph how the people who herd reindeer live in the dark of winter. 

			He had a deep voice with an amalgam of different accents, mostly upper-class Irish, I noted, which was  reminiscent of a British accent, yet distinct from that, edged with what I’d describe as a Northern Irish lilt, which brought with it familiar and complicated associations. 

			He asked what I did for a living.

			“I’m studying to be a speech pathologist for children. I’m putting myself through school by waitressing.”

			The truth was more complicated. I always felt ashamed to say that I was a waitress, even though I had a good position as far as waitressing jobs went, serving cocktails and high tea at the Helmsley Palace Hotel. 

			Another young woman I had worked with had taken classes at City College at night to become a speech pathologist. Right after earning her degree, she had gotten a job. After her last night serving cocktails, we had gone out to a bar together. Maybe it was the two White Russians she drank, or the relief she felt at not having to waitress anymore, but her eyes had shone with tears, and she’d talked about speech pathology as if it were a vocation. 

			She had never mentioned working specifically with children, but after that night I often imagined myself sitting patiently with a small stuttering child and gently instructing her. Though the fantasy was vague, it felt real and deep and soothing, the way prayer was supposed to feel. 

			For years before that, I had been nervous to apply to any college. Once I’d returned from Ireland, I had begun to suffer frequent migraines and studying had been a struggle, my grades in high school middling at best. But inspired by my coworker, I took a chance and applied to City College. When I got in and was re warded enough financial aid to go, I’d been amazed. I had looked for a studio apartment in Manhattan and found one in a dilapidated walk-up, affordable enough to move into. To my mother’s consternation, I left her apartment in Riverdale where I had lived all my life. I’d been surprised, and a little gratified, that she hadn’t wanted me to go. 

			Only a month after I had started classes in the spring semester my mother became ill. I had not registered again in the fall after her illness had gotten worse. She had died in early December and now I had missed a semester and wondered if I would even go back.

			“Now that’s an important job,” Emmett said, “working with children who have trouble speaking.” 

			I felt guilty for having twisted the truth. 

			“Where are you a waitress?” he asked. 

			“The Helmsley Palace, but I’ve had to take time off.” I told him that my mother had passed away recently.

			The shadows on his face changed. “I’m sorry,” he said in a quiet, resonant voice. Some polite and cautious barrier broke down between us in those moments, and for the first time, the tension in my chest and shoulders released.

			“I’ve run out of personal days at work. I’m supposed to go back tomorrow, but I’m dreading it.”

			He nodded, his eyes set on mine. “Would be nice if you had a bit more time.”

			I smiled and shrugged slightly. 

			“What about school?” he asked.

			His question was an opportunity to be more truthful about my situation. I explained that I hadn’t been able to go this past semester because of my mother’s  illness and that I had missed the registration deadline for spring classes.

			“It’s completely understandable,” he said. 

			As he reached past me to get his beer from the coffee table, the fabric of my blouse softly grazed my neck and collarbones, sending pleasurable tingles over my skin. 

			We sat a few moments in silence.

			“I’ve spent the last few days interviewing people over the phone, long distance, for a temporary caretaking position. My family’s house in Ireland,” he said. It had been left in his name when his father died a decade ago. “I finally hired someone today. 

			“I’d placed an advert in the Irish Times. I can’t remember how I worded the ad exactly, something like this: ‘Caretaker needed January seventh through February first. Peace and quiet in an elegant house by the North Channel of the Irish Sea. Minimal responsibilities.’”

			“I’m sure you had a lot of calls.”

			He nodded. “I did. Several good candidates. It’s odd interviewing someone over the phone. I picked the best one, I think . . . I hope.” 

			“Were all the candidates men?” I asked.

			“Yes. Only men applied.”

			“Is it dangerous there?”

			“You mean because of the Troubles? No, it’s far away from all of that and quite isolated.”

			He said he had a caretaker, Mr. Cleary, who was around pretty much permanently, but took most of January off every year. “So Cleary’s been hiring caretakers for when he’s gone, but it hasn’t worked out so  well. Last one he hired went a bit stir crazy in the isolation and spent a lot of his time at the nearest pub. He started bringing people back at night. He and the lads left cigarette burns and red wine stains on the upholstery and the rugs.” Emmett shook his head and looked self-conscious. “I’ve been neglectful of the place. There’s water damage on the third floor that needs to be addressed.”

			“What caused the water damage?”

			“Oh,” he said and shook his head again. “A few Januaries ago, we had an unusually cold stormy spell, and no one had been around to run the faucets and flush the loos. Some of the third-floor pipes froze and burst.

			“There is a standing offer on the house, so I’ll probably sell it and get it off my hands, let someone else contend with the disaster on the third floor. I’ve really wanted to sell it for years.”

			“Why haven’t you?”

			He seemed to think of how to answer, as if he wasn’t sure. “Almost two centuries of family history in there. A lot of it would be sold along with the house. I mean, I certainly will go through everything, but there’s not a lot I would keep. It’s all pretty . . . baroque.” He hesitated. “Few people these days live in houses like it anymore. It’s antiquated. No central heating. The location is really what’s nice about Fitzroy House.”

			I’d heard someone, one of the girls at school, talk about Fitzroy House. I vaguely recalled a feminine mouth forming those two words. “I know I’ve heard of it.”

			
			

			“Really? A big monster sitting on a hill with its eyes on the water,” he said. 

			“You lived there when you grew up?”

			“Yes. It’s on a peninsula, east of the Giant’s Causeway.”

			“When I was in Ireland thirteen years ago, I went to school not that far from the Giant’s Causeway.”

			“Oh, I had just assumed that you had gone to school in the south near where your grandmother lived.” 

			“No, a Catholic school in the north. Near Castlerock.” 

			His focus on me deepened. “Not St. Dymphna’s?” 

			I felt my heart thumping. I nodded. I was sure from the intensity of his look that he was about to say something else, something devastating, but he didn’t, and his expression softened.

			Early dawn light. A streak of pink across the sky. Indira lying on her side, nudged by the tide.

			A part of me wanted to stay and talk to him to see if he knew anyone at St. Dymphna’s, while another part imagined finding my way through the clusters of people in the room, getting my coat and going.

			“My mother went to Mass at St. Dymphna’s a few times over the years. When I was small, I used to go with her,” he said. 

			The tide rushes soundlessly over Indira.

			“I was raised Protestant, my father from an old Anglo-Irish family. But my mother,” he gave me half a smile, “a Papist to the bone.”

			“Your mother didn’t convert?”

			
			

			“Only technically,” he said with emphasis. He took a big drink of his beer, leaned forward, and put the half-empty bottle on the coffee table.

			I could feel the blur of Indira’s memory pulsing quietly under my skin.

			“You can leave the Church, but it never leaves you,” I said, “whether you like it or not.” 

			He mustered a smile. “My father marrying an Irish Catholic girl caused a rift with his own father. The old man eventually got over it, though. My father was the only male heir, so rather than do something as shocking as leave everything to his daughters, my grandfather forgave him.” The subject seemed to unnerve Emmett. He ran a hand through his hair, then shifted, turning his body a little more in my direction. “But the Fitzroys really were the worst of their breed,” he said with emphasis. “Admirers of Oliver Cromwell and that lot of devils.” Tiny points of sweat appeared on his cheeks and forehead. “They were eating caviar and drinking champagne during the famine.” 

			I shook my head in response, not sure how to react.

			“Your mother doesn’t want the house?” 

			“My mother is not well, but she hasn’t lived in that house for a long time. When she left it over a decade ago, she wanted nothing more to do with it.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s full of all that Protestant history. As I told you, my mother is a Papist.” 

			“But she lived in it for a while?”

			“Yes, when I was a child and an adolescent. But . . . she left.” He paused a moment, his forehead fraught as he seemed to consider whether to say more. After  a moment, in a quieter voice more couched in breath, he said, “For me the house is a repository of memory. I suppose I’ve held onto it so long because I have . . . ties to the place.”

			“Sentimental ones?”

			He seemed to think about this for a moment, and was about to respond when the man with the braid returned and Emmett introduced him as his friend, Cal. The two of them talked, picking up an earlier conversation, something about a very old map of the Aran Islands that Cal had found at Argosy Book Shop.

			We had moved away from the mention of St. Dymphna’s, though my pulses were still beating with the aftershock. 

			The night Indira disappeared along the shoreline, the tides had been volatile, the moon full. Much of my memory of finding her was unclear. I only knew how far we’d been from the convent because I was told that we’d been found near the Cliffs of Mullroy. I must have seen Indira struggling in the waves, and went into the freezing water after her. I could remember only broken pieces of the turmoil, the hopeless struggle to escape the undertow. 

			Though I did not remember it happening, the water must have eventually expelled us. I had to have been unconscious for hours because the light of dawn was beginning in the sky when I opened my eyes. Lying next to Indira on the sand, I refused to accept that she had not survived.

			Emmett attempted to include me in the conversation with his friend, explaining that Cal hoped he might help him date the map. I nodded a few times  as they spoke, but I was not really listening closely. I could still see Indira, a double exposure on my field of vision, lying passive on the sand, prodded by the tide.

			The past thirteen years, Ireland had become a memory, but Emmett’s presence, his voice, his accent, even the soft weave of his Aran sweater, conjured the moody depths of Irish coastal light, the volatility of the wild North Atlantic tides.

			I studied Emmett’s features, a fair complexion, a memory of freckles, barely visible now, spattered over his nose and cheeks. His eyelashes were pale, white-blond at the roots. In the light of the standing lamp, late-day whiskers glinted like tiny embers on his jaw and lower cheeks and over his upper lip.

			I had told Carol that I would never go back to that catastrophic land where I’d spent eight painful months of my girlhood, but I found myself, in Emmett’s presence, homesick for Ireland. 

			When I felt Cal’s eyes on me, I tore my gaze from Emmett, blinked and pretended to survey the room.

			My heart skipped and my face burned. 

			Emmett laughed at something Cal said, leaning back slightly. When his arm brushed against mine, an expansive sensation filled my stomach and lungs.

			Cal started talking to someone else, and when Emmett turned and gave me his full attention again, he seemed to register something in my face or eyes. He looked at me without speaking and his pupils dilated. The moment was broken when Cal asked for a match, which Emmett dug out of his jeans pocket. After Cal lit his cigarette, he put the matches on the coffee table.

			
			

			Emmett turned to me and said, “Unfortunately, I have to leave now. I’m meeting a colleague for dinner. We have some ideas to discuss about Lapland.” He wrote his name and phone number on a small piece of paper, gave it to me, and stood up.

			“Take mine, too,” I said, standing.

			In the spring when I’d been taking classes, I had had a card made up that said my name, City College beneath that, and my phone number. Someone had told me that the card gave the impression that I worked at City College, not that I was a student, so I’d stopped giving them out. Still, I’d kept a few in my purse. I gave one to Emmett. He looked down at it in silence. For a few protracted seconds, he seemed not to breathe. When he spoke at last, he didn’t look up from the card but quietly pronounced my name. “Violet O’Halloran.” He remained there not moving and still did not look up at me when he asked, with an edge of nervousness that confused me, “Do you know what O’Halloran means in Irish?”

			“No.”

			“Stranger from across the sea.”

			“I’m not that much of a stranger, though,” I said.

			He had still been looking at the card, but when I said this, his eyes lifted slowly to mine and searched them, an earnestness about his features that stopped my breath.

			“I just mean . . . I’m not a stranger to Ireland.”

			“Oh, of course not,” he said quietly.

			“What did you think I meant?”

			
			

			“I thought you might have been suggesting that we’d met before.” He smiled. “But I would have remembered you.” 

			He remained standing there tenuously, holding my card, but now seemed to be looking through it. He broke the trance and put the card in the pocket of his jeans.

			“By the way,” he said in a quiet, measured voice, “did you know that St. Dymphna’s, the school, is not there anymore?”

			“No,” I said.

			When he said nothing else, I spoke. “I’ve heard that fewer young women are joining orders of nuns in Ireland.” 

			He nodded vaguely and looked down. “There was a terrible tragedy there. One of the girls, a blind girl from the school, drowned.” 

			Blood rushed in my ears. I thought of trying to tell him who the girl was to me, but no words could articulate that. I was mute around the memory of Indira.

			Emmett sighed and continued, “After that people stopped sending their girls there. The building is still there, of course. For a while it was a psychiatric hospital.” 

			“Really?”

			“Yes. But I’ve heard that closed also.”

			I said nothing. 

			“Sorry to give you a shock.” 

			“No, it’s all right,” I said.  

			He nodded once, and I watched him cross the room in his Aran sweater, taller than everyone else, a wide spread to his shoulders. Tears stood in my eyes. I was  glad about St. Dymphna’s, glad it was gone. It seemed a natural evolution, going from a school of quietly frenzied adolescent girls and enigmatic nuns to a prison for the insane, the halls echoing with screams and weeping, and now at last empty, cleared of every narrow bed and iron headboard, every cubby and wall hook, every shallow dresser drawer. I imagined it sanitized of its history, all its windows with their congealed casements thrown open. I imagined all the peeling paint bleached off every statue of the Virgin, even the tall one that had once presided in the entranceway, with the hissing serpent under her feet. 

			I sipped my wine and waited awhile. The plain white matchbook he had taken out of his jeans was still on the coffee table. I reached for it and held it a minute. I looked around to see if anyone was watching before pocketing it. As if anyone would have even thought twice about it.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 12

			Walking the few blocks home on West End Avenue, I fingered the matchbook in my coat pocket with a surge of wonder. Blue and white Christmas lights glimmered around the doorways and windows of tall, prewar buildings. Something ice-cold stung my cheekbone. It had quietly begun to snow, flakes swirling slowly and drifting. 

			I had been told that a fisherman had given Indira and me artificial respiration. I had come back but she had not. I did not remember that. I did remember seeing Indira lying there as I was being carried away. I remembered broken pieces of what might have happened before that when it was still dark, when the water had been freezing and tumultuous, things that felt more imagined than real. But whole areas of what happened seemed to be missing.

			A part of me had never really moved on from my time in Ireland. Indira lived on in me, faceless and soft, like dough under a damp cloth always threatening to rise.

			As I got closer to my building the snow intensified and began to gather on the sidewalk, and a blurred, clouded light took over the dark sky. 

			Once I was upstairs, I called Carol to ask if I could run to the store for her, but she said she had everything she needed.

			During the long months of my mother’s illness, my migraines had gotten more frequent and devastating in nature. Carol had been very good to me. 

			
			

			After I’d taken care of the practical matters and my mother was buried, I’d suffered a migraine that lasted seventy-two hours. None of the meds I usually took worked. Carol had taken me to the doctor, who wanted to admit me to the hospital, but I’d spent so much time in a hospital while my mother was dying, I said I couldn’t bear to go back. I had called Carol a few times after that in the middle of the night in tears. Each time she had come over and stayed with me. It had meant so much to me, the way she was always there. I’d been slowly coming back to myself now for a few weeks.

			“Did you meet anyone tonight?” she asked.

			“A handsome Irishman.”

			“Oh, no,” she said, “not Irish!”

			“It’s okay,” I laughed. “I doubt I’ll ever see him again.”
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			I sat in my apartment the next morning holding Emmett’s matchbook in my hand, warming it, trying and sometimes succeeding in rousing from it a strange, unnameable fragrance that conjured my time in Ireland. 

			My single semester at City College had been difficult. Brain fog had made it a struggle to absorb new information and I’d barely passed my classes. 

			When my mother had died, I had taken time off work, personal days and leftover sick days. After the terrible migraine had retreated, my doctor advised that I go away somewhere quiet and relax. I had had little money of my own and what I had in my account had been running low. I had thought I might be able  to take a short break from the city once my mother’s estate was settled. I had thought she might leave me whatever was left, which would not have been a lot, maybe three or four thousand dollars. But she had left everything to Catholic charities.

			I called my supervisor and asked for another week, which he agreed to reluctantly.
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			For three days after meeting Emmett, I thought about Indira and the uneasy tides that could be heard from almost any open window at St. Dymphna’s. I watched the clock on my nightstand and when it was noon, I heard in my mind the Angelus bells echoing through the passages, and I dropped to my knees on my rug and made the sign of the cross. I missed the smell of rain through musty screens on the many overcast days. Even things I had not liked I felt a strange nostalgia for: the salty porridge, the cold, dry toast, and the sticky bittersweetness of the nuns’ homemade marmalade.

			I lay on my bed looking at the ceiling. My thirtieth birthday was coming in May, and I had lost a sense of direction. My life here in New York felt small and smothered. 

			I allowed the past to resurrect itself. Girls and nuns rose up in my memory, their faces irritable, reluctant to be stirred from their torpor.

			I imagined Emmett’s big house on the peninsula, far away from everything else. I imagined him taking my hand and leading me to a room with an old-fashioned bed, where we lay together naked, listening to the sea through an open window.
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			On the third night after meeting him, I was about to lift the receiver to call him when the phone rang, every nerve in my body vibrating. I knew it was he. I took a deep breath, letting it ring an extra time.

			He said he had been thinking about me and wondered if I might be able to meet him for lunch the next day.

			I agreed, and he suggested a restaurant a block away from me. When I hung up all my pulses were tolling.

			But as I sat there and my heart and respiration began to quiet, I felt myself fall from a great height.

			The smell of my room in Infant of Prague that summer when my mother had first left me there came back to me, a dampness that seeped into the walls and even made the wood spongy around the doors, a pervasive smell I had never learned to dissociate from the nausea of abandonment. I’d been idealizing Ireland in my mind, indulging nostalgia for a place at the heart of my deepest sadness.

			I closed my eyes and saw the long stretch of beach that March night, tides exploding under the moon, and the tiny silhouette deaf to my calls, disappearing into blackness. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 13

			At lunch the next day we each had a glass of wine. I waited for him to mention St. Dymphna’s, but he didn’t. Now and then his mouth tensed at the corners or he averted his eyes from mine, and it surprised me to discover that he might feel a little nervous around me. He told me things about different people who had been at Margo’s party. I had a feeling that he had rehearsed what he was saying, maybe to bridge awkward silences. The wine loosened us up, and we fell into laughing. After he paid the bill, he asked me if I had time for a drink. We went into an adjoining room and sat in a dim area at the secluded end of the bar. 

			He told me about the Faroe Islands, and said that if I wanted, at some point he could show me photographs of the horses, short and friendly creatures that grew long hair in the winter.

			We were each halfway into a second gin and tonic when he said that those months I had been in Ireland, he had most likely been at his family’s house. His eyes shined from the alcohol. “We were such a short distance away from each other.”

			“Maybe we saw each other at some point,” I said.

			“I don’t think so. As I said a few nights ago, I would remember seeing you.”

			We sat close to each other, his barstool turned to face mine, one shin crossed over his knee. In the low light, his eyes were more aqueous than gray, something searching in his expression. “Do you miss Ireland?” he asked.

			
			

			“Sometimes, but I’ve said for many years that I would never go back.”

			A shadow fell over his face. “Why not?” 

			Above me, through the moving surface of the water, I see the moon.

			“Violet?”

			I shot him a quick, tight-lipped smile. “So many reasons.”

			“Pick the first one that comes to mind,” he said.

			I breathed. I waited. I wondered if it was possible to tell him about Indira, but a certain dread rose up in me. I did not know how to begin or end that story. 

			Instead I told him that I’d been expelled from St. Dymphna’s. 

			He raised his eyebrows and smiled tentatively. 

			“My roommate, Peg, and I snuck out at night to smoke a cigarette. There was someone walking near the tide. I thought it was another girl I knew, but Peg said it was a nun. We went back upstairs, but later in the night I went out again alone. I worried that the person I’d seen walking was my friend.”

			He looked at me expectantly. “Did you find her?”

			I thought of telling him that my friend was the girl he’d mentioned, the girl who had died, but even with the wine and the gin and tonic, a part of me refused to go there. “Yes, I found her.

			“Anyhow, I was expelled for grave disobedience, sneaking out of the convent at night. Some girls had seen Peg and me leave the hallway and they may have seen us go outside. Peg, as I remember, was also expelled. But all the days around the expulsion are unclear for me. I don’t remember being reprimanded or  spoken to by any nun. I don’t remember packing my things or even leaving the school. I don’t remember saying goodbye to anyone.

			“But I do remember being in the car with my mother as she drove. She was furious. We were on our way to Belfast to fly back to New York. She kept screaming at me, and I screamed back at her. I might have called her a bitch.” I let out a little laugh. “She was driving and we were going maybe forty miles an hour, so I didn’t expect what was coming.” I paused.

			“What?” he asked.

			“She slapped me. My head hit the passenger window and put a small crack in it.” I smiled and shook my head. “I literally saw stars. I saw two, three, four of everything. Then a really strange thing happened. Literally at the same moment she hit me, one of the tires had a blowout.”

			I kept a strained smile on my face. I had never told anyone but my friend Carol about this and I blamed the gin and tonic. The rest came flooding back to me, though I didn’t say any of it out loud: my mother standing outside the car while I remained in the passenger seat, the side of my face on fire, an ache in my head where it had hit the window. Eventually a woman in another car had come along and stopped. There’d been a tire in the back of my mother’s rental car, but no jack. The woman didn’t have the right tools either. My mother had told me to wait in the car while she went with this woman to get help. I hadn’t wanted her to go. I begged her to wait with me, but she left with the woman. I got out, stood near the car, and vomited. I looked at my two bags in the back seat and thought  about taking the smaller one, but didn’t. I hadn’t been thinking clearly. The slap had shaken me hard. I remembered feeling certain that she was not going to come back. I believed that the nuns had forced her to come get me or she never would have. And now this was her opportunity to leave me again. I walked across a field until I came to a derelict barn. 

			It had been more a ruin than a shelter, overgrown in wild grass, half its roof missing. I remembered wanting to lie down. It was far from the road, but through one of the broken planks, I could still just see the car. Once I was there, the pain in my head began to plague me. I was shaking, keeping my eyes closed half the time, opening them now and then to look over toward the car. A long time passed this way, and I would feel a few moments of uncertainty, terror even, about what I was doing, but then I’d let go of it. I didn’t seem able to stay concentrated on it for more than a few moments at a time. I heard a car, then a door slam. A man was there dealing with the flat tire. While I’d been in the ruin, dark clouds had moved in and gathered in the sky. Now, as the man attempted to jack up the back of the car, there was a rumble and a soft ignition of lightning. A light rain began. My mother was searching for me and must have been getting soaked. Through the broken slat I could see her walking up and down along the road. She came into the field yelling my name and I waited for her to come as far as the broken-down byre where I was lying, but she circled around and went in a different direction. Now and then, very vaguely, I could hear my name screamed and carried on the air. And it felt good that she was calling me. I didn’t want  her to stop. I wouldn’t answer her or make myself known. It made no sense because I badly wanted her to find me. Soon I’d heard both engines start and both cars drive away. 

			“Well, what happened?” Emmett asked, interrupting my reverie.

			I truncated the story. I said that I’d wandered off while she’d gone to get help.

			“And then what happened?”

			“I think it was a few hours after that that the police found me sheltering from rain in an empty grain store at an abandoned mill. At first they were unable to contact my mother at the number she had left when she’d reported me as a runaway. I had to spend the night in a jail cell.” 

			A shadow crossed Emmett’s face.

			I felt things had gotten too heavy, so I smiled again. “It was crazy!” 

			“Was your mother in the habit of hitting you like that?”

			The question only stunned me for a moment. I wondered if I could explain to him about the slap. I wanted to. My thoughts raced, but no words adhered to them. I wanted to say that my mother had never hit me before that, and she would never hit me again. That would have been okay to say, but for some reason I didn’t. That was less important to me in that moment than other things I wanted to try and put words to: that it had been more than a slap. That it had caused the tire to blow out and it had changed the chemical composition of my brain. Only days after  that slap, once we were back in New York, I had my first migraine. 

			But I did not say any of it. 

			I had talked in detail to Carol about the slap, and then had regretted it. She had said it was not possible that the slap had caused the tire to blow out. I knew that it had. What I’d tried to say to her was that the slap had been important. My mother had left me at St. Dymphna’s for eight months before that, only seeing me twice, briefly each time, but hitting me had jolted us back into connection. I had felt my mother’s regret, her guilt for having hurt me.

			Carol had gotten it out of me that it hadn’t literally been a slap. My mother had hit me with the back of her hand. But I would always refer to it as a slap.

			“She must have hit you really hard,” Carol had said. “It sounds like you had a concussion.” 

			Carol was angry about it and frustrated when I explained that I had never felt angry about it. “You should be angry,” she had said. “That slap, if you insist on calling it that, hit you like an onrushing train.” 

			She was right that I should have felt angry, but I hadn’t and still didn’t, though I had certainly felt angry with my mother over other things. I have often wondered if I would have remembered the days before my expulsion more clearly if I had not had a concussion, and if that slap had not shaken them out of order, blurred away clarity and cause and effect. But I hadn’t dared ask my mother to explain what I could not get clear for myself. The expulsion was too much of a hot spot of shame between us. 

			
			

			I looked away from Emmett, not having answered his question, and gazed at the bottles lined up along the mirrored bar, glimmering in the low, amber light.

			“Violet,” Emmett said, seeming to sense my pain, “I’m sorry to have asked too many questions.”

			I switched my focus from the bottles along the mirror to my glass of nearly finished gin and tonic, which reflected various colors and lights in the dim room. “That was the only time she ever hit me,” I tried to explain. “My mother and I were close when I was little. Adolescence was difficult, though. It’s usually the child putting up a wall with the parent, but my perception is that she put up a wall with me. I admit, I was a rebellious teenager, but I still wanted my mother’s love and for years it felt like she stopped loving me. When I was nineteen or twenty, she softened up a bit and we got along again.”  

			Since he had asked me the question about my mother, I had not looked directly at him. Now I turned to face him again. He was very still, his head slightly cocked, an unnerving depth to his focus on me. He seemed to catch himself and blinked.

			At last he spoke. “I never had a good relationship with my father, but I am grateful to him for one thing. He had a camera, a bit antiquated, but still a good one. He never used it. I used to look at it when I was a child. I asked him once about the camera. He said he was interested in photography as an art, in light and shadow, but had never devoted time to it. I taught myself to use his camera when I was eleven. I told him I wanted to be a photographer, that like him I was interested in light and shadow. He supported the idea. He even had a  darkroom set up for me in the house. That had meant a lot to me as a boy. But when I showed him photographs I’d taken that I was proud of, photographs of a nearby castle and of the Giant’s Causeway, he dismissed them as mediocre. He told me that he had only encouraged me to learn photography because he could not imagine me in any role in government and that I should think of photography as a practical skill. He said it could be damning evidence in a courtroom.”

			“Well, at least you got the cameras and your darkroom. And you’ve certainly proved him wrong. National Geographic would never hire a mediocre photographer.” I was feeling the alcohol, and I could see by the color in his face and the dampness on his eyes that he was too.

			He went thoughtful a moment and then focused on me. “I read somewhere that adolescence is a form of psychosis,” he said.

			I laughed.

			“No, literally, molecular changes happen in the brain. It’s as if our job is to tear ourselves free of the constraints of childhood, but we don’t quite know how to do that. We rebel and our flailing just gets us into trouble.”

			“That makes sense, I guess.” 

			“I think of my own adolescence that way,” he said, “flailing to tear myself free from childhood. I used to steal things from my father. When I was smaller it was postage stamps or loose coins. I graduated to more substantial things when I was an adolescent. I took a gold pen. An expensive magnifying glass. A diamond tie clip.” 

			
			

			“Why did you steal from him?” 

			He let out a small laugh. Gravity came into his eyes. “I hated him, Violet.”

			“Why?”

			He looked absently at his glass and ran his finger down from the lip to the coaster, making a trail through the condensation. “When I was seven or eight, I once found him pushing my mother against the wall, holding a hand over her throat. He was telling her that he didn’t love her, that he married her only to keep a connection with her sister. I’d hear him say the same thing after this at other times. He was open about the fact that he was in love with her younger sister. My mother would tell me later that she’d already known this even when she married him. But that day when he’d had his hand on her throat was the first time I had ever heard it.

			“I yelled at him to leave her alone. I pounded my fists against his back and he pushed me hard and I fell to the floor. ‘Here is your knight in shining armor,’ he said to her. He called me her ‘little husband’ and ridiculed the fact that I was close to her. I tried to fight him and in the scuffle he somehow dislocated my shoulder. It was the most agonizing pain I had ever felt. When he realized what he’d done, he knew how to pull it to locate it again. But then,” he paused and smiled ironically, “but then something amazing happened. His face went red. He actually cried. He felt guilty.” Emmett’s eyes took on an extra layer of light and a slight sheen of sweat glistened on his forehead.

			“My father seemed real to me for the first time. I remember thinking that and knowing then that  he had never felt real to me before. He looked at my mother with that same expression. But then something changed. I think he went downstairs and had another drink. And it became apparent that he thought somehow he was the victim. Not my mother whom he’d almost choked, and not me whose shoulder he’d dislocated. That was the worst thing, him feeling sorry for himself. A few minutes before that, I had thought he might redeem himself somehow. And then . . .” He shook his head.

			“I decided then that I would do everything to become the single focus of his hatred, so he would never hurt my mother again. I used to go through his things. That’s when I started stealing them. I was looking for ways to make him upset so he would lose control and then end up feeling guilty. I wanted badly to see him like that again. I had survived excruciating pain and I knew I could survive it again. It had been worth getting hurt to get a glimpse of his guilt. I imagined that it would happen again just the way it had that first time, that there would be this little window between his brutality and his victimhood, this one area where he was ashamed and real. I kept seeing him in that state in my mind’s eye, horrified at himself, at what a monster he was.

			“One of the first things I’d stolen was a rare postage stamp. He mentioned that it was missing. But he never mentioned anything else I took. I think he may have looked in my drawer and seen the stamp in there. He knew I didn’t care about the stamp. And probably figured out that I was trying to provoke him and he didn’t want to give me the satisfaction. He was very  controlled around me. He was cautious, never yielding. So I kept struggling to find some way to upset him or hurt him.”

			Emmett had been looking into the air beyond my shoulder. He blinked and looked directly at me. “I did worse things than steal his possessions . . . far worse.” 

			“What did you do?”

			His eyes, set on mine, glinted earnestly, and so unsettled me that I looked away. When I looked at him again, I could see that he’d registered my discomfort. His expression was more hesitant.

			“Well, one thing I did . . . He had silk handkerchiefs that he bought in some fancy London store. He always had one peeking out of his breast pocket. I hated those bloody handkerchiefs. He kept them folded in a drawer. I went into his room and poured ink on each one. I’m sure he knew I did it. I could see it in his eyes. I could feel his disdain but he never said anything.” He shook his head and let out a sharp breath. “He never deigned to give me a reaction. He knew that would be his best revenge. So I’d had to come up with something less childish. More . . . mature.”

			I was about to ask him what the “mature” thing he had done was, when the bartender brought us another round and said it was on the house. He asked Emmett if he knew a good place to hear Irish music in the city. He kept talking, told him he recognized the trace of a northern accent.

			I wasn’t really listening to them. I was still wondering what Emmett could have done that was far worse than stealing and pouring ink on his father’s handkerchiefs. 

			
			

			The bartender mentioned a street in Belfast, a bed and breakfast where he had stayed.

			Now I wished I had not told Emmett about the slap. But mostly I regretted telling him that I had spent a night in an Irish jail cell. I was certain, in spite of the confidences Emmett shared about his father, that I’d put distance between us with that one admission. But as the bartender went on in detail about a certain old Belfast pub, I felt one of Emmett’s hands on my thigh.

			As soon as another customer called the bartender away, Emmett leaned in and whispered, “Come here to me,” then kissed me.
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			There was still daylight in the winter sky when we left the dark restaurant and went to my building. We kissed impatiently as we climbed the stairs, and in the dim, narrow hallway outside my apartment door.

			Inside, with the same impatient energy, we made love in the late afternoon shadows.

			As the climax began in me, a wave surging in slow motion, gaining power as it rose, I watched Emmett’s face near mine. He looked resistant, as if he was struggling to defend himself against the force of it. He endured his own rapture as if it might obliterate him. Afterwards, he turned on his side facing away from me, breathing as if he was recovering from something. In the silence that swelled between us, I could feel that some dark feeling had been churned up in him. 

			He had marks on his back, which were unclear, the room mostly dark, lit only from apartments across the way. I focused on them with a racing heart. They looked like scars, slightly raised. And as I struggled to  see them more clearly, I tried to imagine what could have happened to him, who could have hurt him. But he took a deep breath and his back expanded and the marks seemed to move. They were not scars, only shadows from the embroidery on the semi-sheer curtain. Still, the sense that he’d been hurt somehow remained with me. I remembered watching him lost in his thoughts from across the room at the party, and wondered if it had been a woman he’d been thinking about.

			I waited for him to sit up and get dressed and say he had to leave, but that didn’t happen. He remained and slowly came back to himself. He turned over and put his arms around me and we lay close in silence, my forehead against the pulse in his neck. 

			We had thrown our clothes over the back of my chair and in the shadows they seemed to form a figure.

			“It looks like someone’s sitting there,” I said, and pointed.

			He rose up on one elbow and let out a short breathy laugh. “Christ!” he said.

			“Do you believe in ghosts, Emmett?”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “The Irish believe that there is only a thin curtain between the world of the living and the world of the dead, but I’ve never seen evidence of a ghost.” 

			“The night my mother died, I was lying on my side facing the wall. I felt a presence standing near the bed.” I gestured at the air at the side of the bed. “I was afraid. I wouldn’t look.”

			“Maybe she just came to make sure that you were alright, and now she’s gone.” 

			
			

			“But it wasn’t my mother. I could feel that it wasn’t.” 

			He was quiet a moment, then asked, “Do you remember when you gave me your card at the party? And when I first looked at it?”

			“Of course I do. You looked at it for a long time. Almost like you were trying to remember something. Or somebody.” 

			There was more silence before he spoke. “Yes. I looked at it a long time because your name was familiar to me.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Someone talked to me about you.” 

			“Who?” I asked, my heart skipping a beat.

			“Indira,” he said. Her name rang on the air, and I felt it in my stomach and my backbone. 

			I was sure the shadow figure of clothes on the chair moved. 

			I sat up in bed. “How did you know Indira?”

			In a voice that shook slightly, he said, “She was my cousin.”

			I heard my heart beating. “You’re the cousin who went to school in Edinburgh?”

			“Yes.” 

			“She called you Ishta Devta?”

			He nodded.

			“Why didn’t you say anything before?”

			“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I was going to. I meant to more than once.”

			He listened in silence as I talked about her, about how close the two of us had been for almost a month in the summer when we’d been alone at the school. 

			
			

			He rose up, sitting next to me. “She told me how much she loved you,” he said.

			A fountain of chills rushed up my backbone.

			“The other seven months I was at St. Dymphna’s she was angry with me . . .” I caught my breath. “Because I . . . did something I will never stop regretting.”

			I felt him waiting for me to go on.

			“I betrayed her.” 

			He gazed at me but did not ask how.

			I explained to him that the day I met Indira’s mother, Indira had been furious with her. I told him that I had just seen my own mother who had virtually abandoned me at St. Dymphna’s, never calling.

			Emmett remained still, listening in silence as I described how affectionate Indira’s mother had been, her kind words, the way she’d embraced me as I’d cried. “We went off together without telling Indira. She held my hand as we walked the trails at the Giant’s Causeway. She gave me a necklace that had been meant for Indira. I didn’t tell Indira, but she knew. She was so unbelievably intuitive. Her other senses were like antennae. If Indira had done that to me with my mother, I don’t know that I could ever have forgiven her.”

			My throat tightened and it took me a moment to go on. 

			“But she did forgive me, near the end, not long before the night she drowned.” 

			He seemed suspended there, his face as still as a mask. “Indira was the friend on the beach you went out looking for?”

			“Yes. Mostly my recollection of what happened that night is not clear. I have broken memories of be ing in the water with Indira, certain we would freeze to death.”

			“The fisherman who found the two of you said you were clinging to her so hard he’d had to struggle to separate you.”

			My breath caught in my chest. “I didn’t know I had been clinging,” I said, barely audibly. “No, I don’t remember that. I don’t know how I ended up in the water with Indira. I know that I did, but I don’t remember actually going into the water. So much is unclear. I remember seeing her lying on the sand in early light as someone was carrying me away.”

			It was cold in the room and I had begun to shiver. He put his arm around me, and we curled up again under the covers. Neither of us said anything else.
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			Emmett slept an hour or so while I lay awake. His face looked placid, except for a knot of tension that held his brow as if in his sleep he was focused, struggling to understand something.

			I studied his features, the line of his nose, the bow of his upper lip, the strong curve of his jaw. His eyes, even closed, intrigued me, the delicacy of his eyelids, which fluttered slightly, his pale white-blond lashes.

			I bequeath him to you, Violet.

			Indira’s much beloved, her desired one, avatar of Lord Krishna. She had not seen him with her eyes as I was seeing him now, but with her fingers and her hands and her body. She had known him with her skin. All the while in his presence, she had remembered the color blue.

			But he is yours, Indira.

			
			

			He is also yours.

			She had said to me once that if Ishta Devta had kissed me, had taken me to the cove on the beach and lay with me on the sand, she would not feel jealous. She said she wanted to share him with me because we were one girl and he was the avatar of a great lover god. I had not known if I believed it, but I tried to let myself believe it tonight. 

			Gingerly, I brushed my fingertips across his temple and cheekbone.

			He opened his eyes to find me gazing at him. 

			He smiled and touched my face.

			Leaning into me, he kissed my bare shoulder.
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			Emmett did not leave the next morning. We went out for lunch, then walked in the cold to Riverside Park. “I woke for a little while last night while you were sound asleep,” he said. “I kept thinking about my house in Ireland. I’m torn about selling it.”

			“You said it made more sense to sell it.”

			“It does. It just sits there unoccupied. I’d like to wipe my hands of it, let someone else fix the problems.”

			“Why are you torn, then, about selling it?”

			“I think it might have something to do with meeting you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Indira lived there, too. I can’t forget that.”

			My heart seemed to expand in my chest.

			“That house is a world in itself. There are so many rooms. Hidden rooms. We used to spend so much time together alone in that house. I was ten when Indira and her mother came from India. Before that, when I  was a little boy, it was my mother and I who spent time together there.”

			He went on to tell me that upper-class Protestant boys were always sent away to England or Scotland to school. “I’d begged my mother not to let my father send me away. She didn’t want me to leave either. There was a decent academy half an hour’s drive west near Derry, so I was able to live in Fitzroy House with her and she would drive me to school. My father lost that fight.”

			“It sounds like you were close to your mother.”

			“I was. Yes. I am.”

			“Do you ever see her?”

			“She lives in Clare with a cousin of hers. She’s only in her fifties, but she’s lost her memory. She doesn’t recognize me anymore.”

			“That must be painful.”

			We sat down on a bench facing out over the Hudson River, the wind disquieting the dark surface of the water.

			“I started losing her when I was small. There were periods now and then she couldn’t think straight. The local doctor had no idea how to diagnose what was wrong with my mother, I suppose because she was so young. He thought it was some form of psychosis, but years later we found out it was presenile dementia. 

			“My father wasn’t there much. My mother kept me home from school a lot because she didn’t want to be alone. Astonishing that I passed my exams! But I wanted to be with her. She read to me or I read to her or we played games. We laughed. Some days when she drove me to school, I didn’t want to leave her.

			
			

			“I used to have this idea as a little boy that if we were separated, my mother wouldn’t exist anymore. And now I have notions like that about the house. That if I sell the house all my history with my mother and with Indira will be lost, everything that happened there will be gone. As long as I hold onto the house, I don’t completely lose my mother or Indira.” 

			“That’s just a notion though, isn’t it? That’s not real.”

			He sighed. “No, it’s not real. There are lots of rational reasons I should sell that house.”

			“Emmett,” I said, resolved to bring up something I had hesitated to mention, “Indira waited for you at St. Dymphna’s. I waited with her. Why didn’t you ever come?”

			A pained expression overtook his face. “I still beat myself up over that, Violet.”

			“We used to walk back and forth along the pathway to the road in front of the convent. Indira jumped at every sound that might have been a footstep or the engine of a car.” He had just made himself vulnerable talking about his mother, so I spoke in a gentle, even voice, but my heart went hard and fast with the memory. “Sometimes she asked me to watch for you along the beach, thinking you might come to us that way.”

			He bowed his head, his eyes shadowed by the tension on his brow.

			“It broke her heart.”

			He ran his hands over his face. “Please stop torturing me. My excuse is flimsy. I got involved in something that distracted me. I was young and stupid. I  paid for it though.” His voice got quieter. “I never stop paying for it.”

			I thought of asking what had distracted him, but I was afraid to know, afraid it might rouse my anger. Something meaningless or someone undeserving that he had chosen over Indira.

			“I was a teenage boy,” he pleaded, “not particularly mature, even for seventeen. I was thoughtless, but I loved her. You live with your own regret, Violet. Can you have compassion for mine?”

			The sun came out from behind a cloud and lit the water. We remained where we were in silence, the wind from the river shaking the trees. 

			When I touched his forearm, he squeezed his eyes shut and let out a breath. 

			“Violet,” he said, his head still bowed forward. “Did Indira . . . did she want to drown? Was she trying to end her life?”

			“I don’t know the answer for certain, but I think it was a rip current that pulled her in. She liked to get close to the tide.”

			“I remember that,” he said. “Her game with the goddess, she called it.”

			“Yes, and she seemed to be fighting the water, not trying to surrender to it. I felt, while she struggled, that she didn’t want to die.”

			He let out another sigh, lifted his head, and looked out at the river. We sat in the cold sunlight holding hands.
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			That afternoon we stood outside my building, saying goodbye. He smiled and said he was excited about  Lapland, but he’d have to gear himself up for the level of discomfort he would be facing. “I’ll be sleeping in a tent in the snow.” 

			He would not be back in New York for at least six weeks. After Lapland there were other job related meetings he had to go to while he was on that side of the Atlantic.

			We exchanged a soft, drawn-out kiss that slowed time down, made me feel as if I were rising off the pavement, a kiss I wanted to disappear inside of. 

			The state of arousal he’d left me in intensified as I watched him walk on the sidewalk to the end of the street, the wind tussling his unkempt hair, the sun igniting bright red strands running through the auburn. He raised his arm and hailed a cab. When one stopped, he got in quickly and was gone. I remained standing there, telling myself I would be with him again, though he was going so far away.

			
			

			Northern Ireland
Four Days Later

			Chapter 14

			Following the instructions on the map I’d been given at the car rental place, I veered off the main road north onto a side road. More scenic, the woman who had given me directions had said.

			I had taken a red-eye flight, and it was late morning in Ireland when I’d arrived, the weather pleasantly mild, the skies clear and blue.

			Rocky borders enclosed rough crabbed fields, furze bushes along broken walls quivering in the breeze. I went up a hill and as I descended saw a large military vehicle parked sideways in the middle of the road and a cluster of uniformed men holding guns. An emblem on the truck said RUC. I remembered that it stood for Royal Ulster Constabulary, Her Majesty’s police in Northern Ireland.

			I slowed to a stop and two of them approached the car, both holding guns. One of them asked me for identification in such a thick accent I barely understood him. I fumbled with my purse until I found my passport and handed it to him. While the other one had opened the trunk of my car and was likely going through my bags, the one who’d taken my passport asked where I was going. I explained that I was on my way to Fitzroy House, an Anglo-Irish house up in the Moyle township, thinking he’d now see me as friendly.  But he didn’t seem impressed. He asked why I had not taken the main road.

			“Sightseeing,” I said. 

			He raised his eyebrows and looked around at the empty fields.

			“I just wanted to see the countryside.”

			I heard the trunk slam shut. They perused the back seat of the car then gave me back my passport. 

			“You’re on your way,” the guard said. 

			“Can you tell me what’s wrong?” I asked.

			He ignored the question, moving to the front and side of the car and with his rifle, pointed my way past the military vehicle.

			Once I was a bit further away and could no longer see them, I stopped the car and just sat there a little while. I had been calm when it had happened, but now I was shaking. 

			I turned on the radio and kept switching the stations until I found news, a British-sounding voice, something about a customs hut being bombed at the border. I looked at the map. The border was far to the south of where I was.

			I rolled the window down and took a deep breath. Driving out of Belfast the air had smelled of car exhaust and industry, but now it smelled of Ireland as I remembered it, a raw silvery fragrance that constant rain left in the atmosphere. A gust of wind brought a sudden rush of saline and my nerves prickled. I was not far from the sea.
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			The morning after Emmett and I had said goodbye in front of my building, he had telephoned early, awakening me.

			He had just gotten to London. Right before he’d left New York he’d received a message from the man he had hired as a temporary caretaker of Fitzroy House. He was no longer able to take the job. “I almost called my second choice, but then thought of you. You said you wanted to get away after your mother died, but weren’t able to.” 

			I sat on the edge of my bed, still disoriented from sleep.

			“The responsibilities you’d have are minimal and I could come right after I finish in Lapland. This way we wouldn’t have to wait so long to see each other again.”

			Before I could tell him I didn’t have the money for the flight, he offered to pay for it. I told him I’d lose my job if I left.

			“Your doctor advised you to get away. Ask for a note. Then call your union. See if you can get a temporary leave of absence.”

			He made it all sound so possible. January’s rent had been paid and I had enough in the bank to pay February’s when I got back. But from the moment he had suggested I come to Ireland, any of the nostalgia I had been feeling retreated, and a sensation of dread rose slowly up from some depth in my body.

			“Isn’t there a lot of water damage in the house?”

			“That’s only on an area of the third floor. The rest of the house is perfectly habitable. Nice even.

			“I could show you places you probably never saw when you were ensconced with the nuns.” 

			
			

			When I hesitated, he asked, “What do you think?”

			I could not chase away the image of a damp land, shades darker than the rest of the world, its north sea cold and tumultuous.

			But Emmett was part of that land, inseparable from its salt and sorrow. 

			Since he had left the day before I had given myself over to a sensual languor, experiencing little shocks of pleasure as I relived moments between us, the sensation of his mouth and his tongue, the weight of his body on mine. 

			Six weeks had seemed an impossible time to wait to be with him.
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			I started the car again and drove cautiously, focusing on staying to the left. I followed the instructions that had been drawn for me on the map, veering onto another small road with hedges, more branches shaking in the wind, half leafless now in the mild winter cold.

			Past the fields, small, whitewashed houses with thatched roofs nestled against slopes and hills. Everything was so quiet. I saw sheep but no people. I came upon the ruins of a Catholic church, one wall overgrown with dead foliage. A weather-beaten statue of the Sacred Heart stood looking down at gravestones, arms open wide, close enough to the road that I was able to see the wounds on the palms of his open hands. 

			[image: ]

			I finally reached the place where the road north stopped and intersected with a road going east and west, sea  grass all along the edge and the wild mewing of gulls. The water quietly roared, hitting rocks below. I pulled over and walked to the edge in the cold wind. From the road, the land sloped down to a beach, and further to the west in the distance I could see the peninsula that must have been where Fitzroy House was located. Further out in the sea, beyond the promontory, birds screeched and circled a craggy isle with tall, rocky outcroppings rising from the water. 

			Yes, this looked like a sister coastline to the one that ran from St. Dymphna’s to the Cliffs of Mullroy, wind-battered, prehistoric. The water breathed, pulsed, and quietly surged, its power held in restraint. I could feel its awareness of me, and its great indifference.

			After my mother and I had gotten back to New York from Ireland and I’d had my first migraine, she had not believed it was anything more than a normal headache. I’d also complained to her that there was something wrong with my heart. It would beat too fast and sometimes it felt like two hearts in my body. My mother had put her ear to my chest but said it sounded normal. I’d complained so much that she’d taken me to the doctor who said that my heartbeat was fine. 

			“She’s making it all up for attention,” my mother said.

			“But the headache your daughter recently suffered was a migraine, and it was very real.”

			She’d lost her balance, taking a step back slightly as if she’d been pushed. 

			“It could have affected the way she perceives her heart. It sounds like she suffers migraine with aura, and that affects perception.”

			
			

			My mother stood there staring at nothing. She’d had trouble looking me in the eye for a few days, but she was being very careful with me, attentive to my needs. And because of that, I dared to tell her that even if the doctor hadn’t felt it, I could still feel two hearts in my chest. One of them belonged to the girl who had drowned. 

			She had remained quiet and I thought she looked afraid. 
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			To the west, parked on a road descending closer to the water, I saw what appeared to be a tinker caravan, an old-fashioned one with a pony hitched to the front, its scraggly mane and tail blowing in the gusts. It was good luck, Peg, my roommate from St. Dymphna’s, had told me, to buy from a tinker, especially at a time of transition in one’s life.

			I walked against the wind in the caravan’s direction, and descended to the place it was parked at the edge of an overlook. When the wind kicked up hard, it blew the doors on the back open and closed. I looked down over the side of the cliff and saw an old woman foraging, pulling mussels off sharp black rocks, her skirts battered by the splashing tide. I remained there awhile watching, waiting for her to look up at me, but she was absorbed by her work. Through its matted gray mane, the pony stared at me. It was one of those sturdy, round-bellied Connemara ponies. I sensed it was testy, so I didn’t approach it. Many of the old woman’s wares were visible as the doors banged open and closed. I perused a cluttered box of odds and ends, graying chains  and cracked watch heads. I stepped closer for a better look, and my heart paused when I saw a bright green marble. It was the color of the green amethyst, though that had been much larger and more complex. I took the marble gingerly between my thumb and forefinger. Holding it up in the daylight, I turned it, beautiful and clear with a single tiny bubble in it. Through it, I could see a cloud, and as I lowered it, tall sea grass moving slowly as if in green water. 

			The caravan lurched, the pony having taken a step forward. I put the marble back just as the tinker woman appeared, having scaled the cliff rock with a wet cloth bag filled presumably with mussels. She moved toward me, catching her breath while the pony took another step and whinnied. 

			“Miss, please look at the china I have, a teapot fit for England’s queen.” She dropped the wet bag and reached past a few things in the caravan, lifted out the teapot, and placed it in my hands. It was painted with purple and dark-red flowers, clearly executed on one side, but blurry and discolored on the other so they resembled spots of blood. I pretended not to notice the imperfection or the dirt in the hairline cracks on the lid. The woman peered into my face through a small pair of smudged glasses, her skin ruddy and wind-burned. “Don’t keep your tongue under your belt, dear. Isn’t it a lovely thing?” 

			She asked a high price for it, and I paid it.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 15

			I found the road that turned onto the peninsula where Fitzroy House was situated. It was a wide peninsula, and long—a fifteen-minute drive—an odd feeling to have water to either side of me, close on the right, distant on the other. As I drove, the peninsula must have widened more because I could no longer see the water to my left beyond the low hills and scattered cottages. I came closer to the promontory at the end and found the small steep dirt roadway that ascended to Fitzroy House. I had imagined a place surrounded by trees, but as I gained the hill toward the open gates, the three-story house appeared like a stone monolith against the blue sky. Driving up to park, I saw a small truck near an open garage and glimpsed a man working in a garden way over on the opposite side, but after I got out of the car he wasn’t there anymore. I stood staring for a minute, thinking he’d appear again.

			“Mr. Cleary?” I called out into the air and waited, but no one answered.
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			Finding the door unlocked, I stepped through a foyer and into the dim front room, cold and as vast as a courtyard, one wall crowded to the top with painted portraits, all in gilded frames. A massive painting at the center seemed to preside over the room, a man on the back of a rearing horse, gold frogging across his proud, extended chest. Steel-gray storm clouds loomed in the background.

			
			

			The air carried a cold faded fragrance, something like dead flowers kept for decades in a drawer.

			The adjoining room was really more an antechamber, containing only a row of white marble busts, scowling old men who seemed to officiate from their dark podiums.

			Emmett had spent his childhood here, and Indira had lived here from the time she was nine. Yet it did not feel like a house congenial to children.

			I looked up. A wide staircase ascended to a balcony on the second floor, where three suits of armor stood posted like guards.

			The air rang faintly like a bell.
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			I went back outside. The truck was still there. I walked around the front of the house to the side and all the way to the back, looking for the man I had seen. On the back acreage, a dilapidated greenhouse was visible to the left about thirty or forty yards away, a few of its windows cracked, others filmy, almost opaque.

			Everything was quiet outside except the susurrations of the ocean. The neglected grass quivered in the sunlight. The only signs of the man were gardening tools on a patch of ground where I’d first seen him.

			Determined to overcome my unease, I went back inside and climbed the stairs to the second floor.

			I moved along the balcony area, past the three suits of armor, one more archaic-looking than the next, and turned right, stepping into a hallway with windows on one side overlooking the back acreage. 

			The air was notably thinner, more difficult to breathe, dryer and colder than the air downstairs. I  could not tell if it was a sudden queasiness or a feeling of dread that made me break into a light sweat. I told myself it might be jet lag. And I had missed a night’s sleep.

			My footsteps, as I went further in, sounded small and distant as if they were happening in a parallel hallway. I stopped walking. Exhaustion, stress, or strong emotion could bring on some of the symptoms that presaged migraine, one of them being an altered perception of space.

			I decided to go no farther in the hallway.

			I opened a door onto a room with a large desk, what appeared to be a study. A collection of military helmets flanked by two stuffed falcons decorated the mantel over a fireplace.

			I found myself drawn to a small gallery of framed, old-fashioned-looking photographs on one wall. All were in sepia except for one, a black-and-white photograph of two women in elegant evening garb and jewelry. One of the women was Indira’s mother, Helen, younger in the picture than when I’d met her.

			Her gray eyes are lit like water. Her hand taking mine is so warm, my own must feel ice cold to her.

			The other woman, similar in feature and form, had to be Emmett’s mother. 

			They were like two aspects of one goddess. Emmett’s mother’s features were less definite than her sister’s, and she did not look directly at the lens, while Helen did, stretching her long neck as if to display it. 

			While the background was out of focus, their figures, their clothes and hair and jewelry were crystal clear and highly detailed. I remembered the night at  the party when I’d first seen Emmett. Now I knew that he had looked familiar to me because he looked like Helen.

			The door began to creak. I turned just as it slammed closed. I moved quickly toward it and grasped the doorknob, sensing resistance for a moment before I opened it. As soon as I was in the hallway, I closed the door firmly behind me and stood there shaken.

			Footsteps sounded from the first floor, booming and definite, progressing up a staircase, which I could not see from where I was. Soon, a man appeared at the turn from the balcony and was now moving purposefully towards me. It was not the same man I had seen in the garden. This one was tall and substantial of build, maybe fifty years old with unkempt light-brown hair streaked gray. 

			“Violet O’Halloran?” he called, a little breathless. 

			I nodded, his earthbound presence offering unmitigated relief.

			He introduced himself as Mr. Cleary, reached for my hand, and gave me a brisk handshake. He was studying me as if he could see that something was wrong.

			“Mr. Cleary, I was looking in this room, and the door started to close.”

			He nodded. “So, you’ve learned the first lesson about this house. There are doors you never leave open. That’s one of them. The windows up here could be better sealed.”

			“For a moment, it felt like someone was pulling the door, trying to prevent me from opening it again.”

			He tilted his head. “A draft, Miss O’Halloran. This is an old house, and badly planned in its architecture.  The foundation has shifted over time, so areas are a bit lopsided in places and it leans. Humidity and badly sealed windows cause the doors to open and close. Run the faucets and flush up here, but don’t explore the rooms. It’s best to leave things be.”

			I focused on his eyes, wondering if he was telling me something without saying it. 

			“How was your journey?” he asked and smiled.

			“Fine, except I was stopped on the road on my way up here by the police.”

			“Ah, yes,” he said indifferently. “Business as usual.”

			“I heard something on the radio about a bombing.”

			“There’s always something going on at the border. You are far away from all of that now that you’re up here. You’re practically in Scotland. From the roof of this house you can see the Mull of Kyntire.”

			He apologized that the house was so cold. He said that when he was back from Cork, he and another man would be replacing some of the old wooden window frames like the one in that room. “It can be a noisy house when winds from the sea screech at the casements and penetrate the rooms. And it gets colder the higher up you go. Houses from this period were built for show, not comfort. It’s a cumbersome old place and leaky in spots. But you’ll be staying down on the first floor in the back, which is warmer, and you’ll never run out of wood. There’s plenty. It would make more sense to use turf or coal, easier to come by. But burning wood is one of the traditions of the house that Emmett keeps to.” 

			Hearing Emmett’s name reassured me. 

			“You know how to build a fire?”

			
			

			“I’m sure I can figure it out,” I said uncertainly.

			He gave me a skeptical look. “I’ll show you before I go,” he said.

			“Let me take you to the loos, or as you Americans call them, the bathrooms. There are only three up here, and they’re rarely if ever used, so you have to come up and flush and run the water a bit.” 

			“How often?” I asked.

			“I don’t think the plumbing will suffer if you do it only once a week, but you shouldn’t leave it any longer than that. Mineral deposits, and the gaskets will weaken.” He led me to the closest one, turned on the taps, and flushed the toilet. 

			We continued walking through a maze of hallways. “Two local women came a few days ago and did the hoovering and a bit of dusting, so don’t worry about that sort of thing. Just clean up after yourself downstairs and you’re good.”

			Now and then he’d open a door and let me glimpse in. Furniture in some chambers seemed much older than in others; there were archaic-looking dressers and chairs, some that appeared foreshortened. Tall, carved headboards, reminiscent of church doors, loomed over sloping, brocade-covered beds. Cold air wafting from such rooms smelled stale and compressed.

			“Do people actually stay in these rooms? They look like they should be in a museum.”

			“Not for as long as I’ve worked here.”

			“How long has that been?”

			“About ten years, since the old man died.”

			“So, you didn’t know Emmett’s cousin, Indira?”

			
			

			“Only from a distance. Before I worked here. I saw her walking once with Emmett on the beach.”

			We continued to the other two bathrooms, ran the water, and flushed the toilets. 

			I noticed as we went along the occasional shadowy outline on a wall the shape of a chair or a small table, or a hanging mirror or painting, that must have once been there for decades but was now gone. In one room with a long dining table, most of the chairs were missing.

			I followed Mr. Cleary into another area where he stopped when we were near a stairway, a curved banister running up to the third floor. But he wasn’t looking at the stairway. He was pointing down in a different direction telling me something about doors that had to be kept locked because just closing them was not enough to keep them from opening, something about the corrupting effect of sea air on the house’s original hasps and hardware. But I barely listened, my attention drawn to the top of the stairs where I could see the side of a piece of furniture, what looked like a tall dresser, its feet shaped like the hooves of a horse. Further up on the dresser, I saw what appeared to be, in profile, the carving of a human face wearing some kind of headpiece, but because of the way the shadows complicated the image, I was not sure.

			A closed door faced that dresser from the opposite wall, a tall square of darkness with an elaborate gold knob. 

			Mr. Cleary beckoned me after, but as he started down the hallway, I stopped him. “What about the third floor?” 

			
			

			“Don’t go up there,” he said plainly. “Emmett asked me to emphasize that to you. It’s dangerous to walk around up there.”

			“I thought it was only part of the third floor that had water damage,” I said.

			“No working plumbing up there anymore, Miss O’Halloran. And it’s a mess.” 

			Since Emmett had told me about the water damage on the third floor, I’d felt curious. I’d hoped to get to see it. I looked up at the door with the gold knob and my nerves tingled.

			“Follow me,” he said and began walking away but something held me there. A door to my right, just beneath the third-floor stairway, which I was sure had been closed when I’d looked at it moments before, was ajar. I took a step closer and looked inside. An old ballroom, I guessed, a vast frosty area with big windows. The polished pale-gray floor looked like the surface of a frozen lake. It appeared that something massive had fallen in the middle of the room and cracks radiated away from the damage. A smell hung on the air, something like long standing water, with a vague whiff of rot. I looked up at the high ceiling and saw that it had buckled, broken plaster and heavy dark brown wires, some with exposed copper filaments hanging. I stepped in closer to look. There was also a crack on the glass of the window at the far end of the room.

			“Miss O’Halloran!” Mr. Cleary’s voice echoed in the plangent emptiness of the space. He was standing in the doorway.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I just suggested you not open any doors.”

			
			

			“The door was open, Mr. Cleary.” 

			A stitch of tension formed between his eyebrows. 

			“What happened in here?”

			“Well, the worst of the flooding that occurred upstairs was right above this room. The ceiling became waterlogged and the chandelier fell.”

			I stepped out and he reached for the doorknob, pulling it firm. I followed him and when we reached the main stairway to go down, he turned; before we descended, he said in a strained voice, “I wouldn’t recommend coming up to this floor at night.” 

			“The second floor?”

			“Yes. Only during the day. Not all the lights are properly wired up here. Another big project I have waiting for me in the month of February. And it gets desperate cold. It’s better if you don’t leave a single door open, otherwise you’ll hear a racket of creaking and banging because of the drafts.”
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			After the second floor, there was something reassuring about the first. Besides being noticeably less frigid than the second, it felt safer down closer to the ground. I followed Mr. Cleary through the foyer where he opened the front door. “That’s Mr. Quinlan,” he said. 

			A wiry figure of a man, the same one I had seen earlier in the garden area, crossed quickly in front of the house carrying a caddy with gardening tools. Quinlan’s small, battered truck emerged from under a carport.

			“Quinlan,” Mr. Cleary shouted out to him. “I want you to come and check on this young woman periodically.” 

			
			

			Quinlan waved to me and shouted out that he would. He said he was very late but that I should call him if I needed anything. He’d written his number earlier on the pad near the phone next to Mr. Cleary’s.

			Mr. Cleary picked up my bags where I’d left them in the main room, then led me back through the dining area and down a corridor to the end, a chamber with brown velvet curtains over the window, which made the space dim and lugubrious as a grotto. The three narrow beds, each a few feet from the next, were covered with old-fashioned candlewick spreads, muted pink or mauve-colored. 

			“I know the room is small but there is an advantage to that.” He pointed to a heater on the floor. “The electric fire will warm things up well and quickly if you keep the door closed. And there’s a hot water bottle in the kitchen if that doesn’t do the trick.” With the flat of his palm he hit the radiator. “This,” he said, “does very little.” 

			I followed him to the kitchen and he showed me where the hot water bottle was kept. 

			He searched my face. “Are you alright now, Miss O’Halloran?”

			“Violet.”

			“Violet. Are you alright?”

			“Of course I am,” I said, but he looked skeptical.

			“I saw you blanch a bit when I told you not to go up to the third floor. There’s areas that need treating for woodworm. And it’s bloody cold up there, makes the second floor of the house feel like equatorial Africa. And as I said, the wiring is faulty on the second floor.”

			
			

			He looked pensive as if he didn’t trust that I’d be okay. “Just in case,” he said, reaching into the back of the cabinet, “you might need a torch.” 

			He handed me a flashlight.
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			After Mr. Cleary had taken me through the building of a fire, he showed me where a bicycle was kept in the garage. “It’s cold but if you bundle up it can be nice when the sun is out. You get the roads all to yourself this time of year.” He suggested I also move my car in there.

			The teapot I’d bought from the tinker woman was still sitting on the passenger seat. I showed it to him.

			He stopped for a fraction of a moment. “Old Ita,” he said.

			“You know her?”

			“Old Ita could sell a cage to a lion. I won’t ask how much she got you for.”

			“No, please don’t!” I smiled, holding my teapot in the air. 

			“Did you get your fortune told?”

			When I told him I hadn’t, he said I should find her again before she left the area. “If you like that sort of thing,” he went on. “Romantic predictions are her specialty.”

			He told me he liked Old Ita, and travelers in general. “They move from place to place and don’t believe in owning land, so they don’t involve themselves in the conflict. They treat everyone the same. This is a tight Catholic enclave and you should know that staying in this house won’t win you any popularity contests  with the locals. So, if people are a bit cool, don’t take it to heart.”

			“But why? I was raised a Catholic, and I certainly don’t come from money.”

			He smiled as if what I’d said was humorous. “You may break through, but they’ll put you through your paces. The people around here are a bit suspicious of strangers and they’ve plenty of reasons to not like this house.”

			“What reasons besides the fact that it’s an Anglo-Irish house?”

			He looked at me in silence a moment. “A conversation for another time.” He got in his car and started it, and just before he drove away rolled down the window and said, “The house might feel cold on the inside, but the winters don’t get bad up here, you know the Irish gulf stream and all.”

			“But you had a bad freeze a few winters ago up here.”

			He shook his head. “It rains a lot up here this time of year, but we haven’t had a freeze for decades.” 

			I was about to protest, tell him what Emmett had said about a freeze causing the water damage, but he was already rolling up the window and driving away.

			I stood outside awhile uncertainly.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 16

			I washed and dried the old teapot in the kitchen, examining its delicate cracks and imperfections. I boiled water and made tea in it, and brought a cup with me to the room with the fireplace, which Mr. Cleary had quaintly called the hearth. It felt like a refuge from the rest of the house. All the paintings in here were landscapes or still lives, no portraits with watchful eyes as in the other rooms. Except for the low throbbing of an old-fashioned pendulum clock standing in a hallway nearby and the crackling of the fire, it was very quiet. I focused on a painting of a black horse, sleek and muscular, wind agitating its mane as it faced the sea. It relaxed me, the horse reflecting on the water as if lost in thought.

			I had imagined that being in a “mansion” would exempt me from the pervasive threat of sadness on the damp Irish air, but the baroqueness of Fitzroy House, and the fact that Indira had lived and breathed here, had a peculiar way of enhancing it. I kept looking for signs of her, a keepsake, an object I would recognize as hers. Somewhere in a closet or a drawer, I imagined, I might find her box of jewels, her braille stylus, or the little gold embellishments she had worn in her hair. 

			Emmett had said that in Lapland he and the small crew would accompany the reindeer herders for three days, shooting images of their routines. He would fly to London and then to Belfast. It was possible that it could be only four days that I’d be alone.

			
			

			Without him here, I knew I’d have a painful time getting oriented. I was not quite sure what to do with myself. Now and then I stood and looked into another area of the house, watching the doorways to different rooms, some irrational part of me expecting to see Indira materialize. 
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			I took the bicycle out onto the sea road until I reached the old woman’s caravan. As I made my way down the slope, she stood up from a small wicker chair where she’d been sitting, wrapped in a gray shawl and smoking a pipe. She watched me, the damp ice-blue of her eyes a shock in the sunlight. 

			I told her why I’d come back, gave her twenty-five pence, and she reached into the depths of the caravan, drawing out a pack of very worn cards, larger than a regular deck.

			She told me to think about whatever question I had.

			I asked, in silence, if Emmett and I would stay together. I shuffled and drew a card.

			The picture on it was of a dove with its wings spread, suspended over a rose. The card was very creased. Clouds were depicted in the background behind the dove and a stream of light came from some mysterious source above.

			“What does it mean?”

			“You lost your love,” she said, her focus on the card. 

			I thought of saying that she was wrong, but kept silent. And then I worried that she meant that something had happened to Emmett.

			“When?” I asked.

			
			

			“In the past. Years ago.” She ran one fingertip slowly over the image of the dove. “But the one you lost will return to you.” 

			A little shock moved through my system.

			She gazed up at me, her pupils almost nonexistent in the sunlight. “A dove flies away but it returns.” 

			“Are you sure I am not the dove returning?” I asked.

			“The rose is of the earth. You are of the earth.”
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			I did not want to go back to Fitzroy House so I rode awhile, leaving the sea behind, taking a long inland roadway between slopes of farmland. After what must have been almost an hour, I turned to find my way back to the sea road. The sun had disappeared and my ears and cheeks had begun to burn with the cold, my hands growing numb on the handles of the bike. When I stopped on the side of the road to rub the circulation back into my hands, I spotted St. Dymphna’s in the near distance. 

			The closer I got, the stranger it looked to me, a tall chain-link fence erected around the property. Harsh gusts blew, bending the sea grass almost flat. 

			I laid the bicycle down on its side and stood quaking in the wind, clutching the links of the metal gate with my fingers. The glass was gone from the window of the room where Indira had stayed that summer, a dilapidated piece of screen flapping there in the gusts. Every other window was shattered. The building looked so reduced from what it was thirteen years before, the brickwork crumbled, the grounds congested with dead ragweed and thistle.

			
			

			When I saw an old man in a cap walking on the other side of the road, I crossed over to him, and after greeting him, told him that I’d heard there’d been a psychiatric hospital there for a while. He nodded and said there had been. I asked what had happened to the building. 

			“Condemned,” he said. He was a weathered-looking figure with frazzled white hair, wearing a tight, faded houndstooth jacket. 

			“Do you know why?” I asked.

			“Aye, I do. The pull of the moon on the tides.”

			When I gazed at him uncertainly, he said, “You should never house the insane so close to the sea.”

			“I went to school in that building thirteen years ago,” I told him.

			“A bad place for a school. Rip currents all along that stretch,” he said and pointed in the direction of the beach. 

			He touched his cap as he nodded once and continued on his way.

			The gate was not locked, and I ventured onto the grounds. The main door was stuck, and after a few tries I gave up and walked all the way around to the back. The kitchen door creaked easily open.

			I stepped in, shocked that the cold air still smelled pungent of mutton, a fatty, stale odor. How many decades had that smell been there? How many herds of sheep and lambs had been slaughtered and offered up to be cooked in the nuns’ big system of ovens, a furnace that stretched half a wall, a giant black iron dresser with numerous cabinets and heavy drawers?

			
			

			I walked through the dining room, now empty of tables, until I reached the lobby area. I could see the staircase that led to the room Indira had stayed in the summer we’d been close, the room usually reserved for bishops and itinerant priests. The banister was missing, the walls damaged and covered with cracks. I couldn’t bring myself to climb the stairs.

			Back outside I walked around to the front and looked up at the second-floor windows, finding the one where I used to stand and look down to the parking lot, praying that Indira’s mother would come see me, aching for her to kiss my temples and tell me what a sensitive girl I was. I thought of the photograph of her in Emmett’s house, smiling and posing for the camera, displaying her long neck, and was stunned to recall with a peculiar sharpness that transgressed desire I’d felt for her. My stomach sank like an anvil at the memory. 

			I got on the bike and rode into the cold wind, tears flying sideways from my eyes. The gate, which had been creaking back and forth, suddenly banged shut.
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			Back in the room with the brown velvet curtains where I would be sleeping, I opened a drawer to put my clothes in and found it empty except for a brown and white cowrie shell. I picked it up. It was damp and a few grains of wet sand fell out onto my palm. My heart pulsed hard. It made no sense that it would be so wet. I set the shell back in the drawer and closed it.

			It was a strange enough encounter to make me think of leaving the room, of taking my things somewhere else, but I realized I was deeply tired and if I  could just get some sleep, the damp shell would likely make sense to me in the morning.

			I left my clothes in my open suitcase on the middle bed, put on my nightgown, and got into the first bed closest to the door. 

			The damp shell felt like a presence in the room.

			To comfort myself, I thought of Emmett. I would surely be moving my things to his bedroom once he arrived. I imagined his arms around me. “Come here to me,” he had said to me twice, once at the bar before he’d first kissed me, and once fervently when he’d been inside me and we couldn’t have been any closer.

			Come here to me, an Irishism. Girls used to say it at St. Dymphna’s before sharing a confidence. “Come here to me that I tell you . . .” 

			It had charmed and surprised me when he’d said it as we’d made love, as if I had somehow not been close enough.

			A shiver at my eardrum. There is a sound, but it’s vague. I am suspended in dark water. I look up and see the moon, a blur of bright white. It seems to be made of liquid. Seen through the surface of the ever-moving water, it shifts, brilliance breaking apart and coming back together. Indira’s silhouette appears above me, her arms away from her sides, the tumult of the water moving her about while I ascend toward her.

			I sat up, breaking from the dream. I switched on the bright bedside lamp.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 17

			Mr. Cleary had called the room at the top of the stairs the master bedroom, which meant it must have been Emmett’s. When we’d passed that room on our way back to the stairs to come down, he’d muttered that the curtains in there were not supposed to be left open. He’d gone in and closed them.

			I went upstairs to that room now and opened the curtains, allowing daylight to come through sheer white panels delicately embroidered in white thread. Three wide-angled windows formed one large semicircular one, facing the front of the house and the panorama of the sea.

			The morning light made the room feel incandescent. The effect may have been caused by the sheer curtains moving on drafts of air coming through the edges of the closed windows, producing something like floating lights. Or could it have been the way the sun was hitting the waves and refracting at this hour, causing the air to shimmer? It reminded me a little of the aura before a migraine. 

			I half-closed my eyes and watched the waves moving. From here I could see the rocky island with tall outcroppings, probably formed of basalt, swarming with birds. I listened hard, pausing my breath, and heard the crying of gulls and faintly, the swelling of the sea. A vague pain throbbed in my inner ears.

			I thought of the wet cowrie shell I’d found in the bedroom drawer. It did not make more sense to me after a night’s sleep, but I connected it now in some  vague way with Indira, though it was more a feeling than anything else.

			When Mr. Cleary had come into this room to close the curtains, he had picked up an object from the desk near the window, something with a strap swinging from it, and put it into the top drawer.

			I opened that drawer and saw three envelopes, which appeared to be bills, all with Emmett’s name on them. Just past these, which were at the front of the drawer, lay some pencils and a small bottle of ink, and at the back, a pair of binoculars with a strap. I took them out and looking through them at the rock island, could distinguish the different birds as they circled, gulls and puffins, and another smaller white bird, some kind of tern. 

			I left the binoculars on the desk. I opened the closet and found it mostly empty except for a few shirts and one jacket, all Emmett’s size. I reached for one of the shirtsleeves and held it, a sensation of tenderness blooming in my chest. I opened the button at the cuff and buttoned it again. On the floor, a large pair of hiking boots stood regimentally against one wall.

			But after closing the closet door and looking around, I wondered if this was in fact Emmett’s room or if it had belonged to someone else. It struck me more as a woman’s room with the magnolia blossoms on the silk bedspread and the lace touches on the curtain hems. And there was a smell, more the memory of a smell, something floral, maybe lilac. 

			But Emmett’s clothes were in the closet, his name on the envelopes in the drawer.
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			Two of the walls in the large library were floor-to-ceiling shelves, packed with hardcover books, a round table with four chairs in the center of the room. Daylight came in through open curtains and shone over white boxes stacked on a separate set of shelves near the door, all dated and with Emmett’s name written on the side of each one. I picked up the box with the earliest date—Summer 1967, set it up on the table and took the top off. Inside was a stack of eight-by-ten-inch photographs. In 1967 Emmett would have only been about eleven or twelve years old. He would have just been learning when he’d taken these. Many of the images were black and white, some color, of what must have been the surrounding area, the shoreline, a castle from several distant perspectives, numerous images of the Giant’s Causeway, taken from different angles, at different hours, in different light. I looked in boxes with later dates. There were photographs taken from a very high perspective, an arm of land visible in the water just to the northeast. Mr. Cleary had said you could see Scotland from the roof, and that must have been where these photos had been taken from. There were pictures of the craggy isle rising from the water, some of these also taken from the roof. And there were photographs of things in this house that I’d seen, one of the suits of armor, and numerous images of the massive painting that had greeted me when I’d first entered the house: the man on the back of the rearing horse. 

			I closed the box and went to the bookshelves, perusing the titles for a novel to get lost in. Most were old hardcovers, classics by Dickens and Zola and Flaubert. The daylight through the window hit two gold words  engraved on the spine of a large archaic-looking volume: Prima Materia. Pulling it loose, I managed it to the table, and as I set it down, it exuded a gust of cold, stale air. 

			On the faded page of the flyleaf, the words An Occult Compendium were printed in heavy Gothic-looking letters. The large, thin pages were covered in two separate rows of small print, broken in spots by the occasional naïve-looking etching of a mythical figure, one of a simplistic-looking mermaid, another of a woman who was half snake. I kept skimming through, and maybe twenty or thirty pages in, stopped when I saw that someone had taken a red pen and underlined a sentence: It is forbidden for a man to sleep alone in a house, lest Lilith get hold of him.

			Something was stuck between the next pages: an eight-by-ten photograph of a naked woman standing in a doorway touching the frame of the open door, her face turned at an oblique angle and obscured by her hair.

			Electricity pulsed through my system. Had Emmett taken the picture? It was similar in size, also in quality of shadow and light, to some of his other photographs taken in this house. 

			In the background, I could see a window with a crack running across it, similar to the one I had seen in the ballroom. The bottom of a chandelier was visible, glistening at the top edge of the picture. 

			The woman’s body was voluptuous, large-breasted with a small waist and wide hips. This was not a nubile body. I guessed the woman was in her mid-to late thirties.  

			
			

			I skimmed through more pages of the book and found another photograph of what looked like the same naked woman, but this one taken from behind. She stood facing a tall dresser, elaborately carved. With one hand she reached forward, touching the embellishments on one of the drawers. Looking closely, I could see that her fingers were caressing the carved face of a wickedly smiling man sporting a pair of enormous horns curled like a ram’s. On the page marked by this picture, underlined in red, were the words: Satyrs call out to one another in her name.

			A hollow sensation unsettled my stomach. In many ways Emmett was a stranger to me. There was so much about him I didn’t know. I sat there looking from the woman to the underlined words and back at the woman. The fact that I could not see the woman’s face in either picture bothered me.

			Both photographs were in pristine condition, and I wondered how long ago they had been taken. 

			The phone rang downstairs.

			I closed the book and rushed down to answer it.
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			“Violet, it’s Emmett.” His voice sounded far away.

			“Hello!” I said breathlessly. 

			“Are you settling in?” The connection was poor, a faint crackling on the line. 

			“Yes, everything’s fine,” I said loudly, thinking he probably couldn’t hear me well either. I decided I would mention the pictures when the moment felt right. 

			“You know, there’s a bicycle if you want to ride it.”

			“Yes, Mr. Cleary showed me.”

			
			

			He made a sound of acknowledgment and I spoke nervously, telling him about the tinker woman and how I’d drawn a card with the picture of the rose and the dove and she had said I was the rose. I described the card to him. “She said that the card was about the dove returning to the rose, but I’m the one who returned to Ireland, so maybe I’m the dove in this picture.”

			“I wonder,” he said.

			“But she seems so sure that I’m the rose.” 

			“I think you are the rose.”

			“Am I?”

			“Yes,” he said, something suggestive in his tone. “A rose is receptive.” 

			Static fizzed on the line. 

			“I drew one of the tinker woman’s cards once,” he said. 

			“Really?” I asked over the noise. “What picture was on the card?”

			“A female hand coming out of a cloud, holding a letter.” 

			My face felt warm in the cold room. “With a message?”

			“She said it meant . . .” The soft steady crackling intensified, and his answer was unclear. It sounded as if he might have said communion. To my frustration, the noise got so loud I worried that the connection had been lost, but in a few seconds the disruption began to quiet, and he asked how the weather was today.

			“Windy. Chilly.” 

			“The wind plays havoc with the phone lines there.” He paused. 

			“Emmett, in the library in one of the books . . .” 

			
			

			He was quiet. 

			“I found pictures of a woman. Nude pictures.”

			He paused for half a breath then said, “Those are old. My father took them.” 

			“Your father took them? With your camera?”

			“With a camera like one I had. Those are old.” 

			“They look new.”

			“They may be in good condition but they’re old. I think you can still see a chandelier hanging in one of those pictures. Hasn’t been hanging for a long time.”

			“Who is that woman?”

			He paused. “Someone my father was involved with.”

			“He had an affair? Here in this house?”

			“Yes.”

			“And he put the pictures in that book and underlined those words in red?”

			He exhaled audibly. “I did that. I was about seventeen when I found those pictures. It was a shock. I told you that I used to steal things from my father. Well, I stole those pictures.”

			A wave of static intensified and faded.

			“I’m afraid there are other relics of my adolescence in that house. But why of all the books did you look at that one?”

			“The Latin title in gold . . . It caught the daylight.” 

			Before I could tell him what Mr. Cleary had said about there not having been a freeze in decades, he spoke.

			“Listen, Violet, I hate doing this to you, but it may take me a few days longer to get there than I’d hoped.” 

			“Oh no!” I said.

			
			

			The fizzing surged again and I heard only part of what he was saying, something about a delay in the project. “. . . maybe on the . . .”  

			I shouted at the static, asking if he would call me back or I should try calling him, but he likely didn’t hear it and the last thing I heard him say was, “hate so much leaving you there alone—”

			The connection was lost.

			I put down the receiver reluctantly and remained sitting near the phone, waiting to recover from disappointment. How many days would I have to wait until he got here? 

			I imagined Emmett as a teenager, obsessed with those photographs, placing them in that strange book. I wondered if he’d told Indira about them and read her the words he’d underlined in red, almost like captions for each picture. “It’s a terrible house,” she had once said, “where adultery has been committed.” This is what she must have meant. 

			I thought about the card Emmett had drawn from the tinker woman. Did that female hand emerging from a cloud have a counterpart on the earth? I thought of the hand of the naked woman touching the satyr’s face. 

			Why would the card be about communion? Was it the sacrament being referred to? The hand had been holding a letter. He had probably said communication. 
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			That night, looking through the window in the dining room, I noticed a fire on a distant field behind the house. 

			
			

			It must have been a bonfire, contained in one area, the wind cracking at the flames, making them lean far in one direction. 

			I went upstairs and got the binoculars and looked again at the fire. Six or seven barely discernible figures moved around it. When the wind caused the flames to lean to the side, some form was visible there glowing and burning, possibly a piece of furniture. 

			I put on a coat and went outside. It was pitch dark, no moon in the sky. The trek was further than I’d expected, my feet feeling their way through unseen clumps of dead grass. Eventually I came  within ten yards of the fire, and stopped there.

			One or two of the silhouettes around the brightness turned and looked in my direction, though they could not have possibly seen me in the impenetrable darkness. Maybe they only felt my presence. Maybe they thought I was a ghost. 

			It was a chair burning at the center of the fire, and there were moments the flames leaned in the wind and a face became visible on that chair, a human face with a static expression, mouth open, eyes that appeared closed. I froze where I stood, wondering what I was witnessing, but the face did not seem to have a body, and though it sometimes became invisible, consumed in fire, when the flames leaned and it appeared again the expression never changed. 

			Eventually, the chair’s two front legs collapsed, and it went to its knees, sending up a shower of sparks.

			I made my way back, falling sometimes in the darkness.
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			It rained at night and into the morning. When it stopped, I rode the bicycle on the dirt road that ran parallel to the property’s wall and led to the site of the bonfire. Eventually I could see a blackened circle of ground. There were no houses around. I got off the bike and laid it down on the side of the road. The sky went darker as I walked across the dead grass of the fallow field toward the site. The dim clouds, which had moved slowly in the sky only moments before, now began to converge. 

			The site was all ash, much of it damp from the earlier rain. It had been a pretty small fire. I could see a few remnants of the broken chair, blackened but intact. I was about to go, when I saw what looked like the charred face of a large doll in the blackened mess. I knelt down, brushing off the wet ashes. It was not a doll but the face of a carved cherub, the face I’d seen burning, part of a broken piece of furniture. I picked it loose, wiping away the grime with my scarf. The round open mouth suggested that the cherub was meant to be singing. For a moment I was not sure what I should do with this face, if I should rescue it, bring it back to the house. But I realized it was a strange idea. I set it down again gingerly in the damp ashes. As I started back toward the peninsula road, it began to rain again. 
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			Four or five boxes were stacked in the area of the garage where I kept the bike. I would not have thought to look further at these, but written on the side of one in black marker was the word braille. I removed the masking tape that sealed it and rifled through a stack of books, stopping when I found the slender volume with  the raised image of the flower on the cover, the flower Indira had told me was called a Ganges Primrose—the volume Indira had read from about Radha and her lover, Lord Krishna.

			Holding it under my jacket, I ran into the house.

			Waiting for the rain to stop, I sat at the dining room table with the little volume. I opened onto the page that was marked by a strip of paper. Indira had said she’d kept a certain page marked and would never read past it, that Radha would lose Krishna and the verses after that were about her suffering. I turned to the early pages and brushed the raised symbols with my fingertips, mimicking the way Indira had done it. The longing I felt for her in that moment was excruciating. I pressed the braille more firmly, telling myself I was touching microscopic cells sloughed off from Indira’s delicate fingers. Such things don’t evaporate, I told myself. Traces of them are still here.
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			I had brought a black silk scarf with me to Ireland. I tied it around my eyes and moved through the first-floor rooms, brushing my hands against the door frames and the furniture, feeling my way.

			With my eyes covered, my hearing was almost painfully acute. The silence coming down from upstairs was expectant, filled with tension and reverberations.

			Indira would have felt this. She would have felt the house thinking.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 18

			When it stopped raining I got on the bicycle again and went looking for Old Ita, to ask her for another fortune. 

			I rode all around in search of her, but the entire coastal area was damp and deserted. 

			I rode into Kildarragh, which was mostly composed of a wide street with silent, close-set houses on either side. The rain had started coming down again and the pavement was wet. The sky rumbled softly. I saw no one around. I went into the grocery store and though the door was unlocked, there was no one there. 

			A lamp glowed in the otherwise dark window of the public house, Moynihan’s, so I leaned the bicycle against the wall. As I opened the creaking door, three of the four figures in the dim room focused on me in silence. 

			A male voice muttered something. Though the inhabitants were spread out in the room I had the distinct feeling I had interrupted a tense or weighty conversation. I hesitated but decided to go in anyway. For a moment, as I closed the door, no one moved. There were only a few tables and a bar, a few kegs against one wall, sawdust on the floor. The damp air smelled of paraffin and stale lager.

			I took off my wet coat and hung it on a hook near the door where another coat was hanging. One man sat at a table close to the bar, while two others sat against a wall in a shadowy corner, one who faced in my direction with a dark cap pulled down over his eyes.  The other would not turn. He wore a black raincoat and sat stiffly. I could only see the back of his head, his hair short and dark, and a very oblique glimpse of his profile.

			I approached the bar and asked the thin, severe-looking woman who stood behind it for an orange soda.

			“I’ve Britvic Orange,” she said. I didn’t know what that was but nodded and she opened a small bottle and handed it to me.

			“Come and take a seat here, love,” the stocky older man sitting alone at the table near the front said to me. His eyes looked bleary and wet.

			If the woman behind the bar hadn’t made a sneering noise at the invitation, I would have accepted. I decided immediately that if there were sides to be taken here, I needed to be on hers.

			“I’m just thirsty, thanks anyhow,” I said. “I can’t really stay.”

			“I had a way with the ladies, Pat,” the stocky man said, half looking over his shoulder, addressing one of the men in the corner. “I was a buccaneer in my day.”

			I couldn’t clearly see the man with the cap pulled down over his eyes, but felt him staring at me. 

			My mother had told me that in Ireland a woman never goes alone into a public house. And if she goes in with someone else, she never drinks from a pint-sized glass, only a small one. But that was back in 1973. I wondered if it could still be that way.

			“My name’s been in newspapers,” the stocky one said, his chair scraping the floor as he turned again to  his friend in the corner. “But no one describes me as a buccaneer.”

			“No, John,” the man in the back said. “A man never gets his due in this life.” The voice sounded a little like Mr. Cleary’s, who was supposed to be in Cork.

			“I lived a year in the wilds of Mayo,” the man called John said, the low light shining on his damp eyes as he took a big draft of his black beer, which left creamy foam on his upper lip. “If I could go back there, I’d be king. I’d have a harem.”

			“God help us!” the woman behind the bar said as she wiped off a glass. “Now he’s gotten started he’ll never shut his gob.” She rolled her eyes, so I smiled at her, but she looked coldly at me. 

			I put the half-empty bottle of orange juice onto the bar, thanked her, and walked back for my coat.

			“You’re staying in the Fitzroy House, are you?” she asked.

			“Yes,” I said, turning, “but I’m not a Protestant.”

			One of the men in the shadows stifled a laugh.

			“You’re not frightened in that house, Miss?” If the stern woman hadn’t asked the question with such disdain in her voice, I might have told her that I was afraid. I didn’t answer. She made the sign of the cross. “Irene Ferry, who used to clean the place, said she saw Lucifer, bright red and naked as a newborn, walking up the stairs to the third floor.” 

			A shock of caution lit the air around me. I restrained a funny desire to laugh.

			“Irene Ferry is mad as a box of frogs!” the man called John said dismissively.

			
			

			“And what do you think made her that way? Working in that infernal house!” She looked directly at me. “The Fitzroys, if you don’t know your history,” she said almost like an accusation, “were murderers.”

			“For the love of Almighty God, Eileen, stop biting the creature’s head off! Come back in and sit down, young woman,” John said.

			As I hung my coat up again, I tried to get a better look at the men in the corner, but one had never turned his face enough for me to see him and the other’s cap was pulled low over his eyes. I took the chair at John’s table.

			“I’m sorry, Miss. My cousin, Eileen, occasionally needs reminding that the Irish are a friendly people.” 

			“Who did the Fitzroys murder?” I asked.

			“You’ve seen the island from the front of the house, a mile or so in the sea?”

			“John!” Eileen barked.

			“I’m only giving her a bit of history.”

			“The island with all the birds?” I ventured quietly.

			“Yes. Inis Naneane. For centuries people lived there, like so many islands off Ireland’s coasts. And also like so many of those islands, it was hit as hard as the mainland by the potato blight. If you look into the annals, you see people along the coasts had better survival rates during the famine because they could fish. But there were some landlords who said that the sea was the property of the British crown and Irish people caught fishing would be arrested or even hanged. At first, Edgar Fitzroy, who was squire at that time, did not bother with this shite until an island woman came to him one day pleading for bread and offering him  coins her son had found in the ground while digging for an edible potato. He recognized them as Roman coins and gave the woman food and provided food for the islanders while he set up a dig in the area where the boy found the coins.”

			The man in the black raincoat, still obscured by shadows, joined in. He had a Dublin accent and more of a tenor voice, louder than John’s. “But Edgar Fitzroy found nothing where the boy had dug up the coins. He set up other digs and when he still found nothing, he decided he wanted to dig under the houses. The islanders objected, of course, so he decided to enforce the ban on fishing.”

			“Those caught fishing,” John said, “were brought across and hanged on the field behind Fitzroy House. Driven by starvation, the rest fled the island. Many died on the mainland. Some who survived settled in other places in Ireland. Some boarded the coffin ships to America. Many of them died on those ships.”

			“You’ll likely see fires on one of the fields behind Fitzroy House,” Eileen said, deigning now to join the conversation. “Those are to commemorate each of the men who were hanged. All the deaths took place on that field in January of the year 1848, each man hanged on a different night.” 

			“Edgar Fitzroy found nothing, no Roman coins or Viking gold,” said the Dubliner in the shadows, “not a Viking pot to piss in.”

			“Emmett Fitzroy, the current owner of the house,” Eileen said, “has ancestors from each side of that atrocity, the murderer and the murdered.”

			“What do you mean?”

			
			

			“The Dohertys, Emmett’s mother’s ancestors, were islanders,” Eileen said.

			“Really?”

			“Emmett’s maternal ancestor, Tomhas O’Dochartaigh, one of eight island men, was hanged by Emmett’s paternal ancestor, Edgar Fitzroy. On that field. And Tomhas O’Dochartaigh’s wife was among the women who laid a widow’s curse on Fitzroy, his descendants, and on the house.”

			Eileen opened a new bottle of Britvic Orange and set it on the bar. I retrieved it and thanked her. She crossed her arms and nodded once.

			“When the surviving Dohertys fled the island, they settled near Derry. The locals here did not know that Emmett’s mother, Rose Doherty, had come from islanders when she married John Fitzroy. All of this came to light later. It’s not been a happy alliance. And in Emmett, you have something unusual: the progeny of both the curser and the cursed.”

			Emmett had told me that his mother had been an Irish Catholic girl who had grown up in poverty and his father the wealthy Anglo-Irish statesman, but not all of this about hangings and a curse. He must have been torn in some way, carrying both sides of this history in his blood.

			“I know he thinks the Fitzroys were terrible people,” I said. “He told me so.”

			The man named John at the table with me nodded his head.

			I added, “He’s talked of selling that house, you know.” 

			
			

			“Has he now?” Eileen asked in a tone I could only read as skeptical.

			The man in the back with the cap over his eyes, the man who sounded like Mr. Cleary, was the only one who had not added to the conversation.

			The door opened and a young man in a wet gray raincoat came in. 

			“Ah, Colm,” John said, rising with effort from his chair.

			Eileen came out from behind the bar to greet him. “Here he is, God bless him.”

			“Sorry for the lateness,” Colm said, looking at me uncertainly.

			“I’m closing now, Miss,” Eileen said to me. 

			“Violet,” I said. “Please call me Violet.”

			She put her hand on my shoulder and steered me toward my coat then led me outside. “Say your prayers in that house,” she said. 

			Going back into the pub she offered, in a loud voice, to get Colm a sandwich. After closing the door, I heard her lock it from inside.

			My bicycle seemed to swim in the downpour, the vague headlight quivering. I became more certain that it had been Mr. Cleary in the pub. But he was supposed to be in Cork.
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			Knowing its history, I felt even more wary when I walked inside Fitzroy House. The man on the rearing horse in the painting revolted me with his ostentation and self-importance, likely the ancestor who hanged the island men. 

			
			

			Shivering from the rain, I dried my hair, changed my clothes, and built a fire, wrapping myself in a blanket. I sat on the couch looking at the flames. I had not slept well the night before and my head kept nodding forward.

			Indira and I are holding hands, walking a long distance in darkness to a bonfire. She is speaking to me, saying lots of things, but I can’t hear any of them clearly, like words spoken through water.

			I opened my eyes. It took me a few minutes to realize that she wasn’t there. The fire was almost dead and in the fading afternoon light, there were shadows in the room. The furniture, the face of the broken clock, everything appeared sentient.
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			As I walked through the dining room on my way to the kitchen, I saw through the window that faced the back that the door on the greenhouse was open. I went out and looked inside. A pile of shovels and hoes lay on the wooden floor with other gardening equipment; empty clay pots were stacked on a thin wooden table next to numerous packets of marigold seeds. Further in, five or six antique dining room chairs congregated, facing different directions. 

			They all had turquoise velvet cushions for seats, some worn, slightly collapsed, and faces carved onto their backs, similar to the face on the chair that had burned, the face I’d seen in the ashes.

			I pulled the door firmly closed as I left. The discovery unnerved me. Whoever had burned the chair had obviously come onto the property and gotten it from the greenhouse. As I stepped back inside, I re alized I felt less afraid of a trespasser stealing a chair than I did of the uncanny that seemed so alive in this house, which I now knew was cursed. I remembered what Eileen had said about the devil, red and naked, walking up the stairs to the third floor.
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			As evening deepened, I switched on as many lamps as I could find.

			A girl from St. Dymphna’s, Beth Callahan, had written me several letters in the thirteen years since I’d left Ireland. They were mundane, all at the surface. It had seemed odd to me getting letters from her when she and I had barely spoken at school, but she had idealized me in a way that had made me uncomfortable because I was an American, and she imagined one day coming to New York.

			In the last letter I had gotten from her about three years before, she’d mentioned several girls and what she’d last heard about what they were each doing. She said that I might know this already, but Peg Devlin was living just north of Belfast, in a small townland called Tullyallen. 

			I considered contacting Peg, but remembered her with trepidation. Still, I didn’t think I could bear being alone any longer in Fitzroy House.

			I broke down and looked for a listing for her. She could have married in the last three years, but there was still a chance she wouldn’t have and I persisted, asking the operator for help, having her check Tullyallen and all the surrounding townlands. I eventually gave up, thanked her, and hung up. But then I recalled that Peg was the diminutive for Margaret. I dialed directo ry assistance again and asked if there was a Margaret Devlin in any of those town lands.

			“I’ve a Maighread O’Doibhlin on Killiney Road.”

			Now I remembered her telling me that she liked the Irish version of her name better than the English. “Yes, that would be it,” I said. 

			I wrote the number down on the pad near the phone. 

			Peg had once procured a cigarette from the man who delivered milk to the back door of the nuns’ kitchen. The two of us had snuck outside and hid behind the chapel to smoke it when we were supposed to be studying, struggling to stifle our laughter and coughing, so we wouldn’t get caught.

			I stared at Peg’s name and number on the pad near the phone. I hesitated to call her. She had been all surface and coarseness, but she had served as a form of gravity for me after I’d lost Indira’s friendship. I had needed her. 

			Peg had prided herself on intimidating others, but I had been her favorite, her bosom friend. I was never sure why she picked me. Maybe it was simply because we were roommates, or maybe because I was an American. Maybe it was because I was willing to match her irreverence. I taught her American slang swear words: sleazebag, bitch on wheels, and shit-kicker. She taught me gobshite and bollocks. And gombeen.

			She made cruel observations about the new freshman girls, commenting on one who wore Coke bottle glasses. “That one’s got a face like a smacked arse.” 

			She’d called a girl with acne on her forehead a pox-bottle. 

			
			

			Peg had had a box she kept in the ticking of her mattress, lots of little objects, many of which she’d somehow talked other girls into giving her and some she had stolen, things no one would ever report missing because they were not supposed to be in anyone’s possession in the first place: a lipstick, a mascara, chocolate-covered caramels, fake glue-on nails painted lavender. Pieces of chewing gum. Tampons. We were only supposed to use the heavy hospital pads the nuns dispensed to us from a nondescript cardboard box. According to the nuns, tampons were tantamount to mortal sin.

			As punishment for some minor infraction, though I didn’t remember what it was, we’d had to hang the nuns’ wash. It was a windy afternoon and the habits, the dresses, the veils, all were struggling to release themselves from the pins, sleeves barely held there by the cuffs. Upside down they strained to fly. Peg held up a very large pair of underwear. It could have only belonged to Sister Rosella, who we called Sister Rotunda. I stepped into one of the legs and held the waistband out wide away from me. “Two nuns could get in this together!” 

			“Too disgusting to think about!” Peg said, even as she laughed at my clowning. The wind fought with us; dresses and shifts barely hanging on by the cuffs slapped us in the face, knocking us over. One of the shifts, the main underdress of the nuns’ habits, shot straight upside down into the sky and flew exalted over the convent wall. Peg deliberately released another. 

			“Escape! Escape! Save yourself!” 

			
			

			“And here’s your bloody hat!” I screamed. I grabbed a veil and threw it up into the wind, which carried it off, and the two of us laughed so hard we went to our knees.  

			All of this, we would find out soon enough, had been seen through a window. A novice had been sent out to try and track down the lost garments.

			Punishment followed. We were separated and forbidden from going on a planned trip to one of the castles. But she had gotten it worse for some reason. She’d been made to prostrate herself on the cold floor before the altar, face pressed to the tiles, arms stretched all the way out so her body formed a cross. 

			All of it had been long ago and we were both older and might be able to laugh now at our time at St. Dymphna’s. 

			A faint chiming sounded from some distant upstairs room. I listened with my face raised, my mouth dropped open, stomach muscles as strained as my eardrums.

			I lifted the receiver, put it to my ear and dialed. A few times the phone rang and seemed to go dead. I decided to try once more. This time it rang three times and an answering machine picked up. Her voice on the message sounded brighter than I remembered it to be, and a fleck of hope sparked in my chest.

			“Peg? It’s Violet O’Halloran. I’m in Ireland. I am staying in a big house up near Kildarragh. I would love to see you.” I left the phone number. 

			I switched on yet another light and sat on the couch hoping she would return the call right away. But the phone did not ring.
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			I did not feel ready to sleep. 

			Looking out the front window, I saw a vague glow in the otherwise blackness of the night, coming from the island.

			I went upstairs to Emmett’s room and lifted the binoculars carefully to my eyes, the metal ice cold. They were heavy, and my wrists shook as I held them there. It appeared that someone had built a fire on the island, though I could not see the fire directly, only its reflection on the broken wall of an old structure with part of its roof missing. A silhouette stepped back and forth a few times past the firelight.

			I was about to put down the binoculars when I recognized what must have been the back end of a large boat, which appeared to be anchored there, the rest of it obscured by the ruin wall. A few silhouettes crossed near the fire and became shadows on the side of the boat as they moved toward it and away and toward it again. Soon, the large boat dissolved into the black of the sea. A few minutes later I could see it having turned around, a dark barge with the occasional tiny glittering light, moving toward Scotland.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 19

			The next morning I climbed the stairs back to the master bedroom and watched the rain run in rivulets down the windows. I had the same feeling as I’d had before that this was not Emmett’s room. I opened each of the drawers of the dresser and found them mostly empty except for the bottom one, where I came upon a shoebox filled with old snapshots, many black and white of two girls, clearly Helen, who in most of them looked about thirteen or fourteen, and her sister, Emmett’s mother Rose, who looked a few years older. It struck me again how similar they were in feature, both with the same fair hair and light eyebrows, the same wide foreheads and high cheekbones. In one of the pictures, a small boy, maybe three years old, stood between them, holding their hands. Written on the back in slanted script, it said Helen, Rose, and Terrence Doherty. There was a closeup image of the three faces pressed cheek to cheek, young Helen and Rose, little Terrence between them, all smiling. This was the only image in color. Rose and Terrence both had red hair. 

			Below the raft of pictures, I found two faded articles cut from newspapers, both from 1972, the year before I’d first come to Ireland, one dated January 30th and the other February 2nd. I unfolded one of them gingerly, the one that said January 30th. A bold headline read “Massacre at Bogside.” I skimmed through. Police had shot into “a crowd of peaceful protesters, marching against the Northern Ireland policy of Internment without Trial, widespread arrests of sus pected insurgents, given no due process.” In the second article dated only a few days later, a list was posted of those shot dead and their ages. Underlined in green ink: Terrence Doherty, age 25. Written along the border in the same green ink: Terrence Doherty, murdered while unarmed and peacefully protesting.

			When I found what looked like a school picture of Emmett at about eleven or twelve years old, I decided that this room had probably belonged to his mother. He’d told me that his parents had had separate bedrooms. I was about to put everything away when I came across a photograph of a handsome dark-skinned man whose forehead, chin, and mouth resembled Indira’s. On the back, written in elegant penmanship, the words: For my Helen of Troy, whose face every day launches a thousand ships. 

			So it was Helen’s room. I looked again at the school picture of Emmett. On the back he’d signed it to his Aunt Helen with good wishes. I searched the rest of the photographs for a picture of Indira but finding only more photographs of Terrence at different ages and another of Emmett, my chest and throat burned with indignation. Not a single picture of Indira, who had felt so forgotten by her mother. 

			I remembered a Hindu story Indira had told me about a soul glimmering in the night sky like a star, coming down to inhabit an impregnated woman’s womb. “The poor soul knows nothing of the family it will be born into. It all feels so sadly random.” 
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			Emmett had said that his father had been in love with his aunt. For the flash of a moment, I wondered if the  pictures I’d found in Prima Materia were of Helen, his wife’s own sister. Was she the woman he’d had an affair with in this house? But the day Emmett had told me about his father’s feelings for his aunt, he had also told me that Helen had hated his father and had rebuffed his romantic overtures. I dismissed the idea.
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			I went into the bedroom where I was staying and opened the drawer with the seashell in it, a drawer I had not opened since that first night here. I picked up the seashell. It was even damper than before, and had left a little pool of water in the drawer. So strange, I thought, still wet with the sea, but living in the dry airless emptiness of a bedroom drawer. I held the shell’s slim ridged opening to my ear and closed my eyes. I could hear the distant resounding of an unseen ocean.

			“Everyone has one sense that is a particular pathway to the miraculous,” Indira had said once. “For you it is hearing.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“I will never forget how much it affected you when you first listened to the Cantus Ecclesiae.”

			I opened my eyes. “I remember that,” I said out loud. “When we walked back to your room that night you held my hand.”

			Everything was quiet.

			A few grains of wet sand fell from the inside of the shell onto my palm.
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			My heart jumped at the ring of the telephone. I placed the shell back in the drawer and walked quickly to an swer it, praying it was Emmett calling to say that the shoot had been canceled or had already happened and he’d be coming soon. 

			“So you’re up in Kildarragh?” the female voice asked. “What are you doing there?” 

			“Is this Peg?”

			“You sound a bit frantic,” she said.

			“No, no. I’m not frantic.”

			She did not respond.

			“I’m caretaking a big house for a few weeks. I looked you up right away the first day I was here.”

			Silence.

			“Are you there?”

			More silence.

			“Peg?” 

			“I’m here. All these years pass without a word, and you want to see me?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“I’m in Ireland! Old time’s sake. We were friends.”

			Silence.

			“I was worried I wasn’t going to reach you. I think something’s wrong with your phone.”

			“This isn’t America where everything works all the time! Besides it’s likely the fault of the lines up your way.” Same contrary disposition, always a little on the defensive. “By the way, I called you numerous times and no one picked up.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry.” 

			There was another silence, which I filled by saying, “I’ve thought of you often over the years.”

			“Well, it would be hard to forget all of that.”

			
			

			I laughed inwardly and thought of telling her that I had forgotten some of it. I wondered if I could come straight out and appeal to her to fill in the blanks for me, but her clipped tone made me cautious.

			“I’ve nothing on my calendar for the weekend. I’d drive my car up there but it’s a clunker and I don’t trust it. But there’s a train to Kildarragh.”

			“Oh! Great,” I said.

			“So, you’re all alone in a big house?”

			“Yes. It’s a little unnerving sometimes.”

			“You and your imagination!” It seemed an overly familiar tone to take with someone she hadn’t seen for so long. I thought of reminding her that she had once liked my imagination, but it felt desperate. A wave of unease moved through me, drawn too easily back into the old dynamic with her, wanting her approval. 

			“I’ll come Saturday. I’ll bring an overnight bag.”

			My heart stopped a moment, then drummed hard at the thought of seeing her. I had often felt so unhappy in Peg’s presence. 

			“I can get there around four o’clock.” 

			When I hesitated she asked, “Am I not welcome there?”

			I’m not sure why I lied about it, maybe just to cover up my ambivalence about seeing her at all. “There’s just some funny rule about not having guests, but—” 

			“So I won’t come.”

			“Of course you should come! No one has to know. It’s a ridiculous rule.”

			“Neither of us ever did keep so strict to the rules, did we?” she asked.

			My stomach tensed. “No,” I said.

			
			

			Silence.

			“See you then.”

			“I’ll pick you up Saturday at four.”
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			After that fall semester when I had never spoken with Indira, and before she came back so changed after Christmas, I’d had to spend the holiday at St. Dymphna’s, the lone girl. My mother had come, but only for a few hours on Christmas morning. She’d brought me some chocolate, socks, and underwear. We’d sat together in the lobby near a Christmas tree. I sensed nuns in the shadows listening. She explained to me that Mr. Sullivan needed her to stay on in Wicklow so I needed to finish the year here. 

			“There are still days until school starts again.” 

			“I have things to do.”

			I fought with her, told her that she was cruel and selfish, which drove her to stand up and put on her coat. I tried to swallow my rage but as she picked up her pocketbook, I said in a controlled voice, deceptively calm, “I hate you.”

			She stopped where she was. Her chin trembled and her eyes twinkled with tears. But she still left.

			The nuns had tried to occupy me with chores after this, but I talked back to them and evaded them, not caring if I got into trouble. 

			Those days after my mother left, I thought only about Indira. I tormented myself for having let those fall months go by without finding a way to speak with her.

			I ached for her and watched for her through the second-floor window in the empty corridor, wishing  she would come back before the others. It seemed to me there was a chance that could happen. I was constantly talking to her, apologizing for having accepted the necklace from her mother and in the conversations, in which I played both roles, she forgave me, holding my arm as we walked together in unfamiliar places.

			I’d sat sometimes with my eyes closed in the room she’d occupied in the summer, though it was cold in there now. When I imagined myself as Indira, I could feel her presence. Once when it rained I opened the window, closed my eyes, and tried to feel the rain the way Indira had. I walked the corridors and out in the garden with my eyes closed, trying to see if I could feel obstructions on the air as she had.

			Two days after Christmas, the room Indira had stayed in in the summer became occupied by a visiting bishop who smoked a rancid-smelling pipe, which he left full of ashes, laying sideways with its contents spilled out on the little table. A half-full bottle of whiskey stood on the floor near his perpetually unmade bed. He left a smell of sweat and something like turf and hay on the air of the room. He often stood outside smoking and coughing. I watched him through the second-floor window, his cassock buttoned unevenly.

			I had not been thinking much about Peg or missing her at all, but she was the one who came back. Three days early. Things had been bad at home, she said. She had gotten in trouble for something. Her father had gone on a bender, drinking and tearing up the house and she had hidden for almost twenty-four hours in a crawlspace in the wall. “It’s me he comes after, never my brother, who does much worse things than I do.”

			
			

			I persuaded Peg to wear a blindfold and led her around the grounds of the school, while she clung to me. We moved clumsily. It rained but we stayed outside, our white ankle socks and flimsy Mary Janes getting soaked. We were in one of the nuns’ gardens when I halted.

			“Rabbit,” I whispered. 

			She took off the blindfold. Something moved in the half-dead foliage, a flash of pink ears and pale brown fur. She took in her breath. She was softer than usual those days, always holding back tears about what had happened with her father. 

			We sat under an awning while it rained. “Close your eyes and go very still,” I whispered, and for some reason she succumbed, and I wished that I could take my heart back from Indira and give it to Peg. While her eyes were closed, I kept studying her face, her defined jawline and thin lips, tense at the corners. I shocked myself by imagining what it would feel like to kiss her. There had been a flapping of wings in one of the trees. She opened her eyes and found me looking at her. She colored. She closed her eyes again. 
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			Later that day, she had told me how she’d gotten in trouble. She had gone into a neighbor’s house when she wasn’t home. “She leaves her bloody door open. She’s the village whore, Ellen Madding.” Peg had stolen a bottle of Evening in Paris perfume and a pair of delicate crochet gloves with little pearl buttons and a small porcelain cat with long eyelashes painted on. And she had read Ellen Madding’s letters and stolen one of them. “She had loads of smutty letters from different  blokes, but the one I took was my favorite, the perfect combination of romance and filth.” It had been signed by someone named Johnny. 

			Peg’s mother had discovered the perfume, the gloves, and the porcelain cat in her room and had recognized the gloves as belonging to Ellen Madding. Peg had hidden the letter in a book and her mother had not found it or even thought to look for it. Peg had been forced to return the things and apologize. The letter was never mentioned, and Peg still had it. Even if Ellen Madding had realized the letter was gone, Peg said, she likely would not have reported it, not wanting to call attention to its contents. Apparently this man, Johnny, had been married.

			Her father found out about her thieving. Fearful of his temper, her mother never would have told him. She still didn’t know how he’d found out. He told her she was nothing but a low life criminal who would wind up in Crumlin Jail. She ground her teeth as she told me this, trying to hold back tears. Peg, who was always so tough, was now transparent with pain.

			“I want to show you something,” I said. I squatted down near my mattress, lifted it, and dug out the bloodstone necklace from within the batting. Her eyes opened wide. She touched it with one finger.

			“I stole it from Indira Sharma in the summer.”

			“You did not!” She frowned at me. “She gave this to you, didn’t she?”

			I insisted that I had stolen it. I would never have told Peg that Indira’s mother had given it to me. That would have ruined it. “We are two of a kind, Peg!”

			
			

			“No,” she said and shook her head. “You are not a thief.”

			She remained unconvinced but stopped calling me a liar when I told her that I would share the necklace with her, that we could exchange it every other day. I had thought of giving it to her, but it would have disappeared into the black hole of her box of forbidden trinkets. This way the ritual of exchanging it would hold us together.

			“Give it here,” she said.

			“You have to give it back tomorrow,” I said.

			“I will. I will. And then you’ll give it to me again the day after that.”

			I stood behind her and helped her hook the catch.
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			Things now were the same. It was Indira I missed, not Peg. But it was Peg who was coming. 

			[image: ]

			When I had replaced Prima Materia on the library shelf the last time, I had noticed a tall volume near it with a word darkly engraved on the spine: Edinburgh.

			I wondered if it was Emmett’s yearbook from St. John’s, Edinburgh, where he’d been going to school when Indira and I were sixteen and he was seventeen.

			I took it down, looked through it, and found Emmett’s class picture. He was beautiful, I thought. Beautiful in a different way than he was now, softer and more earnest looking. While his classmates mostly smiled in their pictures, he did not. His long, unkempt hair cast a shadow over one eye, something both introspective and sensual in his expression.

			
			

			This was an earlier incarnation of Emmett, the young Krishna that Indira had rhapsodized to me about, the lover she had described with the soft mouth and the insistent tongue. This was who he was then when we had talked incessantly about him.

			“He will come, Indira,” I’d reassured her as we’d sat in the rose garden, her face lifted, anxious to detect his approach on the air. 

			He told me he had not come that summer because he had been distracted by something. It had to have been another girl. And Indira, who always compared him to Krishna, the lover of many women, must have suspected that.

			I closed the book.

			When Indira had waited for him and he had not come, I’d been angry but had held my tongue. Still, she’d known and told me that she did not blame him and that the fault lay somewhere else. She had been so sure. “He should contact you, at least,” I’d said. 

			“He should,” she’d said. “It is painful, but it does not change the way I feel. It just makes me want him more.”

			I had told myself, since I’d first discovered it, to avoid the Prima Materia, but I found myself compelled to take it down. Clearly Emmett’s father’s affair had obsessed him. I wanted to look again at the woman, to imagine youthful Emmett looking at her, to imagine what he must have felt, and consider why he’d chosen the words he had to underline.  

			My throat tightened when I located a third photograph between pages closer to the end. His father’s lover lay on a bed, sheets and blanket a raveled mess  beneath her, the picture taken from an angle above and to the side of her. Her head hung over the edge so her face, as in the other pictures, was not visible at all, only her stretched neck and the bottom of her jaw. Her thighs were spread, the ripples of her inner sex exposed.

			The woman was in focus, while the background was blurred. But in that blur, I discerned a framed picture of a man in a suit, hanging on the wall.

			On the page that this picture marked, Emmett had underlined a quote from the Dead Sea Scrolls: 

			Her gates are gates of death. 

			None of those who enter there will ever return. 

			And all who possessed her will descend into the pit.

			Was he damning his father by highlighting these words?

			I slammed the book closed on the picture and sat there a while with a palpitating heart.

			But after a few seconds I opened it again to look at the first two pictures. The first one had been taken in the ballroom. Looking at the second one, it occurred to me where it might have been taken. 
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			I reached the third-floor staircase and ascended halfway.

			What I had perceived as horses’ hooves from below looked different at eye level from the stairs, more like the cloven hooves of a goat. Once I reached the landing, I stood facing the dresser. It was taller than I was by at least two feet and intimidating in close proximity. Squinting and smiling at me through decorative leaves, the life-sized face of the man wearing ram’s horns, a devilish figure that might have repre sented Cernunnos, the Irish Green Man. The naked woman had stood here where I was standing, caressing his cheek. 

			I moved past it and into the front area of the third floor. Furniture congregated in the middle, covered with sheets, the chamber in half light. 

			But it was the rooms behind the closed door that the satyr seemed to be guarding, focusing his wicked smile upon.

			I stepped forward and reached for the doorknob, but it was like touching ice and I quickly withdrew my hand. 

			Unnerved and discouraged, I went down the stairs and noticed the ballroom door ajar. I took a few steps in, and something happened.

			It must have only lasted a fraction of a second, though the impression was such that it felt longer, but when I would think of it later, I was not sure it could have happened at all. The dim room shifted hard in my field of vision and filled with artificial light. A chandelier hanging brightly in place at the ceiling stirred and chimed as if on a breeze. There were people present, but they were only smears of color and movement. A sudden noise of shattering glass caused a woman to yell. 

			I blinked. The chandelier was gone, the room dim and empty. 

			It flashed through my mind that it had been a hallucination, and that some form of extreme migraine might be coming. 

			I walked woodenly toward the door and firmly closed it the way Mr. Cleary had.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 20

			As evening came on, I heard a door somewhere upstairs banging open and closed.

			I climbed the stairs but stopped right before reaching the second floor. 

			The booming reverberated so I felt it on the stair beneath my feet.

			I tried Mr. Quinlan’s number, but no one picked up. I called directory assistance and asked for a phone number for the police in Kildarragh, but when I called, a busy signal sounded. Every few minutes I could hear the door boom closed then slowly creak back open. I kept trying and someone picked up, but the connection was broken.

			I tried Mr. Quinlan once more and this time he answered.

			“I think there might be someone in the house.” I explained that a door on the second floor was banging open and closed.

			“I’ll be there soon, but you shouldn’t worry. It’s windy tonight and the doors in that house misbehave. I doubt an intruder would make that kind of racket.”

			I stood outside half an hour under the porch light before his truck arrived. He jumped out, slamming the door, then stopped just before he reached the two stairs up to the porch and bowed ostentatiously. “Ignatius Fingar Quinlan,” he said, “but you must call me Ig.” He wore a tool belt and held a flashlight at his side. 

			With a closer look at him, I guessed he was in his mid-thirties, though he had a boyish, vaguely mischie vous look to his face and a shock of frizzy, copper-colored hair. When he smiled, one eyebrow raised higher than the other. 

			A hammer hanging from his tool belt kept hitting the side of one thigh as he walked a step or two ahead of me on the stairs to the second floor. When we reached the long hallway, he tried one of the wall switches, but the light did not work. He flicked on the flashlight and swept the cone of light over the walls, flashing it up and down from ceiling to floor. We kept moving closer and closer to the sound of the creaking, which would go silent a moment or two before starting again. 

			“It’s the ballroom,” he said, and we progressed further down the hall.

			He shone the light in, flashing it over the walls and the cracked floor before pulling the door firmly shut. He asked me to hold the flashlight while he took a few things from his tool belt, hammering a hook and eye contraption in place to secure the door closed from the outside. “That’ll do for now.”

			As we headed down the hall, he pointed the light at the door on the study, the room where I had seen the framed image of Emmett’s mother and aunt. “It’s a window in there that often causes noises. Always banjaxed no matter how many times I fix it.”

			“What does banjaxed mean?” I whispered uneasily.

			He held the light to his face, one eyebrow raised. “Broken.” He gave me a wry smile, but I noticed he was trembling. “Let’s go downstairs and have a tipple.”

			As I followed him along the gallery toward the stairs, he stopped when he saw that I’d left the cur tains open in the room where the binoculars were kept. He went in and closed them, the same way Mr. Cleary had.

			[image: ]

			He sighed as we reached the first floor. When we got back to the dining room, he opened a cabinet near the table and poured us each a small glass of whiskey. He drank his down in one swallow. 

			I sipped mine in small burning mouthfuls.  

			He brought the bottle into the big room with the fireplace. “It’s Baltic in here. You’ve got to keep this fire going pretty regularly.” He got on his knees and swept out the ashes, then put in new wood and crushed newspaper, and lit it. 

			When he got up, he dusted off his pants and the fire rose quickly into a blaze. He poured us each a second. “Only the one,” he said and winked at me. He put the bottle down, unhooked his tool belt, and tossed it onto the floor. I sat down on one of the couches and he sat on the opposite one, shooting his head back as he swallowed. 

			A few more sips and my nerves started to quiet.

			“Even if it’s not a window opening, weather gets into the bones of the house and pressure builds. Wood expands and contracts. Houses groan and moan. But this place is creepier than most. I don’t mind being on this floor, but up there,” he pointed to the ceiling, “is no man’s land.”

			Ig told me that in the 1920s, big Anglo-Irish houses like this one were set on fire to retaliate against the occupation. “Many were burned down to the ground, especially in the south. More survived in the north.  This one, though,” he shook his head. “I often think Fitzroy House did not meet its proper fate. It should have been burned down in the twenties.”

			“Eileen at the pub told me about the hanged men from the island and said there was a curse on this house.”

			“Do you know anything about the old Irish art of curses? And when I talk about cursing, I’m not referring to turning the air blue with four-letter words, though Irish-Gaelic has a good long list of those.” 

			He explained that Irish cursing was not to be confused with evil or black magic. It often blended prayers to God, Mary, and the saints. A curse at an innocent person meant nothing and had no power. It only afflicted a guilty party. Cursing was about justice based on supernatural punishment, often at those who stole food or land.

			“At one time in Ireland, nothing was more feared than a really venomous curse. They were something well thought out and artfully spoken, never just out of a sudden impulse. Curses had power because people were terrified of them.” 

			“Ig, what was the curse that the widows leveled at Edgar Fitzroy?”

			“May the Sainted Mother of God and her only Begotten Son unleash unholy wrath on you and the generations that follow. May your house, for as long as it stands, be a place of anguish and iniquity.

			“But my favorite part was: May your instrument of procreation rot and fall off.”

			“Oh!”

			“Edgar Fitzroy died of syphilis.” He winked at me.

			
			

			He sat forward on the couch and sighed as if he was getting ready to get up again. I worried he would leave now that he’d fixed the door and had two shots of whiskey. 

			“So, you’re a gardener, Ig?”

			“I’m a jack of all trades. I do a bit of gardening and a bit of fix-it. I work three days a week at the district’s Registrar Office in Coleraine, sorting and filing local records. Births, marriages, deaths. I am entirely too busy. In the spring and summer months, I’m a tour guide for Dunluce Castle on weekends. And here is what is left of the famous north wall, ladies and gentlemen,” he said gesturing dramatically with one arm, “where the entire kitchen broke off during a storm one night in 1610 and fell into the sea.”

			“That really happened?”

			“Oh yes,” he said, sitting back and crossing one leg over the other. “Pieces were always falling off into the sea.”

			“While people were still living in it?”

			“Yes!”

			“So, it’s a ruin now?”

			“Oh yes. Set on a magnificent promontory overlooking the water.”

			I told him that I thought I saw Mr. Cleary in the pub in Kildarragh.

			“There are other geezers around that look like him.”

			“But I think it was Mr. Cleary. He was sitting back in the shadows, but I heard him speak and I’m pretty sure that was his voice.” 

			
			

			Ig smiled. “Well, maybe Cleary escaped Cork and the missus for a day or two, to come up for a quick slap and tickle, if you catch my drift.”

			“No, I don’t.” 

			“Must have a woman on the side. The man’s an absolute bull, ever at the service of womankind.”

			My face heated. In spite of myself, I smiled. “Really?”

			“I’m dead serious about Cleary. Women love him.”

			“Well, he is a handsome man!” 

			“Ahhhh,” he said. “I’m not sure I should tell him that you said that. But I will if you like. I’m sure he’d be happy to fit you into his schedule.”

			I laughed. 

			The whiskey had relaxed me. I found myself entertained by Ig’s irreverence.

			He must have felt this because his smile deepened and he gave me a sidelong look. “So, are you and Emmett . . . ?”

			“Yes.”

			His eyes shifted from mine to the flames. 

			He shot to his feet.

			“Oh, please don’t go yet,” I said.

			He smiled then nodded once. He reached for the bottle and poured us both another shot.

			“I ride the bike long distances, but I rarely see any of the people who live around here.”

			“This time of the year on the peninsula, everything is done on the quiet.”

			“Why?”

			“This is a Catholic enclave around here, even into Kildarragh, but there’s a lot of the old Pagan rituals still alive. Right now, we’re in the dark part of the  year and people keep to themselves until Imbolc or the feast of Brigid on February first. That marks the change and the lactation of the lambs.”

			“Lambs are born already on February first?” I asked.

			“They call it the lactation of the lambs but really it means the ewes become pregnant around then.”

			“But why would people deliberately avoid other people?”

			“They don’t, really. Just keep more to themselves.”

			I was about to pursue it further when he said, “O’Halloran. A good Irish name but not that common.”

			“Emmett says it means stranger from across the sea. I told him I wasn’t a stranger to Ireland, though.”

			“You can’t put much store in translation of names. Clancy means ruddy warrior, but my friend Dennis Clancy is as pale as the moon and as weak as a firefly.”

			I laughed.

			“And I’ve another friend, Peter Treacy. Treacy’s a name of fortitude and industry, but if work were a bed, Peter would sleep on the floor.”

			I smiled. “You could probably keep going with examples.”

			“I could.”

			He looked at the fire then back at me, one of his feet tapping on the floor. “Funny, isn’t it, the way Americans look for clues in something like that?”

			“Clues about what?”

			“About who you are.”

			“I don’t think that’s what I was doing.”

			“I’m sure, like other Americans, you’ve come here searching for leprechauns and four-leaf clovers.”

			
			

			My throat tightened. I looked back at the fire. “I wouldn’t have bothered you tonight, Ig, if the police had answered their phone.”

			A log dropped in the flames, instigating a shower of sparks.

			“Miss O’Halloran,” Ig said pointedly. I turned and looked at him. He leaned forward. “You don’t ever do that. We don’t want the guards coming around here. This is a quiet, quiet community. The British occupy up here in the north, and the guards work for them.”

			“Well, I’m alone here.”

			“You call me like you did. No guards.”

			“What if you’re not there?”

			“Nothing is going to happen to you here. The wind is the only rabble rouser.”

			“But you don’t really believe that, Ig.”

			“I don’t think you’re in danger. This is a creepy house, and Emmett shouldn’t have left you alone here. There are bed and breakfasts you can stay in in Coleraine.”

			“An old school friend of mine is coming tomorrow.”

			He looked away from me and at the fire. After a silence he spoke. “Listen, I’m sorry what I said about your fellow countrymen, but many of them will try your patience.”

			“I believe that,” I said. My heart raced at the thought of him taking his tool belt and leaving. I reached for a wooden clock on the side table. “This stopped working. Can you fix it?” I asked impulsively.

			“I don’t believe that that thing works at all,” he said.

			“It was working earlier and stopped,” I said.

			
			

			“Was it?” he asked, one brow rising. I thought I detected amusement in his tone. “I’ll have a look, shall I?”

			He took a small screwdriver from his tool belt, sat forward, and began to unscrew the back of the clock, setting the tiny screws on the coffee table.

			I sighed. “My grandmother didn’t trust the border police either. Castlemacross, where she lived, is in the south, but right near the border.”

			“She knew. Your grandmother was a smart woman.” 

			Maybe some of it was the whiskey, but these words sent a gratifying rush of gooseflesh over my shoulders and back. “Right before she died, she mentioned the ships that left from Cobh Harbor for America during the famine.”

			“Yes,” he nodded. “The coffin ships. So many people died on those ships.”

			He had taken the door off the back of the clock and squinted at the inner workings. He removed some small brass piece and laid it carefully near the screws. “Her family, your family, lived through the famine, and surely lost relatives.”

			“She also said that the Blackwater River met the sea at Youghal.”

			“That river must have some significance for her. Do you know what?” 

			“She did say that the name of the town where she grew up on the Blackwater River was changed. She told me the original name but it was a long Irish one. I can’t remember it.”

			“What was your grandmother’s name?”

			
			

			“Siobhan O’Halloran.”

			“Your paternal grandmother.”

			“Maternal.” 

			He looked at me, the little screwdriver poised in the air.

			He didn’t say it, so I did. “My mother didn’t marry.”

			“Was your father an Irishman?”

			“Yes.”

			“And what was his name?”

			“Lorcan Kelleher.”

			His eyes widened. He put the screwdriver carefully down near the clock’s delicate inner workings. “Irish indeed!”

			“What is it?” I asked.

			“There was a Lorcan Kelleher, an insurgent. He eluded the law but eventually was caught. He was imprisoned in Crumlin Jail where he died.” 

			I was silent a moment.

			“But certainly,” he said, “there’s been more than one man with that name wandering the earth.” 

			“The man you describe, Ig, that was him.”

			“I’m sorry. You do know, Violet, don’t you, that your father is considered a great hero?”

			“He is?”

			“Oh, yes. You ask anyone who cares about an independent Ireland, and they’ll know your father’s name and call him a great man. Before that last failed raid, he’d organized a group of successful raids on British military bases and brought in hundreds of training rifles and Bren guns. For three or four years, he armed the resistance. Such a tragedy what happened. The three other men were captured and the guns recovered.  But Kelleher remained at large. He’d fired at and injured an RUC guard.”

			“My grandmother showed me an article about his arrest. I wish I’d kept it. The picture was blurry, but I got a sense of what he looked like.” 

			“I can get some clippings for you,” Ig said as he picked up the screwdriver and returned his attention to the clock. “I have access to all of that in public records.” 

			He asked if I knew my grandmother’s maiden name.

			“I think it was Fogarty.”

			He raised both eyebrows. “And you know what that name means, don’t you?”

			“No.”

			“Exiled.”

			“Oh!”

			“I know some about Irish names and the areas where they originate. It sounds like your grandmother moved in her lifetime. Do you know where her people, your people, originated from?”

			“No.”

			He returned his focus to the clock’s interior.

			“Many of your compatriots come here with idealized notions about their ancestors and about Ireland. Many of them don’t consider that those ancestors were having a rough go of it here and that’s why they emigrated.”

			“All I know is that my ancestors were from near the border somewhere. My mother didn’t talk much about it. Not before we came to Ireland together thirteen years ago, and not after we left. As far as I know for as long as she lived in Ireland, she always lived in the  house in Castlemacross and she did not remember her father. I think she was full of resentment even at the idea of him. He left them when she was four.” 

			“I’m just going to repeat it, Violet. You never call the guards. Don’t think of them as your friends. You call me.”

			“Sounds like you’re rarely at home near your phone.”

			“You caught me tonight, didn’t you?”

			We were quiet awhile as he returned each bit of the clock to its original place and screwed the door back on. “I think you were mistaken about this yoke.” He smiled. “The central mechanism is atrophied. But if there was any hope of it coming back to life, it’s surely gone now!”

			He placed the clock on the coffee table and moved forward on the couch. “You never call the guards,” he said again.

			I followed Ig to the dining area, where he put the whiskey bottle away. He wandered into the connecting anteroom, his eyes settling on the first in the line of marble busts, a maudlin-looking older man. “This is Emmett’s father, John Fitzroy. Can you imagine looking like that and wanting a likeness of yourself done in marble? The narcissism of the overfed!”

			 “I wonder what Emmett’s going to do with all these statues and paintings when he sells this house,” I said.

			“I don’t know that Emmett will sell.”

			“Eileen at the pub doesn’t seem to think so either, but Emmett says he’s seriously considering it.”

			He looked skeptically at me. “We’ll see. He’s been keeping this man waiting, some British baron, I think.  I’m not sure what he’s holding on for. He looks more like a Doherty than a Fitzroy and shows no interest in Anglo-Irish government, so why would he want this old relic of colonialism? Before this current offer there had been another one. Emmett strung that one along for three years until it was eventually withdrawn.”

			“But he did talk about selling.”

			“Well then, maybe he’s ready to do it.” 

			“Ig, was there a big freeze up here a few years back?”

			“No, why?”

			My heart quickened. “Emmett said there’d been a freeze and it caused the water damage on the third floor.”

			He looked at me in silence a moment before he shook his head no.

			“Well, what happened up there?”

			“There is water damage, but it’s been there well over a decade. He won’t have it repaired.”

			“Why not?”

			“He had a cousin, a girl from India, who lived here at one time.”

			My heart paused.

			“I never had a conversation with her,” he went on, “but I remember her.”

			“I knew Indira.”

			He looked hesitant now to go on with his explanation and I asked him to please continue.

			“She’s become a figure of local legend. Sad story, as you know. People say she was trying to swim back to India.”

			I made a face. 

			
			

			“They say she was too canny a creature to live comfortably in this house.” 

			“Well maybe, but she wasn’t trying to swim back to India.”

			“Yes . . . local legend, ironic though, if it was true.”

			“Why ironic?”

			“They say she’s part of what’s wrong with this house.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The flooding that happened on the third floor. It happened the morning she died. They say the pipes were turned off, but the flooding continued.” 

			“But what’s the logic? Why would anyone think that flooding had anything to do with her?”

			He thought a moment then spoke in a measured way. “This is what people say: the roof is intact, the pipes are off, and the water that came in then and apparently continues to come in sometimes, flooding a whole area of the third floor, is sea water.

			“Maybe it’s local legend but I think Emmett believes it. He doesn’t want anyone to fix things up there and he doesn’t want anyone going up.”

			“How do you know that the water . . . is sea water?”

			“A woman who used to work here, Mrs. Ferry, tasted it. Insisted it was sea water.”

			“John at the pub said she was as mad as a box of frogs.”

			“Well there is salt residue in the worst-affected areas.” He shook his head. “But I shouldn’t have breathed a word about it. We Irish like to hear ourselves talk, and I’ve got three shots of fortification in me. Don’t mark what I say as law.”

			
			

			“Three and a half shots,” I said. 

			His face lit up. “Counting, were you?” 

			He continued on to the foyer where he put on his coat and told me to keep the fire going as much as possible. “And keep to the first floor.”

			[image: ]

			If not for the whiskey, I might have been too unnerved to sleep, but it had dulled my senses and knocked me out.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 21

			Peg did not get off the four o’clock train. I stood on the platform, and then it was gone. The conductor told me that the next train came in an hour. 

			I sat in the car with the heat on, the radio turned low as the sky gradually darkened. When I closed my eyes, I fell asleep. 

			I gasped as the passenger door opened. “And you don’t even greet a person?” she said.

			“I’m sorry! So happy to see you!” She looked remarkably the same, small and thin and blond, except her hair was cut very short. “Don’t you look wonderful?”

			“Do you like it?” she asked tilting her head side to side. “I didn’t want the bother, anymore. Very Mia Farrow in Rosemary’s Baby. Did you ever see it?” Before I could answer she said, “The devil plays the lover in that one!” 

			She threw her bag into the backseat. The clock on the dashboard said half past six. 

			“And look at your own hair, down to your bloody waist. Aren’t we a pair of opposites?” 

			As we drove along the isolated north road in utter darkness, only the headlights for guidance, she gabbed in the way I remembered her gabbing. I only half heard the reason she had missed the first train, things about her job at a shipyard plant. Some kind of secretarial work, I think. It was more her inflections I listened to, keeping my eyes on the road, and smiling or nodding at everything she said, giving a laugh when it felt warranted, and that seemed to be enough for her. She  was full of steam, and it struck me that she seemed so unchanged. 

			At some point she asked me why I had ended up coming back to Ireland and I explained how I had met Emmett at a party and that we had gotten involved with each other, and that he would be coming in another few days. She reacted to this with a harsh silence, before changing the subject, talking about some argument between two women earlier at her job.

			[image: ]

			The inside of the house took her breath away. I couldn’t tell if she was more amazed or horrified.

			She dropped her canvas bag as we stepped from the foyer into the front room. She opened an old pianola and touched one key. A single wavering note held the air and faded.

			“An Anglo-Irish stronghold for certain,” she said as she banged the top of the instrument closed. “They put themselves in bloody castles while the rest of us live like pigs.”

			She cast an uneasy look at the stairway as we passed it, and the suits of armor above on the balcony. “Bloody medieval,” she muttered.
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			We sat before the fire laughing and drinking whiskey, talking about the nuns. 

			“And the priests! Remember Father Leland O’Toole?”

			“Oh my gosh! I haven’t thought of him for years. What was it we called him?” I asked.

			“Littlest Toole.”

			
			

			We bent forward with laughter. “Remember Father Boyle, Violet! His name was on that plaque on the wall in the reception area. It said Father L. M. Boyle. We kept trying to think of what L. M. stood for and you came up with something great!”

			“Lance My. Lance My Boyle!”

			More laughter.

			Though I remembered the names suddenly and with surprise, I could not see the faces at all or remember the voices. For me, St. Dymphna’s had been a world of only women, and the occasional unshaven bishop, passing through. The priests had been ineffectual. The statues of the Holy Mother and the saints displaying their wounds had exerted more force on my imagination than those priests had. They had droned in the background, formless as the dribbled wax of altar candles.

			“And that science teacher who had a face like a salmon! You came up with a good one for her, too. What was her name?”

			“Ida Lynch Burr. I’d like to lynch her!”

			“One of those holier-than-thou girls told us we acted like a pair of adolescents,” she said.

			“And you said, we are adolescents, you stupid cow!” 

			After I said this, I felt how hard I was straining to match her jubilance. 

			Her presence made my ache for Indira more acute. 

			After Sunday Mass one day, we’d seen a woman pushing a sad-faced man in a wheelchair. It was windy and the blanket on his lap flew up and a shock had sparked through me when I saw that the man had no legs. As we had passed them, Peg had sung in a jolly  voice, quiet but loud enough for them to hear her: “Oh no I was not drunk or blind, when I left me two fine legs behind, but cannonball on fourth of May, swept me two fine legs away.”

			The man had turned his head in our direction, and I had stared off away. She elbowed me and I had strained to laugh, but it was hollow, and she had felt it and had been short with me after that. Peg was easy to hurt or offend, and she’d get mean and hold a grudge for hours. “I hope your torso is eaten by bedbugs,” she said to me later that day. She made a hateful face. At such times I had felt myself holding even harder to her, afraid to lose her, even as I’d missed Indira. 

			“And they closed the school! I was told that no one was sending their daughters there, and no nuns joining the order!”

			“Not the reasons it’s gone,” she said. 

			I thought she was about to mention Indira’s death when she said, “The nuns were hiding insurgents.”

			“What?”

			“We knew something was wrong with that shifty-eyed bishop who smoked so much. Always a little tipsy. Before you came there’d been others. After he was gone, I remember the cassock hanging outside with the nuns’ wash, waiting for the next fugitive. I heard the whole story from one of the girls who was there the following year. The nuns claimed innocence, but the school was eventually closed. I got no small bit of satisfaction out of learning about that, believe me, after being booted out the way we were.”

			
			

			“I can’t believe it,” I said, reaching for the cigarettes, offering her one and lighting it for her. We’d both had a lot to drink at that point.

			“And that door in the lower basement. That was kept open deliberately so fugitives could come in for shelter in the middle of the night.”

			Before I could say anything about this, she changed the subject. “Ancient history!” She released a mouthful of smoke. “Let’s talk about more interesting things. There was a bloke,” she said. “I was engaged, but I broke it off. He bored me.” She took another drag and blew it in the air above her.

			She gazed at me and for a moment didn’t breathe. I was wary of mentioning Emmett again. 

			“I’m sure that you have had your share of silver-tongued charmers. But probably, just like me, none of them were even close to what you once had with a bloke named Michael Kilmichael.” 

			“No, how could they have been?” If I hadn’t been drunk, if I hadn’t felt the old dynamic on the air present between us, maybe I wouldn’t have said it. 

			She laughed. “What man on earth could ever live up to Michael Kilmichael? We set ourselves up for future disappointment with that virile creature.”

			My face felt hot. 

			“The devil himself,” she said. “I still have the letter.”

			“I’m surprised.” 

			“Of course I do. It’s easy to hide a letter between the pages of a prayer book. I would never part with it.” Her eyes deepened on me. “I have it with me.” 

			I felt a tightening at my solar plexus. 

			
			

			Often, Peg had referred to him as “Michael Kilmichael, from Tullamore, County Offaly.”

			“I used to think it was Irish slang, that to say someone was from County Offaly meant that they were an awfully nice figure of a person.”

			She almost spilled her drink. “Jayz,” she mimicked in a high-pitched voice. “That bloke is from County Offaly for sure!”

			I tried to match the convulsions of her laughter.

			“Ahh, we were bad, Violet, weren’t we?”

			“Sister Corley didn’t know what to do with us!”

			“Dolin’ out the punishments . . .” she said. 

			She had been punished worse than I had. 

			Peg face down on the cold chapel floor, arms stretched out to represent the crucifix. 

			She looked past my shoulder into the dark of the room beyond me as if something was there. I looked behind me. When I turned back she was rummaging in her purse.

			“I’m not staying upstairs somewhere, am I?” 

			“No, on this floor. There are two other beds in the room I stay in. Three beds in a row like in our old room at St. Dymphna’s.”

			“Well, I thought you might try to station me up there, so I could protect you against anything that might try to creep down the stairs.” 

			“For Christ’s sake, Peg, don’t say things like that.” 

			“I thought you’d brought me here to protect you, little Violet. Little shrinking Violet, who is five inches taller than I am. “

			“You’re tiny but fierce.” 

			
			

			“I’m fierce but I am also drunk. I’d like to get some sleep. Lord, clothe me in the clothes of innocence.” It was the old prayer we had been made to say when we changed chastely into our nightgowns at St. Dymphna’s. She mugged a pious face and made the sign of the cross. 

			I walked her to the bedroom and put her bag down at the foot of the bed furthest into the room. 

			“Ha! What a set-up!” she said. “Like our old room in the dormitory.” 

			I told her I’d be in soon, that I had to wash the glasses and plates and turn off the lights.

			“I’ll sleep like warm death,” she said, “but if you need me, just scream bloody murder and I’ll wake up and rescue you.”
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			When I came in, she was in the middle bed, not the one near the wall, huddled under the blankets on her side, her back to me. I tiptoed and settled myself into my own bed as silently as I could. But instead of putting my head on the pillow, I rose onto one elbow and gazed at her in the low light of the oil lamp. 

			After Peg mentioned that door in the convent basement, I remembered that we’d found it blowing open and closed the night we’d gone down there to smoke. In the morning I would ask her about the chain of events before our expulsion. 

			When we’d seen the silhouette on the dark beach falling down on the sand, I had told Peg I was going to Sister Corley, but she had pleaded with me not to. She was terrified that her father would be contacted if she got into any kind of trouble. I said I would tell  Sister Corley that I went down alone to the beach, but Peg reminded me that we had been seen by several girls leaving the dormitory that night. For a while I had agreed. My foot was hurting from having fallen, trying to chase the figure in the darkness, so she’d helped me limp up the stairs to our room, but when we were there getting ready for bed, panic had shaken me. I said that I had to tell someone. She stopped me at the door, squeezed my arms and made me promise to wait there, that she would only be a minute or two. She slipped from the room and when she came back, she was breathless and told me that she had gone to the Lamb of God dormitory and had seen Indira crossing the hallway going into her room in her nightgown. I said that I was going myself to be sure and she said that Sister Anne had come just as she was leaving and had demanded that she go back to Infant of Prague and get herself to bed.

			“Are you sure it was Indira?”

			“I’d know that black braid anywhere,” she’d said.
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			Peg shifted slightly and I heard her breathe.

			I looked at the naïve watercolors of the two women I’d left on the floor facing the wall. I still had not hung them again. 

			The house was quiet around Peg. I could think of her now as I had sometimes at school, as a kind of anchor that held me to the surface of the crude, mundane world. I would sleep deeply. How splendid it would be to surrender fully to my exhaustion.

			I sighed. Lying down and closing my eyes, I felt a sensation of tiny needles moving over one side of my  scalp, one of the harbingers of a coming migraine. Falling asleep, I half dreamed of a headache suspended on the air above me, like a waiting storm gathering intensity, spitting the occasional electron.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 22

			Morning light came through the narrow opening between the brown velvet curtains. Peg was up already, her bed still unmade. Very faintly, I could hear the radio playing in the kitchen. She was fine, probably opening tins, helping herself to everything. It would be all right if I slept a little more and when I turned from my side onto my back, I saw that the two pictures were hanging and they were facing each other. It bothered me a little that she’d taken that liberty. 

			Just a little longer, I thought as I closed my eyes.
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			I had heard the soft knock on the bedroom door but thought it was part of my dream. When I opened my eyes, Peg had pulled one of the curtains a very small bit open so a ribbon of white morning light spilled in on the floor and over my blankets. She sat on the edge of my bed looking down at me, holding an envelope. 

			“Stay where you are, Ellen dear,” she said.

			My heart sped at the name Ellen, and the controlled tone of her voice.

			“Ellen, my dear, I’m sorry to wake you. A letter has come for you. It’s from him, Michael Kilmichael.”

			She was initiating the old game. I gaped at her. She said, with a rush of authority, that she was going to read it to me. 

			All my pulses quickened, and if I had not seen that little tremor on her upper lip, if in the morning light, I had not seen tiny lines radiating around her eyes and  from the corners of her mouth, would I have thought we were sixteen again?

			I bolted up in bed. “You’re daft!” I said, borrowing one of her phrases and laughing as if it was a joke.

			Her face went crimson. She feigned laughter, got up stiffly, and said she was having me on. She was going to make some coffee. “Thought I’d give you a good shock to wake you up!” She put the letter in one of her bags at the foot of her bed and left the room. When her footsteps were distant, I got the letter from her bag and stood there looking at it.

			It had been a long time since I’d thought about that letter and the secret game the two of us had played. It was something I’d buried under the surface, something that felt like a distant, unsettling dream. 

			The first time she’d read the letter to me, stolen from her neighbor, we had hooted with laughter. She changed the signature on the bottom from Johnny to Michael Kilmichael. She had been at the Lunasa festival in Tullamore the previous August when a young man by that name had won at both the horse racing and the hurling and was crowned king of the harvest. She described him as dark-haired and substantial in build, not too tall, but tall enough. “He has the thighs of Atlas himself.”

			The second time, and all the subsequent times she would read me the letter, she’d instructed me to lie down. She would sit on the edge of my dormitory bed, my eyes fluttering as I struggled to keep them closed. It was no longer funny.

			“What lovely stationery,” she would whisper and softly extract and unfold the page. Then she would  read. “Ellen, my dear, I’ll never forget the look of you stripped down to your satin panties.”

			She would stop reading a moment holding the letter before her, wait for me to ask if there was more. 

			“Yes there is more. Do you want me to read it?”

			My breathing would change at this point. I’d struggle to quiet it, to control it. It had sounded uneven. “Yes.”  

			“All day today I have been wishing it was still going on. I can barely hold my horses until Tuesday.”

			Silence.

			“The rest is shocking.”

			I was supposed to ask her again to go on reading, and when I would she would read, “I will never forget that impatient moment when I finally penetrated you.” 

			This was where Peg had always lifted the blanket, her hand hovering between my legs just above my nightgown or my uniform skirt, but lightly, almost touching so I could feel the warmth of its nearness to the flannel or the wool. I remembered that particular friction, little sparks between my clothed body and her warm, naked hand. The nerves would let go. I would usually stop shaking and allow myself to feel pleasure. 

			“Michael Kilmichael,” I would say softly, and always when I had, it seemed to complicate and intensify everything.

			Peg had gone on reading in a soft voice that sometimes broke, betraying her excitement. “I penetrated you that night and broke you for riding, my girl.”

			I remembered hating that sentence, feeling demeaned by it and confused because it had also excited me. Now Peg’s hand would graze softly against me,  moving very lightly, the pulse in my groin intensifying. For as long as I could, I had to try not to move. I had wanted to grab her hand and press it harder against me, but I was not supposed to. Still, I’d reach impulsively for it.

			“No,” she said firmly.

			“Please,” I whispered.

			“If you move, dear Ellen, I won’t read the rest.”

			“I won’t move.” 

			“All night that night, I jogged you like a mare.”

			An intense storming of sparks.

			“Round and round the room, we did it everywhere. And on Tuesday . . .” She paused. “I will fuck you . . .” She leaned close and said it softer, “and fuck you.” The softer her voice, the harder the pulsing. “And then, if that’s not enough, you horny little thing, I will fuck you again.”

			In our dormitory room there had been a picture of the Holy Ghost turning bread into Eucharist. While she read, hovering near me, I had sometimes stared past her and looked at it. The Holy Ghost had no eyes. There was just a bird with barely a face, a chalice, bread, and light. Peg had originally presented the game to me this way: we were supposed to take turns being the one to read the letter, but it had ended up that I always had to be Ellen and she had always been the nameless friend who read the letter to me. She could have had a turn at being Ellen but she hadn’t wanted it. She liked her role more. While I’d been broken down to my basest self, writhing before her, she remained safe and still. She had retained a certain steadiness that I had given away each time we’d done this. Maybe Peg had  not wanted to be the one who was touched. Maybe she could not bear being that vulnerable.

			Once, maybe the second or third time we’d done this, something happened to me, something I’d never experienced before: contractions and a sense of breaking apart into a million glistening particles. I’d moved against her hand and she had not stopped me then because she knew I was beyond control. She had known what was happening, even though I hadn’t. I had been both in my skin and outside of it. As I had returned to myself, I’d looked at her. Her lips were pressed tight together and her eyes glimmered as if she was holding back amusement. She burst suddenly into quiet, convulsive laughter and a heavy wave of shame overtook me.

			I had sat up and pushed her away. I told her I hated her. Her eyes widened and she’d gone serious. She apologized but it had taken hours for me to accept.

			Though we would play the game more times after that, I would never reach another climax, mostly because I could not forget the humiliation she’d made me suffer, but also because the experience itself had unmoored and overwhelmed me. The sensation had been so intense. I remembered the contractions as a force I had no control over, like being taken on a rip tide and carried off. 

			But I still wanted something out of the game, which is why I continued to play it after that. There were times I wished that Peg would be vulnerable again as she had been that day in the garden when she’d cried, but she was always casual and aloof after reading me  the letter, careful not to laugh at me. And I was always left in a vague aftermath of shame.

			But then I began to do something else when we played the game. At a certain point in the reading of the letter I stopped hearing Peg and went through a side door in myself, traveling away from the dismal dormitory room and to the cove in the Cliffs of Mullroy, where Ishta Devta, Indira’s beloved Krishna, waited for me.
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			At night Peg had slept deeply and well, while I had often lain on my side facing away from her bed, stifling angry tears. I wondered if her laughing at me that time had been her way of paying me back for having seen her in so much pain over her father. She had been humiliated when she’d first arrived back early from the Christmas holiday. But after the climax, I carried around all the humiliation for the two of us.

			[image: ]

			Peg was different now. I had sensed it the night before, how mightily she worked to present this tough confidence. Just tiny flashes when something would change in her face, as if she was getting tired of all the work. Maybe she had also been doing that when we were young, but I had not been able to see it. She was beaten down a bit now, more surrendered, a small, almost undetectable twitch present on one side of her upper lip. Why would she hold so hard to this letter, to this old game? 

			[image: ]

			
			

			And then I remembered that Peg made the mistake of whispering the letter to me in the dark of the room one night. We had listened carefully to our roommate Mary Clair’s breathing, to be sure she was asleep. Afterwards, though, we could not hear her breathing at all and wondered if she was awake, and if she was, at what point had she awakened?

			Girls were afraid of Peg, so no one said anything directly to her, but when I was alone, there were whispers and giggles. A girl came up to me in a hallway one day and said, “I can hardly hold my horses until Tuesday.” 

			Three other girls covered their mouths as they burst into laughter.
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			I found Peg with her back to me in the room with the piano, eyeing one of the few whimsical trinkets in Fitzroy House, a small figure of a harlequin standing with one leg on a ball, arms wide, the other leg up in the air behind him. I wondered if she might still be a kleptomaniac.

			“Thanks for making coffee,” I said.

			She jumped slightly and turned.

			I had brought a mugful into the room and sat. I asked her to tell me about her job. She shrugged, drifting self-consciously before paintings and carved figures. She would not look directly at me. 

			“You know, this is a morning room,” she said in an instructive tone of voice, edged with admonishment. “The windows face east. You are supposed to open these curtains in the morning.” She pulled one of  the curtains partly open and a flood of morning light broke up the shadows, the air rushing with tiny motes.

			After going to the kitchen to put my cup away, I found her at the foot of the stairs to the second floor looking up. I’d been waiting, since she’d gotten here, for her to ask for a tour of the upstairs. 

			“Did you want to go up and see some of the second floor?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “God no.”
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			We walked down to the beach. It was mild and brilliantly sunny, barely any wind on the water, the island across the way wild with birds. 

			“I’m going to collect some shells,” she said. I followed after at a distance. 

			“Whose is that?” she called out to me. The old boat with the peeling blue paint was lying, back to the sky, close down near the water. I said I didn’t know. 

			She said that the sea was very still today and she could row that short distance to the island alone, but the two of us rowing together could make good time. “I always wanted to go over there,” she said pointing to the island. “That’s Inis Naneane. It means the isle of the birds.”

			“But I don’t know who the boat belongs to,” I said.

			“Boats lying on a beach are there to be borrowed.”

			Emmett and Indira had gone in such a boat to the island together.

			We turned it over, maneuvered it down to the water, and got in. She instructed me impatiently as we rowed. She pointed out the different birds, sheldrakes, puffins, sea terns. Once we had beached the boat on  the rocks of the island, she stepped out easily, but much to her exasperation I had trouble, and stepping on something slimy, fell forward, kicking the boat and unmooring it from its precarious place in the rocks, sending it adrift. 

			Peg, soaked to the thighs, managed to retrieve the boat as it lifted and dropped slightly on the water. “Christ, Violet!” she said.

			Once it was secured, she shot me a peeved look and went off separately. 

			The island felt much bigger than it looked from the shore. I walked around slowly, taking in the rocky rises and falls, patched here and there in wild grass, a place with no trees, just rocks and the sea. I scaled a rough pathway to the top of a craggy cliff where I could see areas of the island below, stretches of wild field. The land dipped into a kind of basin where there were remnants of houses, now only ruins. Rocks formed natural walls against harsh winds. 

			Turning around, I could see Fitzroy House on the top of the hill across the water, and looking to the east I could see that arm of Scottish land, which must have been the Mull of Kintyre.

			I walked down to the area where we had beached the boat and around until I found the wall-like structure I had seen through the binoculars, part of a ruin. What remained was formed of un-mortared stones covered in lichen, some of it green, some of it gray now in winter. It was eclipsed partially from an inland view by the rising shelf-rock inhabited and circled by hundreds of sea birds. 

			
			

			I stepped through what had once been a doorway, grass growing from between the stones, into a large open area with big portions of its roof missing, and immediately saw a hole with a black decrepit grill over it, and the remains of a fire.

			I stuck my head through a broken area of wall and could see Fitzroy House across the water. This had to be where the silhouettes had moved near the flames. Deeper in, I found four or five earthen rooms still mostly intact, doorways leading into the dark. In some areas under bits of broken roof, there were puddles and mud.

			I ventured deeper until I was moving in complete blackness, my arms and hands reaching before me, feeling my way as I had seen Indira do. Soon I was assaulted by cold fetid odors of damp and clay, wet stone, and bats. I detected an obstruction before me, something that raised all my senses, the darkness emitting a frequency. The smell changed suddenly, something metallic, not the odor of a light metal but of a heavy one: black iron. I took a hesitant step forward and moved my arms around until one hand slapped against something hard and so cold it burned. I pulled my hand away, but then returned it carefully and felt something long and rounded and hard—the barrel of a gun. I kept feeling. Dozens of them, maybe more than that, in a pile. It was almost as if I could see them, though I was completely blind, hundreds of them, emitting their frequencies and their chthonic darkness. Standing absolutely still, I thought of Lorcan Kelleher, unseen and still unknown, but for the flash of a moment visceral, solid, with me there in the humid cold.

			
			

			I retreated and moved back into the light. Something gleamed near the ashes. I stood awhile staring at it. A bullet. I picked it up, shocked by the weight of it. I looked at it then pushed it aggressively, deep into the ashes. I was about to leave but stopped when I remembered a battered-looking bullet in my grandmother’s kitchen drawer among loose keys and coins. When I’d asked her about it, she’d said it was a keepsake, that it had once been fired but had missed its target. I pressed her to explain. “A bullet that has been shot in the name of a good cause is lucky, like a rabbit’s foot.”  

			I turned around and retrieved the bullet, wiping the ashes off on my jeans. This one did not look as if it had been shot, but I decided to claim it as my own. I put it into my pocket.
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			When I stepped out of the ruin, Peg was just coming around from another side of the island. 

			“You don’t go into places like that!” she shouted. “A wall could cave in and fall on you.” She shook her head and mumbled something. 

			“I’m sorry about the boat earlier,” I said, walking in her direction. “Your clothes look almost dry, though.” 

			“Half an hour ago, the sun was strong enough to split stones,” she said, looking up at the sky where clouds were now gathering.

			“Peg,” I said. 

			She froze as if bracing for something.

			“Can you tell me everything that happened the night Indira died?”

			
			

			At the sound of Indira’s name her face opened strangely, losing its contours.

			She watched the screeching birds as they circled the Skellig. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 23

			Clouds quickly gathered over the island and the wind blew harder. She said that we needed to go back, that it was going to pour. 

			The water churned and the row back was more difficult, but we managed it with effort and returned the boat where we’d found it.

			We got back to the house just as a belt of rain broke across the sky. 

			I went in the kitchen, heated soup, and put out bread and cheese on the large dining room table.

			I ate my soup while she sat staring at hers, her face pale. 

			“So you brought me here to accuse me of Indira Sharma’s death.”

			“No, I didn’t.”

			“What do you want, then?”

			“You told me you’d seen her in the hall that night getting ready for bed.”

			“Does it matter now?” she asked calmly.

			“If it was a lie, just say it. Tell me it was a lie.”

			“It was a lie. But you already know that, so why are you asking me?”

			“I don’t remember clearly. I went back to New York never really clear about everything that happened. I want you to help me fill in the blanks.”

			She picked up her spoon and turned it in the light, then set it firmly back down. “What is it you don’t remember?”

			
			

			“I remember after we smoked the cigarette, we went back upstairs to our room. You went to Lamb of God and came back and reassured me that Indira was there and not on the beach. I remember being outside again and running, but I can’t quite place that in time. And some of what I remember is so strange I don’t know if it’s real. One thing that I do remember clearly is Sister Corley talking to the two of us in our room about Indira’s drowning.”

			She furrowed her brow at me as if she couldn’t figure out what I was referring to. “No! No!” she said, shaking her head. 

			She traced things back to the night it had happened. The nuns had been patrolling the halls looking for Indira, who had not gone to bed. They’d made extra head checks in all the rooms, shining the flashlight over each girl. “When I got up to go to the loo, I saw Sister Beatrice in the hallway. She asked if I had seen Indira. I said no. You were asleep during all of that. You must have woken up later, in the middle of the night, and gone outside.”

			Running on the sand in the dark, my foot aching. 

			“You almost drowned, Violet. You don’t remember that?”

			“I was told that, and I remember parts of it.”

			Suspended under the water in darkness, the moon appears above.

			“The guards were out searching for Indira. Sister Killian and some other nuns also went out searching. They drove along the road that looked down on the beach, but it was dark. They didn’t know you were gone, too. You’d been accounted for during all the  head checks, so they knew you hadn’t left the school with her. I can’t believe you don’t remember.” 

			The inside of my chest felt cold. “I remember parts of it. I remember being in the water.”

			“You were in the infirmary for four days after that. You almost died of pneumonia.”

			When she said the word infirmary the smell of antiseptic overcame me. I remembered the harsh starchiness of the sheets, the gruffness of the infirmary nun as she’d moved me about the bed, changing the sheet or my nightgown. 

			“There was a rumor that you were going to die. But then word was that you were getting better. I was frustrated because I kept trying to see you. After Indira was found drowned, lots of questions were being asked of all the girls. I told you that girls had seen us leave the dormitory floor that night when we went down to the beach to smoke. Two of those girls followed us and saw us go through that basement door. I was forced to admit to Sister Corley that you and I had gone out there that night. She asked if we had seen Indira on the beach and I said no. I was worried you would say yes when you were well enough to be asked. She wanted to know why you went out there in the middle of the night and I told her that you had heard that Indira was missing from her bed and had gone out to look.”

			“I remember Sister Corley in our room. And you were there.”

			“That wasn’t our room,” she said irritably. “It was the infirmary. Before she came, I snuck in there. I asked you if you had told anyone that we had seen  Indira that night and you said you hadn’t. Do you remember that?”

			“Vaguely.”

			“I told you to say we had not seen her on the beach. I made you promise and you did. And then Sister Corley came in. She ate the head off me for being there. She made me leave the room, but I stood and listened outside the door.

			“When she asked if we had seen Indira down there that night even after you promised me you would say no, you said yes, that we had seen her. She asked why you hadn’t come and told someone that she was down there and you started blubbering and said that you had wanted to. That made it clear to her that I had stopped you. You may as well have just said I held you back from telling. She knew I was on thin ice with my father. I do blame you, Violet, for what happened to me after that. If you had just said we hadn’t seen her. We were never sure it was Indira.”

			“I was sure. And you were sure, too.”

			Peg stared past me. After a silence, she said that she had been shipped off to St. Bartholomew’s, a terrible place outside Belfast. “I may just as well have been confined to Crumlin prison, as my father had always said I should be.”

			“And we were expelled for not telling Sister Corley that we’d seen Indira?”

			“That’s not why!”

			“For sneaking out and smoking on the beach?”

			“No, but both things were the start of everything.” For having lied to Sister Corley, Peg said she’d been  made to lie prostrate on the cold chapel floor for the rest of the day. 

			“After news of Indira’s death, girls kept whispering that deaths always happen in threes. It was expected that you would be number three. But then one of the girls heard that you were better so everyone was afraid that they would be next. A group of girls sat in the chapel near where I had to lie on the floor. I heard them whispering, saying that you and I were somehow involved in Indira’s death, that we had probably lured her down there and left her on her own, and that in the morning maybe you had felt guilty and went out to find her.

			“They were in a great bake about the two of us. We’d become the enemy. There was even mention that you and I were in some way responsible for Sister Gerard’s death.”

			“Sister Gerard’s death?” I asked incredulously.

			“They were all shaken up about two deaths so close together. But we actually had not been expelled for going out on the beach that night. And I wasn’t even going to get expelled for lying to Sister Corley. I had pleaded with her not to tell my father and she had taken pity on me and said she wouldn’t.”

			“Why then?”

			She averted her eyes from mine and a rush of scarlet infused her cheeks. “It was Michael Kilmichael’s fault. Some of the girls broke down and told Sister Corley about the whispering, the breathing. The filthy words.”

			Right before my mother had hit me across the face while driving to the Belfast airport, she had accused  me of having been expelled for shameful behavior. I remembered it now. That word shameful in my mother’s mouth had always made my stomach cave in on itself. It had always been a word she’d used to refer to bad behavior by women and girls. When I was eleven or twelve the word took on a sickening shimmer of sex. And she had also used it before we’d come to Ireland when she had accused me, unjustly, of loose behavior with boys.

			To the nuns, as to my mother, lies and disobedience were considered venial sins. Anything of a sexual nature was of a darker, more dangerous order, bordering on mortal sin.

			“Those girls would never have turned on us and told about that. We weren’t the only girls in the school with little secrets like that. But you always gang up on the underdog. Don’t you know that about human nature, Violet? If you had just said we hadn’t seen Indira on the beach, there’d have been no focus on us and none of that would have happened!” 

			We sat in tense silence a few minutes.

			“I didn’t tell you, Peg, but Indira lived in this house.”

			Her eyes widened. 

			“She lived here from the time she was nine. The room we slept in last night was her room.”

			Any irritability that had been there moments before vanished. She looked around nervously and stood up. She said she was getting her things.
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			I was alone again in the house. Peg had been uncharacteristically quiet the entire way, as I’d driven her to the station. 

			
			

			When I went into my room, I saw an envelope leaning against my pillow. As I approached, I saw my name written on it in Indira’s spidery penmanship. The air around me rang in concentric waves.

			For an extended moment, I was afraid to touch it, believing that Indira had placed it there herself while I’d been driving Peg. But the envelope was worn, old, and I understood. 

			If it had once been sealed, Peg had opened it. It was a long message and some of the writing ran together, one sentence partially overlapping another, but not so badly that I could not decipher the words. 

			Come to vespers tonight. I must tell you what I tried to tell you before. Something that should never happen to anyone has happened to me, Violet. I have been struggling to understand, but maybe there is nothing to understand from this and if there is I am sure it is only you who can help me understand it. There is no one but you I would ever tell because there is such shame in it and such deep betrayal. I can only tell someone who loves me and you are that person who loves me. I believe you still do love me. I need to tell you. I have been bearing this too long alone.

			My heart moved sideways in my chest. I felt cold all over and began to sweat, in a kind of panic as if there was something I should do now if only I knew what it was, some action I should take. 

			
			

			I could not remember how many days passed after Indira and I had briefly reunited at vespers, before she’d drowned. Had I tried again to go to her there?  In any case, on that particular night that she’d wanted me to come, I had not known, and I had not gone. There was no way to know when exactly the note had been written but it must have been near the end, possibly right before the night she died. The envelope had likely been left in my cubby. Indira might have employed one of the first-year girls to put it there, and Peg had taken it out and kept it from me. 

			A dark revulsion spread deep in my gut. If I had gotten that note, nothing would have stopped me from seeing Indira. Maybe what happened that night would not have happened. I heard static within my own head, my throat and jaw hard as lead. With shaking hands, I put the note carefully back in its envelope and laid it on the bed. I walked through the house not sure what to do with the rage and the helplessness. 
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			I drove to the Cliffs of Mullroy, the sun appearing now and then from behind clouds. I parked on the road and navigated the steep upper beach through sea grass, falling a few times as I descended. 

			The mild sunlight sparkling on the water hurt my eyes. When I covered them with my hands the memory came back to me easily, as if it had never been gone: I was running and it was dark. The moon was behind clouds, and I could not see. I screamed Indira’s name, but the thundering tides swallowed the sound.

			Her head and shoulders, like the silhouette of a seal, had risen from a high wave in the darkness. I had  rushed toward the water, and it pulled me under into the cold. After a protracted struggle with tumultuous waves in which I managed a few times to surface and breathe, I bumped against her in the water. 

			I grabbed onto her and we went under before the water lifted us and we broke the surface. She gasped for breath, choking and coughing as I held tight to her, struggling to pull her toward the shore. But then the water turned hard and we went under again. Two more times I managed to bring us back to the surface for breath and progress a little closer to shore before being pulled under again. The thought came to me that I had to let go of her and maybe each of us could surface on our own, but she was losing energy. She seemed not to be trying any longer and I was afraid to release her. Still I worried that my efforts were making things worse for her. I kicked my legs spasmodically, struggling to make us rise. All the while, the moon was above us and I could see Indira’s face going slack. 
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			We are on the sand. It is still dark as the tide rushes hard over us, moving inland. My brain is burning, the cold having turned it to ice. I struggle as I lie beside Indira to make her slender arm, impossibly heavy, wrap around me, but it’s numb and uncooperative, surrendering instead to the drive of the returning tide, which takes it from my grasp and distends it. I know now that she is dead. 

			I bury my face against her neck and cling to her. 

			
			

			Part III
Indira

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 24

			I bent forward at the kitchen sink rinsing my face of dried tears and sand. I had shut off the water and stood there in a daze. The end of a news program out of Belfast, something about a failed IRA raid on a British military barracks sounded at low volume on the radio. One man had been shot and taken into custody. 

			I was about to turn the radio off when the kitchen faucet started running by itself, a steady rush of water as if someone had turned the nozzle. With a stab of fear I stared at it, feeling no urge to try and turn it off. I sensed someone behind me, and fear made me freeze, unable to take my eyes off the running water. The presence felt female and soft. The air seemed to carry a myriad of fragrances, something like wax, white wax, almost too delicate a smell to be detected. She moved closer behind me and I remained paralyzed, staring at the soft rushing stream of water. The fragrance faded, replaced by a vague, somehow more familiar smell, but so ephemeral I had no time to try and place it.  

			I turned, but no one was there. I stood with my back to the counter watching the doorway, but I could no longer feel the presence. The water quieted. When I looked, the faucet was only dripping. I fumbled as I switched off the radio, and stood without breathing, listening so hard my ears hurt. 

			“Why am I afraid in this house, Indira?” I asked quietly. “I know it’s you I feel here. I don’t want to be afraid.”

			
			

			I left the kitchen and moved slowly into the anteroom. 

			Daylight had begun to wane, the shadows had gradually shifted. 

			I went into my room, retrieved the black silk scarf, and tied it around my eyes.

			“Where are you?” I pleaded, moving slowly through the rooms, touching the walls, the furniture. 
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			Still wearing the scarf around my eyes, I lay back on Indira’s slender bed, the brown velvet curtains drawn at the window. I held the envelope from her against my heart.

			As I descended toward sleep, the presence I’d felt earlier vivified on the air. I heard someone shift on the other bed and then Indira’s voice, her words casting a quiet echo. “What is your favorite of the four elements, Violet?” 

			My heart quickened. I did not move, but quiet tears filled my eyes, dampening the blindfold.

			“You told me once that your favorite was water,” I said.

			“No, my favorite has always been air.”

			“Why?”

			“Oh, Violet! You know why,” she said with tender admonishment. “Air carries everything: sound and smell. And it carries our thoughts. Things materialize on air, and they disappear on air. And when people feel emotions, the air reacts by sending out waves.” 

			She told me that in Hinduism there were dozens of levels to air, lower and higher, in the afterlife. She was speaking to me in that tone of instruction she some times had, and I surrendered now to what was happening, though tears kept coming and soaking the black silk scarf. I allowed her voice to soothe me. “Swarg, where my father existed for a time, is one of the higher atmospheres, a vacation, a rest before joining again the cycle of rebirth.” She said that for years after his death he could still affect matter, open a window or a door, change the temperature of a room. She said that sometimes still she could feel his tenderness on the air around her. 

			I wanted to ask her what it was she had so badly wanted to tell me, but I was afraid of breaking whatever spell had brought her here. 

			“Water is sacred,” she said. “But maybe air is the most sacred element, and the most mysterious.”
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			For hours that night I sat in the living room holding Indira’s note, looking a long time at my name written in her light, elongated letters. In the dim lamplight, the word seemed to undulate, to move sometimes like a frail insect across the paper. 

			I stared up at the suits of armor and knew they were standing guard over a secret.

			Whatever she’d needed to tell me hadn’t been about St. Dymphna’s. It had something to do with this house. 
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			At dawn I went upstairs to the third floor.

			I avoided looking at the horned man, but felt him aware of me. It struck me that in order for Emmett’s father to have gotten that shot of the naked woman, he  had to have been standing inside the room behind the closed doors. A quiet static or splattering seemed to be coming from somewhere behind the door. A surge of adrenaline compelled me forward, my throat and chest going cold with excitement as I turned the doorknob and took a step into a large dim area with high ceilings. Dark shivering paper covered the tall windows, early morning light coming in at the very edges where it didn’t reach. The Arctic air smelled fetid like long-standing water. For a few moments, things didn’t look quite real. Sheet-covered furniture huddled tensely in the middle of the dim space. 

			I stepped further in and closed the door. Straining my eyes in the shadows I focused on a kind of threshold further into the area to the left that looked like it led to yet another part of the house. Signs of water damage stained the wallpaper near the floors and the fetid smell issued from that direction, but the sound was coming from the hallway visible to me on the right. It wasn’t splattering or static I heard, but faint crackling sounds. 

			I moved with trepidation down that hallway toward the sound. Every door I passed was closed. I opened one and looked in, more furniture covered in sheets. I followed the sound to a door at the very end of the hallway. I opened it quietly and only a small bit. Daylight came in, the paper on the window having fallen partway from the corner. I saw it lift and crackle on air that seeped in through the edges of the glass, causing shadows as it waved. There were no sheets on the furniture. A desk and modest dresser stood against one wall. Against the opposite wall, a slim bed covered  in a dark blue and green Scottish tartan spread. I saw no signs of water damage. I opened the door further and stepped in.

			Taped to the wall, a crumpled, sepia-colored map trembled, agitated by air entering the room. A framed picture of the solar system hung crookedly over the bed, planets visible on their orbits, the rest all darkness and stars. A toy train car with eyes and a smiling face was set on a small shelf above the bed, along with a few books and a seashell. Above it hung a dark green pennant displaying the word Edinburgh in yellow calligraphy.

			This had to have once been Emmett’s room. I doubted he would still use it though. It was a boy’s room, filled with the trappings of boyhood and male adolescence. But unlike the other rooms, all the furniture was uncovered and in place. It was as if an adolescent boy lived up here now, secretly, always present in this house.

			I opened a door on a closet filled with hanging clothes and discovered a dresser in the dimness behind all the jackets and shirts. Pulling the top drawer open, I found more relics of boyhood, rolls of caps, a boomerang, soccer manuals, and pairs of white and green sports socks never used, the coal car from a toy locomotive filled with ha’pennies, pennies, and five pence pieces. In a back corner, stacks of old warranties for cameras and instruction guides.

			The second drawer was filled with small, open boxes containing things Emmett had mentioned stealing from his father. He had said he’d stolen a single magnifying glass, a single pair of cufflinks with diamonds,  a single manicure set in a leather case, but there were several magnifying glasses, three or four manicure sets, and numerous sets of cufflinks. In the corner of the drawer, handkerchiefs with crests on them were folded and stacked. There were numerous paperweights, one with a scarab inside it, five or six pair of gold wire reading glasses with strong magnification, seven heavy gold ballpoint pens.

			The third drawer, the bottom one, was open about an inch, but it was jammed. I could see what appeared to be a large beige envelope inside that looked to be full of papers. I struggled a few minutes, but could not get it unstuck.

			I closed the closet door and after taking one last glance at everything, left the room. I walked through the dim hallway until I reached the water-stained wall on the other side and looked down a corridor where huge, brown cloud-like stains reached up the beige walls to the height of my shoulders. The spongy, uneven floor squeaked under my feet. 

			Hazy light shone from one of the rooms and as I stepped toward it, the fetid odor changed to something like saline. Reaching the doorway, I stood paralyzed, struggling to comprehend what I was seeing. It was a master bedroom with all of the furniture in place, although the walls had the worst water damage I had seen yet, dark, almost black in places, softened areas fallen in clumps of plaster onto the floor and furniture. 

			A four-poster bed with a wide mattress up high on a dark bed frame presided crookedly in the center 

			
			

			Next to the bed, leaning against the wall on the floor, a framed picture that must have once been hanging, the glass shattered and foggy over the familiar visage of a man in a suit. The third photograph of the nude woman had to have been taken in this room before all the water damage. A vast mirror on one wall emitted a mottled whiteness, what appeared to be drops of a salty rain petrified on the glass.

			I went to the window and lifted the hem of the curtain so morning light flooded in, causing everything to glisten. Dust motes rushing the air gleamed like tiny prisms of floating salt. For a moment, even with all the destruction, it looked strangely beautiful. And a feeling overcame me, a certainty that whatever Indira had needed to tell me had something to do with this room. 

			My head burned cold as I remembered the deafening crash of water, Indira being lifted and thrown by the waves, her face rising again at the surface. Realizing that the curtain I was holding was wet, I dropped it. I moved out of the room, woodenly as in a dream.

			I avoided the horned man’s eyes, but the dresser seemed to have moved closer to the door and as I brushed past, it made a quiet banging sound and emanated heat like a radiator.

			It was only about seven a.m. when I came downstairs. 
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			I went into my bedroom, locked the door, and lay down. I had not slept at all the night before and ached for sleep, but exhausted myself trying to fathom everything I had seen, preoccupied as much with Emmett’s  adolescent room as with the water-logged bedroom, which I found I could only see vaguely in my mind’s eye, a room with its own weather system, airborne salt drifting and glistening like snow.

			Eventually I drove away the mental pictures enough that I began to move toward sleep. What remained in my system was a palpitating sadness. 
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			I was awakened around noon by the distant sound of the phone ringing in the room with the fireplace. I knew I would not reach it in time so I didn’t attempt to. It was dark with the velvet curtains closed and I lay awhile in the shadows before finally getting up.

			The answering machine was flashing.

			Emmett had left a message. “I’m on my way, Violet. About to get on a flight to Belfast.”
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			The sun was out, and I decided to go out for a bike ride. Just as I was leaving, I discovered a large gray envelope on the table in the foyer, the words For Violet from Ig, printed on it in black ink. 

			It contained several documents and a smaller envelope. The first document was a photocopy of a newspaper article written in March of 1954, similar to the one I’d read at my grandmother’s house.

			In a third arms raid on a British military base in Northern Ireland this year, Goggins Barracks in Keeley, insurgents managed off with a cache of almost two hundred training rifles, Lee Enfield rifles, submachine guns, and Bren guns.

			
			

			Some hours later, the police seized the van carrying the stolen weapons near the border. Two of the four men escaped custody, one of them firing at and injuring an RUC guard. One of the escaped men was captured but the shooter remains at large.

			The shooter is believed to be Lorcan Kelleher of Cloones, County Monahan.

			The second document was another photocopy of a newspaper article, dated February 1956.

			Fugitive Lorcan Kelleher was spotted and apprehended by RUC guards in Castlemacross, County Monahan on Friday, having eluded the law for almost two years. It is conjectured that he had been hiding much of this time in a local farmhouse.

			I looked closely at the black-and-white photocopy of the same newsprint picture I had seen years back, a large man, hands behind his back, escorted by two guards, both men substantially shorter. His head was bowed forward, a few errant locks of black hair hanging over his forehead.

			In the smaller envelope, Ig had folded and placed not a copy but an original newspaper article, yellowed with time, Lorcan Kelleher’s 1959 obituary, from a Dublin newspaper friendly to the Catholic cause, stating that he had died of tuberculosis in Crumlin Jail. He smiled in the photograph, one clearly taken before he was arrested, probably before he was a fugitive.  There was more nuance in the newsprint image than in the photocopy, but it was still more a foggy impression than a picture. 

			I put everything back in the gray envelope and carried it inside. 

			I placed it on the dining room table, sat down, and closed my eyes. My temples throbbed. 

			As a child I had asked my mother to tell me more about my father. That was back when she said that his name was Jack McArdle and he’d been an American shoe salesman. All she had ever told me about him was that he had been tall and black-haired. And that he was a nice man. Once when I was fourteen or fifteen I told her that it wasn’t enough, that I wanted to know more. Her eyes had gotten misty and she told me that he had been somber and heavy-shouldered with the strength of a plow horse. The words had shocked me, so nuanced and so out of fitting with the generic way she’d always described him. 

			My grandmother seemed to have respected Lorcan Kelleher. Maybe she had known he was a hero, but if my mother had known that she’d never said so. After she had accepted that I suffered from migraines, she often told me it was my cross to bear. Once she told me it was my crown of thorns. She would say such things as if each person had a single cross to bear or crown of thorns to wear in the world. And I said to her one day that I was her cross to bear or her crown of thorns: that she was an Irish Catholic girl having borne a child out of wedlock. This had upset her and she’d insisted it was not true. And she softened to me after that. 

			
			

			She admitted one day that my adolescence had made her afraid, that she had seen I had a wild streak in me, something she’d had herself, and that it worried her. And so I imagined that it was during that wild streak of hers that she had coupled with my father. “No matter how you look at it,” I’d said to her whenever we argued, “I was a mistake.” Wearing a pained expression, she’d sulk or shake her head or put her arms around me. It ended arguments, but it was manipulative and I hated saying it. 
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			I walked across the road toward the beach and watched birds circling the crags of the island, quieter than usual, only a few of them in the air. 

			The mildly agitating water made me uneasy. 

			I turned away and walked back behind the house and past the site where I’d seen the bonfires. I went down over a slope. There was another unexplored world back here. Sheep grazed behind fences. Tall trees, something like pines but very thick, lined a road on both sides, mist adrift around them. As I approached, their cool fragrance fell down around me.

			At first I thought it was seagulls squealing or some other kind of exuberant birds in those trees, but it was the voices of children who emerged from the branches laughing, engaged in some kind of game, seven or eight of them, different ages, most of them girls. They stopped when they saw me and stared. They regarded me with awe as if I was an apparition. When I waved and smiled, they seemed to dismiss me as something less interesting, and resumed their effusive playing.

			
			

			I watched for a while. A small girl, maybe six or seven, kept shooting glances at me, but soon, like the others, she ignored me. I kept waiting, hoping she would look at me again. It never occurred to me to leave, but after a few minutes, two of the older girls started whispering to each other, and when they both looked over at me, a small wave of shame moved through my body. I turned and wandered back in the direction of the house. 

			Swallows cut suddenly across the fields in the overcast light. I worried again that a migraine was coming. Everything felt like an omen or a sign. 
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			Evening had fallen early.

			I went to switch the porch light on, but before I did, I saw through the window a vague glow in the blackness of the evening, coming from the island.

			I locked the front door and went upstairs, got the binoculars, and lifted them to my eyes. Someone had built a fire on the island in the same place where the other had been, flames reflected on the broken wall. A silhouette stepped back and forth a few times past the firelight.

			I put the binoculars down a moment, reached into my jeans pocket, and took out the bullet, warm from contact with my body. I couldn’t see it clearly in the darkness, so I felt it with my fingertips and thought of Lorcan Kelleher, suffering and dying in Crumlin Jail. 

			I slipped the bullet back into my pocket and looked again through the binoculars. There was something both comforting and absorbing about watching the  firelight on the broken wall. The flames got smaller in huffs, as if someone was throwing dirt over them.

			In a few minutes I saw two figures holding a lantern, maneuvering into a small boat, and leaving the island. I hoped the person holding the lantern would bring their face close enough to the light for me to see who they were, but even if they had, they were too far away at that point for me to see either of them clearly. 

			Watching the slow progress of the boat coming inland, located by its fleck of lamplight, offered me comfort, the vague sense that an answer was coming. But as it got closer, I could no longer see the small incoming craft because of the hill that blocked my view down to the beach. I waited about ten minutes or so and saw the two figures, mostly in silhouette, the lamp swinging between them, climb up onto the high beach and then onto the road.

			The larger of the two silhouettes lifted the lamp and for a moment his chest and face were illuminated enough that I was almost sure it was Mr. Cleary.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 25

			A quiet rain tapped at the pane. I got out of bed and moved the curtain to the side. It was morning, though still dark, rain trickling on the glass. 

			I let the curtain go. Something felt different about the house. I stood still a moment with my head down, listening to soft disruptions of the silence. 

			In the hallway the air smelled of ash and the noises were more audible, quick and dry, the occasional quiet crackle. I continued as soundlessly as I could down the hallway and into the room with the fireplace where embers burned low and blue in the grate. On one of the couches Emmett lay under a blanket asleep, head back and deep in the pillow, neck arched. 

			He had grown a beard, which glowed blue in the dwindling firelight. 

			He was handsome in his deep sleep, an exhausted, fully surrendered sleep.

			I sat on the opposite couch and looked at him, listening to his slow steady breathing, and remembered Indira’s heightened description of her beloved: “a thousand suns rising in the sky all at once.” She had never stopped idealizing him, even after he’d broken her heart. “In him,” Indira had said, “are all the manifold forms of the universe.” 

			Despite the beard, he looked younger in this light, as serious and earnest as in his yearbook picture. He is here at last, Indira, your Krishna.
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			In the kitchen, along with a washed plate and fork, I found an open tin of salmon rinsed out in the dish rack.

			I’d stocked the refrigerator before Peg’s visit, but the milk smelled like it had gone off. I decided to take a drive and pick up more and maybe a newspaper. 
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			I put on a raincoat and went into the garage. A dark blue rental car was parked next to mine, the tires and fenders splashed with mud.

			I drove through gray mist on the damp roadway.

			The last few minutes before reaching Kildarragh the rain intensified. I went slowly, sitting forward, peering through the windshield, the wipers barely keeping up with the downpour.

			The frail old man in the grocery shop greeted me as I rushed in.

			“Holy Joseph, it’s bucketing down,” he said. “I walked up the road a bit earlier and the wind made a corpse of my umbrella.” 

			He said he had fresh sausages, just made. I said I’d take some, along with a loaf of soda bread and a bottle of milk.

			As I counted out the money, I felt the man watching me closely through the thick, yellowed lenses of his spectacles.

			“Your father was a saint, martyred for the Cause,” he said.

			I stopped breathing.

			“Ignatius Quinlan is a good friend to my son.” He gave me a single forthright nod and seemed to wait for a reply.

			
			

			“Thank you,” I said. I had not thought I should accept a compliment in Lorcan Kelleher’s name, and I wouldn’t have if the old man had not looked at me so expectantly. But by saying thank you, I felt myself laying a deeper claim to Lorcan Kelleher. Your father, he had said. Your father . . . A rush of goosebumps stood on my arms and shoulders and my heart went faster. 
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			On the way back, the rain battered down so hard the wipers couldn’t keep up. I was forced to pull over on the roadside and wait awhile.
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			Another car, a gray sedan, was parked at an angle in front of the house. I pulled into the garage and parked next to Emmett’s car. 

			Emmett and another man, each holding an umbrella, were coming around the side of the house talking.

			A small, rueful smile appeared on Emmett’s face when he saw me. He raised a hand to wave, and I waved back.

			I put the things I’d bought away in the kitchen then went to the front window, thinking Emmett would be coming in, but they stood under their umbrellas. The other man, almost as tall as Emmett but older, with graying hair, did most of the talking and appeared to be speaking persuasively, though Emmett did not look moved.

			It wasn’t until ten minutes or so later that I heard the engine of a car start, tires crunching on small wet stones as it departed. The front door opened and Emmett came in, hanging up his wet jacket. As  he took off his muddy boots he told me it had been the real estate man. “A bit early for him to have come knocking. Bastard.”

			I moved toward him and we put our arms around each other. His blue corduroy shirt was cold and slightly damp. Still, I pressed the side of my face against it as he held me. I closed my eyes.

			The tall clock thrummed in the passage nearby.

			“He’s pressuring me to sell,” he said as he let go of me.

			“You must have told him, though, at one point, didn’t you, that you wanted to sell?”

			He looked irritated by the question. “It’s my bloody house. I can change my mind.” 

			I must’ve looked startled because he smiled. “That wasn’t meant for you, Violet. It was meant for him.” He put one arm loosely around me and kissed the top of my head, but he was clearly distracted. 

			I was disappointed. I had imagined all his focus would be immediately on me.
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			We drank coffee in the room with the fireplace.

			I told him I’d been riding the bicycle a lot and that I’d met a few people in the pub in Kildarragh. I told him a little about Peg’s visit.

			He talked about Lapland, the irony of shooting pictures in near complete darkness. “There are a lot of shots around the fire and lanterns.”

			I noticed that as he spoke or listened his eyes kept settling on a painting on the opposite wall, the one of the horse that gazed out to sea.

			
			

			“I used to sit in this room with Indira,” he said, “right here where we’re sitting now. I described everything visual to her, always. But she described things to me, too, things that I missed, that I didn’t hear or smell.”

			“Indira sensed everything,” I said. 

			“She could hear the lightest snowflake touch a windowpane.” He sighed. “I asked Indira once if it made her lonely that I took photographs that she could never see. She said no, that it was as if I had double sight, my own eyes and a camera’s eye, that it balanced the fact that her own sight was missing.” He paused. “She sometimes said she didn’t mind being blind, that in her own way she could see, and sometimes I think that was true. Her senses were so finely attuned. But there were times that she had minded.”

			I told him that I had tied a black silk scarf around my eyes a few times trying to experience the house as Indira had. 

			His eyes misted slightly. For the first time since he had arrived, his attention was fully focused on me. A small smile tightened the corners of his lips. He reached for my hand and held it. I thought of showing him the note Indira had written for me and that I had never gotten, but the moment did not feel right. 
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			We sailed along the peninsula road in his dark blue rental car. 

			Squinting through the windshield in the early afternoon sunlight, he said that Ireland, even in January, felt like a tropical paradise compared to Lapland in the  winter. “Here it’s forty degrees warmer and the sun is shining.”

			He had not combed his hair, and left to its own devices it curled and waved, a wildness about it. 

			He turned off the peninsula roadway onto the sea road and stared through the windshield with glazed eyes. He seemed again far away from me.
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			We had brought sandwiches and we ate them on a promontory, with a view of the broken turreted remains of Castlebane, set on an outcropping of basalt rising up hundreds of feet from the sea. The sky and the water were silver-blue, the sea slapping and foaming white at the base of the cliff.

			He talked again about how clement the day was, even with the cold wind, and said it hardly seemed like January. He mentioned the Irish gulf stream.

			“Mr. Cleary and Ig Quinlan both told me there’s been no freeze here in decades.”

			He gave me a sidelong look, a stitch of irritation on his brow. “Well . . . maybe I considered it a freeze and they didn’t.” He stared past my shoulder. “When did you meet Quinlan?”

			“I called him one night when the ballroom door was banging open and closed.”

			He was quieter again after this, far away in his thoughts, but he seemed to catch himself and apologized for his mood, said he was exhausted from Lapland. I asked if he wanted to go back to the house and rest but he said no.

			“It always takes me at least a day to adjust to being here. The history of the place, the past, hits me all at  once.” He took a deep, deliberate breath and his features seemed to relax. He reached over, touched the side of my face, and smiled softly. “I’m so happy you’re here, Violet.”

			Smiling, I closed my eyes and pressed my cheek against his hand. 

			After eating we walked. He pointed out tiny winter flowers growing between what remained of ancient castle walls and showed me different areas of the ruins in the distance, slabs of blackened stone, half buried from what must have once been the kitchens, and part of a tower still standing, covered in green moss or lichen.

			A few times he looked at his watch.

			He’d brought a camera with him and while he moved around the headland taking pictures from different angles, the cold wind blustery in his hair, I wandered off in a different direction.

			My brown wool hat blew from my head, rose high on the air, and flew slowly off the cliff. It landed on the water far below and floated at the surface. Without it covering my head and ears, I felt the cold of the wind sharply.

			He descended the headland and I wandered after him at a distance, watching while he photographed the seascape, long arms of land, velvet green at the surface, reaching into the water. 

			It got colder and windier as the afternoon wore on, but he didn’t seem to notice it. We held hands and walked a long way before sitting down on a windy cliff and watching the sea crash hard against rocks below. 

			I sensed he was avoiding going back to the house. 

			
			

			As evening arrived, a pink light infused the haze of the clouds.

			All afternoon, into evening, we had seen no one and not a single car had passed for hours. In near darkness, we drove back to the house in silence.
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			Someone had wedged an envelope into the side of the front door. Emmett grabbed it and put it in his pocket.

			“Who is that from?” I asked.

			“Dempsey, the realtor.”

			I wondered if Emmett had known he was coming, if they had scheduled a time and Emmett had deliberately avoided him.
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			We fixed a meal together from what was in the kitchen, heating canned soup and peas, and frying the sausages I’d bought that morning from the shop in Kildarragh.

			We opened a bottle of wine and sliced a Madeira cake from a fancy tin.

			We ate in relative silence and after, Emmett built up the fire and we sat together feeling its warmth.

			I noticed that he kept looking at the painting of the horse facing out to sea.

			“I like that painting, too,” I said. “There’s something soothing about it.”

			“It was because of a horse, that horse, that my father met my mother and her sister, Helen, Indira’s mother.” 

			Emmett’s mother and aunt, he explained, had worked one summer grooming racehorses in Donegal. Emmett’s father had owned one of the horses that they groomed, the horse in the painting. 

			
			

			The three had gotten on well and he had taken them to dinner, and invited them to Dublin to work another horse show. “My mother had been twenty-three and my aunt had only been seventeen. My father was in his thirties. 

			“My father had told them early on, probably the first night he took them to dinner, that in his role with the Northern Ireland Assembly he spoke sympathetically of civil rights for Catholics, and that he advocated fair opportunities in jobs and housing for Catholics. He had clearly wanted them to like him. There was never any truth in any of it. But they had lied to him, too.”

			He went on to tell me what Ig had already revealed about Emmett’s paternal ancestor having arrested and executed his maternal ancestor for fishing the waters around Inis Naneane. “My mother and aunt knew about that from the time they met my father, but he had been oblivious, and they hadn’t told him.”

			Emmett looked again at the painting. 

			“That stallion had originally been called Buckminster. Helen had said that she hated that name. She said he was an Irish stallion and should have an Irish name. My mother had said the horse should be called after the Irish warrior, Finn MacCool, who created the Giant’s Causeway. But Helen argued that it would be better to name him after Finn MacCool’s son, the hero, Ossian, who rode such a horse into the Land of the Young.

			 “My father had to choose. He chose my aunt’s suggestion. He said he’d rather be a hero than a warrior and, looking at my aunt who had been seventeen at  the time, said with a great deal of suggestiveness in his tone, that he’d very much like to ride into the land of the young. My mother and aunt pretended not to understand his inference. They managed him by playing the innocents, virginal Catholic girls, and he had no idea.”  

			Emmett’s eyes flashed to mine as if to see my reaction, then looked away. 

			“My mother had an easier time being polite to him, but it was harder for Helen because he paid her more attention. He clearly fancied her. She kept him at bay, though, she played her part, because, like my mother she loved the expensive dinners and the clothes, whatever she asked him for.

			“My maternal grandfather threatened them that if they continued to have a relationship with John Fitzroy, he would disown them, that he wouldn’t allow them to see their younger brother, either, who was mentally retarded. He had raised my mother and Helen to hate the British—and the Anglo-Irish just as much if not more, the landed gentry holding all political and economic power. In the end they gave up their father and brother because of John Fitzroy’s money, something they would each come to regret deeply. My mother told me once that she never thought her father would hold to that, that he’d miss them both too much and that he’d want them in his and Terrence’s life. But he had held to it. He never forgave his daughters.”

			The color had risen on Emmett’s face. He told me that when Helen wouldn’t sleep with him, his father asked her to marry him. She said she wanted to go to college first. She’d been an exceptional student with  a real mind for science. Emmett’s father pulled some strings and helped her get into Oxford, paying for everything. She ended up going only for one year. She met Sanjeev Sharma, a medical student years ahead of her, and as soon as he earned his degree, she left with him for India.

			“After word came that Helen had married Sanjeev,” he said, “my father married my mother. They had the ceremony in the ballroom upstairs.”

			“That ballroom,” I said quietly. “The door opens and closes by itself.”

			He looked at me a moment in silence, then said something similar to what Mr. Cleary had said about architecture and sea air.

			“I’m counting on your help, Violet. I’ve got to make a decision about this house.”

			“It seems like you’ve already made a decision.” I sipped my wine.

			He peered at me thoughtfully. “No, I haven’t. I do need the money. I just don’t like the way he’s pressuring me. There are so many reasons why it’s practical and smart to sell. ”

			“Ig said that the damage on the third floor has been left un-repaired for over a decade.”

			The words appeared to catch him off guard. He turned his head to look at the fire, his posture a little slumped. I felt a surge of pity for him, though I didn’t know why.

			When at last he spoke, he did not address the damage on the third floor. “The house feels different at night than during the day, doesn’t it?” 

			
			

			“When it’s dark, you feel the weight of the upper floors.”

			He nodded.

			“I do understand, Emmett, why it must be difficult to sell.”

			I struggled to read the expression that appeared on his face. He looked both hopeful and skeptical. “Tomorrow I’ll show you a special place in this house.”

			“I want to see it,” I said. I touched his forearm. 

			He breathed a sigh and smiled. 

			“Emmett, Indira wanted to tell me something before she died.” 

			A shadow formed on his forehead. 

			“She had sent me a note that she needed to tell me something terrible. I never got the note until a few days ago when I saw my old roommate from St. Dymphna’s and she gave it to me.”

			I went and got it from the other room and handed it to him.

			He sat forward, his head bowed over it. I experienced a strange moment of clairvoyance where it was as if I could see the shock he was feeling, gray flashes of light issuing from his stillness.

			“Emmett, do you know what she wanted to tell me?”

			He kept looking at Indira’s writing. “No,” he said quietly.

			“I thought it might have something to do with the third floor.”

			The shadow on his forehead deepened.

			Shaking his head no, he extended the letter back toward me. It trembled in his hand.
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			I had imagined Emmett and I might sleep in a big bed upstairs in some as of yet undiscovered room, but he wanted to sleep near the fire. 

			“Just for tonight, Violet,” he said carefully and touched my hair, “I’d like to sleep alone.”

			My heart drummed hard. I knew it had to do with his shock over Indira’s note.

			“It’s exhaustion. I just want to enter oblivion. Would you mind?” He pushed a strand of my hair behind my ear and I held his eyes. I wanted to object, to say that I did mind. Instead, I nodded.

			He hugged me and we kissed goodnight.

			I left the room but returned, standing outside the door. Unaware that I was watching him, he took the back cushions off one of the couches and switched off the lamp. He stood before the fire, pushing at it with the fire-iron, rousing the flames. 

			When he turned around, I was standing in the room. “I don’t want to sleep alone, Emmett.”

			He watched me undress in the firelight.
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			We moved together and the world lost definition. Pleasure carried me aloft and I kept rising, balancing somehow on air until Emmett’s sudden intake of breath at my ear sent a chill sparking through me. I reached a precipice and cried out. As I caught my breath, I became aware of other sounds, the soft snap and spark of the fire, a light wind shaking the window, the clock slowing down sometimes, going quicker others as if it were participating. 

			He hid his face against my neck and struggled, stifling his cry. 

			
			

			He turned and faced away from me as he had done the first time we had made love in my apartment. As I was falling asleep I was sure that he was very quietly crying, doing his best to stifle the sound.

			I said his name but he didn’t answer.
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			In the middle of the night, he woke me intent and feverish. The fire had completely died and we made love in utter darkness.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 26

			I awakened to the smell of cooking. Emmett had gotten up already and I could hear movement in the kitchen. 

			The table was set when I came in. He smiled warmly at me as he rounded the corner from the kitchen, holding a tray bearing two steaming bowls of oatmeal.

			After we finished eating, he reached into the chest pocket of his shirt, took out an open envelope, and offered it to me. I extracted two color photographs from it, my breath hitching as I recognized, in the first picture, the sweet smile of a black-haired child: a tiny, bejeweled Indira veiled in orange and pink. She stood before a maroon curtain festooned with gold decorations. She may have been four years old so she would have still been able to see. Her eyes were pale, milky blue, opaque as moonstones, and stood out against her light brown skin. 

			The second photograph was of Helen, Indira, and Indira’s father, Sanjeev. Helen and Sanjeev were sitting on a bench before the same maroon curtain from the first picture, while Indira stood on the bench between them, her body inclined more toward her father than her mother, one of her little hands on his arm. Sanjeev Sharma’s large black eyes gleamed with light. He had a remarkable face, a strong jutting brow and jaw, yet his expression appeared gentle, receptive. He wore an exquisite high-necked crimson brocade tunic, with the sheen of silk. But it was youthful Helen I found myself most focused on. Her beauty bothered me, maybe because she seemed so intensely aware of the symmetry  of her own features. She presented her face at a deliberate and slightly oblique angle, her lips parted. I had the impression that she was not thinking of her place in the triptych, but only of her own image. She wore a bright yellow sari embellished along the edges with aqua designs, her midriff partially exposed, a gold nose ring and a many-tiered necklace fashioned with pearls and tiny red jewels. Close to her hairline and above the red dot painted in the middle of her forehead, lay a delicate piece of filigreed gold jewelry shaped like an upside down fan. 

			Each photograph, though brightly colorful, was clouded slightly brown, as if shot through an amber lens. 

			In both pictures the tiny Indira, poised and imperious, looked into the camera lens with her moonstone eyes, as if she was in possession of secret knowledge. In the photograph with her parents, she wasn’t smiling but confronted the camera with the seriousness of a small adult, or a tiny visionary.

			“It’s as if she knows what’s going to happen,” I said.

			He looked at me with an expression that struck me as cautious, the shadow of a question on his brow.

			“That she will lose her eyesight.”

			He nodded and reached for the picture of little Indira alone and as he looked at it, said, “She could feel it happening even then. She was born with this condition. Her eyes were strange even when she could see.” 

			I looked for a few seconds more at both pictures before he put them carefully back in the envelope.
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			A pace or two ahead and holding my hand, Emmett led me along the second-floor hallway. We turned a corner and went down another hall, one I had not entered when Mr. Cleary had given me the upstairs tour. 

			We stopped before a door painted green and inset in a kind of square alcove. 

			He opened it onto a vast room, all the walls and the ceiling painted a deep greenish blue. The lower halves of the walls, from about five feet down, were decorated with little ornaments of all kinds, colored rhinestones or glass, unusual buttons, coins, and gold medallions of different shapes, attached somehow, probably pasted on.

			On the floor in one corner lay a mat covered in rose-colored silk. Translucent pink and coral-colored veils hung all around the mat and at the windows, moving a little on the drafts from the open door.

			“I painted this room when I was eleven and Indira was ten. Over the years we gathered things, sometimes sea glass or shells we found on the beach, other small things from around the house, jewels from necklaces, and we pasted them as embellishments on the wall. I described the color of each one to her, and she said she could feel the colors in her fingertips. Whenever we’d come into the room, she’d brush her fingers over them. She saw this room clearly in her mind’s eye because everything had been so intricately described to her.”

			He struck a match and lit a cone of incense, placing it in a small tin dish on a low table near the floor. The rolling smoke carried the exotic perfume directly toward me.

			
			

			“Jasmine,” Emmett said. “She missed India. She said it was full of color and flowers and incense, so we called this room Little India.”

			He opened a window, letting in the soft roar of the sea. It was cold, but the sea breezes coming in, causing the veils to stir and bloom and lift onto the air, actually made the frigid room feel warmer.

			As the room filled with the fragrance of jasmine, we sat on the floor, breathing it, watching the smoke rise and the veils and curtains move. 

			“Did Indira ever tell you about something called the kala pani?” he asked.

			I vaguely remembered it, a kind of old world Hindu superstition. 

			“Indira’s grandmother had tried to persuade Helen not to take Indira from India. ‘She was born here. She should not leave,’ her grandmother warned. Crossing an ocean to another land put a person in danger of forever losing her identity, leaving her homeless in the world.  

			“Indira and I made a pact as children. When I turned eighteen, I would take her back to India and we would get married. At our wedding I would wear a blue silk kurta and a turban with a blue jewel, and arrive at the ceremony on a white horse. She would be decked in jewelry and wear marigolds in her hair. She believed it was fate that she came to Ireland, because I was meant to be her husband, and she was meant to bring me back with her to India.”

			He stood suddenly, taking my hand and leading me to the window that faced the north end of the peninsula, the sea beyond it. 

			
			

			Gulls, mostly quiet, flew in the mild sunlight, and each time one of them let out a cry, it sent a little thrill through my body.

			“I didn’t tell Indira, but as we got older, the idea of me taking her to India and getting married felt less and less real, less and less possible. For me, it had been a childhood dream.”

			I narrowed my eyes at him and my heart accelerated. 

			I stared out the window. From my peripheral vision I saw him watching me, aware of my disappointment in him. 

			“Indira was so sure of your plan when she told me about it,” I said. 

			He touched my arm and I recoiled slightly. For a few minutes I wouldn’t look at him.
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			Emmett led me down the long second-floor hallway to a mostly empty room, a couch in one corner, upholstered in vermilion silk brocade, a tear on one arm, a little stuffing coming out. On the other side of the room there was only one piece of nondescript furniture with a phonograph on it. He put on a record and placed the arm on the vinyl disc. As it turned in waves, it crackled a few moments before orchestral music commenced and then a sweet melodious violin began to plead with the air.

			After standing still for a few minutes, face lifted as if exalted by the sound, he turned the volume low. 

			“I played this for Indira when she was ten and I was eleven. It’s called Song of India by Rimsky-Korsakov. She said it was a Russian idea of India, that anyone  who had not been to India would never understand India by listening to it. She pretended not to like it but still asked me to play it and we would dance to it together.” He pointed to the wood floor, worn away at the center. “We danced so often in here, mostly to other music, but sometimes to this. After I taught her how to use the phonograph, she would come in here alone and play Song of India. When she was home from St. Dymphna’s the last time I saw her, the last Christmas she was alive, I found her in this room listening to it. I said I was sorry I had not come to see her. She didn’t seem angry, but I knew that she was hurt. I made something up, I don’t remember what.”

			He paused, looking down at the worn floorboards. “She talked about this music. She finally admitted to me that she loved it. She said she could actually feel India in it, through a filter of nostalgia and melancholy. ‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘I have gone romantic about India since I am doomed to live in exile.’ She reminded me that she had, as a child, lived a sheltered life in an affluent Indian family. And then she told me things she’d never told me, that there had been servants, people from lower castes working in the house who were not well treated. She remembered her beloved grandmother yelling in Hindi, berating a cleaning woman. I had never heard Indira speak anything but praise about her grandmother. She said she had left there at nine years old and it hurt her to say that perhaps she had been living under a delusion, and that she did not understand India and it did not belong to her, that her passion for India might be like this Russian composer’s passion, the passion of an outsider.”
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			That night we sat in the room where the binoculars were kept, the room I had initially and mistakenly thought was Emmett’s, the room Helen seemed to have occupied at one time. We sat in the dark handing the binoculars back and forth, watching a small boat cross from the beach to the island. 

			“I know it’s about guns,” I said, “The coming and going on the island.”

			A few minutes after the little boat had reached the island, we could see firelight on the broken wall. 

			“The guns are from Libya,” he said. “They have their own blood-soaked history with Britain and are helping to arm Ireland.” He explained that the guns were originally left on a Scottish island and that boats from Scotland had been bringing them to Inis Naneane. “At some point an Irish boat will come and collect them and take them to Galway, most likely, but maybe to as near as Killybegs. Most will eventually end up in Belfast, though they can’t go in that direction from here. They’d be caught for certain. Even when my father was alive, I saw this at night though the guns over the years have come from different places. My father, who never knew about this, said that the Catholic rebels could never keep a secret because it was in their nature to sabotage themselves. But look, this has been going on for decades now. For years they did this directly under my father’s nose.”

			We heard a door bang shut from beyond the balcony area. 

			“Oh God!” I said.

			
			

			“It’s the damn door to the ballroom. Happens sometimes, as you know.”

			I waited for him while he went downstairs and got a hammer, a flashlight, and a few nails then made his way alone to the ballroom.

			Each pound of the hammer set off reverberations in the long hallway.
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			That night lying with our arms around each other in the firelight, he told me something that had happened in the ballroom, something he would never forget. His father had been having a party in there, important guests, the Minister of Agriculture and several diplomats with their wives. His mother hadn’t been there. The illness that had been getting progressively much worse had flared up. She’d been suffering with a headache and was having difficulty concentrating. 

			Whenever that kind of company came, Emmett said, everyone was instructed to behave very upper class as if they were part of the Protestant ascendancy. 

			He’d been sixteen, almost seventeen. “We were never supposed to talk about the Troubles. But a violent incident had been in the news that morning and one of the wives of one of the diplomats mentioned it. Aunt Helen immediately piped up, ‘Well, John Fitzroy understands that the unrest is natural. The Brits should not be in Ireland. He told me so himself.’

			“My father laughed as if it were a joke and mumbled that it was not true. But my aunt continued speaking directly to the guest of honor. ‘Don’t you know, Minister, before my sister married John Fitzroy, he told us that he was the savior of the poor Catholic  race.’ My father told her to stop but she’d said more, about how my father said Catholics were not given a fair shake, examples of their persecution, about the schools and about the districts where they were driven to live, and that in his role with the Northern Ireland Assembly, he’d promised to address these problems. My father said that none of it was true, but she was relentless and kept going. The final straw was when she said that he had promised to drive the British out of Ireland the way St. Patrick had driven out the snakes.

			“My father’s face was a color I hadn’t seen since I was a boy. He rarely showed his teeth, but they were visible like the teeth of a growling dog. He lifted his glass, hurling it into the air.” Time slowed down, he said, as he’d watched its long, high trajectory, before cracking the ballroom window and shattering. 

			“That glass was an explosion. Like a multitude of glasses shattering a multitude of windows.

			“My father threatened to make things harder for the insurgency. And he did do that over the next few months. He was instrumental in creating the policy called Internment without Trial.”

			I thought of the newspaper clippings in the drawer. “Indira told me that her uncle, who she said was like a little boy with a man’s voice, got shot at a protest.”

			“Yes, he’d been with my grandfather, who, as I told you, was estranged from Helen and my mother, and therefore estranged from me.”

			It should have been enough, all of this, but I had felt Emmett was going somewhere else with this story, that this was only part of a trajectory like the glass flying slow motion toward the window.

			
			

			I could feel him holding something back.

			“Do you think that what happened in that room has something to do with the door opening and banging shut sometimes?”

			“No, Violet,” he said and laughed softly. “It’s the sea air and the architecture. The location of the room in the house.” 
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			That night, lying together in the firelight, I told him about Lorcan Kelleher.
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			In the morning we drove to Castlemacross.

			Crossing the border had taken forty minutes with the security checks.

			Someone was living in my grandmother’s old house. We drove past it and stopped at the cottage with no door. It was this cottage we had come to visit. It had been decrepit when I had seen it long ago, when I had come here and seen my mother standing inside. But it had deteriorated even more. The hearth and the wall surrounding it had broken apart, much of it crumbled and fallen away. Areas of it that remained intact were blackened by fire. A small oven I remembered seeing when I was sixteen had collapsed and tears of rust left drips on its sides. Spiders had built webs, dense and soft at every threshold, and mice had made transient homes in the cupboards.

			This, I had told Emmett on our way there, was likely the place where I had been conceived.

			The bed I remembered seeing when I was sixteen was now only a brass frame, gone partially green with  oxidation. The glass on the window over it was broken, and the torn, stained mattress that had been there, likely subject to the rain for years, was no longer there. Only the rusted wirework that once held it remained, and through that broken cage, we could see earth, ashes, crushed plaster, and twigs gathered on the floor.

			But among all of this, I spotted clumps of what must have once been canvas or batting, bits of the mattress reduced to some mysterious form of matter, clotted and gray, composed more of water than of fabric.
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			We took turns driving somewhere every day, once to a plain of standing stones where Emmett said there had likely been human sacrifice in prehistoric times, and once to an old graveyard with weeping statues and lichen-covered headstones. From a high road we looked down and saw nuns in white with white-winged hats, walking along a tide line. 

			We stopped one day in a town called Drumkeeran to eat lunch in a pub. We noticed a secondhand store across the road and went in. It was mostly antique furniture and jewelry. I bought an old bracelet with blue rhinestones on it to add to the embellished wall. 

			Emmett kept looking at two garments hanging from a small rack: a dramatic brown velvet cape with a hood and ruffled hem and a long, old-fashioned, dark-green coat, fitted at the bodice and waist and with a beaded collar. 

			He was certain the coat would fit me. “It’s very fine, watered silk,” he said. “In good condition.” I tried it on and admired myself in the mirror, the skirts of the coat beneath the fitted waist voluminous, in some  ways more like a dress than a coat. It reminded me of something Indira might have worn.

			Emmett came up behind me at the mirror, loosening my hair and spreading it over my shoulders.

			“Where would I wear this, Emmett?” I smiled and shrugged slightly.

			“Anywhere,” he said, with a soft yet serious expression. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in anything besides jeans and a sweater.” He remained behind me looking thoughtfully at my reflection.

			He bought the coat for me. I was driving that day, and on our way back he was quiet, facing obliquely away from me, looking out the passenger window.
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			We turned off the light in the dining room and noticed fire burning on the field behind the house.

			“I think this is the date my maternal ancestor was hanged in  that field,” he said. “My mother used to bring me out to watch the effigy burn.”

			“An effigy of your other ancestor.”

			“Yes, Edgar Fitzroy.”

			He said he wanted to go outside and get closer to it.

			It was pitch dark out, no moon in the sky, when we walked back on the little dirt side road toward the bonfire. We stopped about ten yards away. “My mother and I always stayed this far back. As a Doherty she should have been part of the circle, but she’d lost that right. She had betrayed who she really was. She said she and my aunt had done violence to their own history, my aunt by taking my father’s money to go to college. My mother by marrying him.”

			
			

			The chair at the center of the fire trembled as it burned, its carved face an ephemeral presence in the flames, a shock each time it appeared there. 

			“There are lots of chairs like that in the greenhouse,” I whispered.

			“My mother started a tradition, leaving furniture from Fitzroy House in the greenhouse for the locals to take and burn in the January fires.

			“You’ve probably seen things missing here and there. Cleary does it now, puts furniture in there, eight pieces to burn on each murdered man’s anniversary.”

			The flames leaned sideways in a sudden harsh wind and the face glimmered orange and gold as if lit from within.

			Eventually, the two front legs collapsed, in the same way the front legs of the first chair I had seen burning collapsed, and went to its knees, sending up showers of sparks.

			[image: ]

			As we walked back in the dark, Emmett talked again about something he’d told me in New York, staying home from school with his mother when she didn’t want to be alone. “One day she decided I should go to school, and we drove there but I begged her to let me stay with her. That day I found out what she did whenever she left me off.

			“The school was near Derry where she grew up. We went there and parked and watched until we saw someone walking with her brother, Terrence, my uncle who I never met, a gangly man with red hair like hers and a face like a little boy. She cried when we drove home.  She told me that she and my aunt had sold their souls to the devil. 

			“It seemed a miracle when Helen and Indira arrived. My mother had her sister with her now, and I had Indira, who saved me in so many ways.” 

			[image: ]

			When we came in, we noticed that the answering machine was blinking. It was a frustrated message from Mr. Dempsey, the realtor, asking Emmett to call him.

			“I can’t do it, Violet,” Emmett said. “I can’t move forward on selling.”
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			The room was dark. I watched Emmett as he built and stoked the fire in the drawing room. He remained still and watched it awhile, then pushed again at the smoldering logs with the fire iron until they crackled and sparked. 

			I got under the blankets on the couch while he kept a kind of vigil over the fire.

			I woke every now and then, hearing his footsteps come and go from the room. Once I saw him on the other couch looking pensively at the flames.

			He seemed to be mouthing words I could not hear as if talking to someone in his thoughts. All at once I understood his distance. He missed Indira. The night before, in a moment of passion, he suddenly seemed no longer with me. In his mind, he had left me and had likely gone to her. And with the thought of that, his bouts of distance no longer hurt. It moved me how deeply he missed her.
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			Eventually Emmett came and lay beside me and slept but he got up earlier than I did and made coffee. He looked tired and distracted when I saw him at the dining room table.

			I sat down near him and touched his hand. “Let’s paste the blue rhinestones on the wall in the blue-green room,” I suggested.

			I brought the bracelet to the table and Emmett took a small wire cutter and removed three of the rhinestones from the metal knot-work. 

			“There’s one more thing,” I said. He waited while I went back into Indira’s old room and tied the black silk scarf around my eyes. I came into the dining room, my arms in front of me, feeling the air as I went. I heard him get up, his chair scraping the floor. 

			“I want to do it as Indira did it,” I said. 

			He led me in the direction of the stairs. The floor was cold, and we were both just wearing socks. I had taken to wearing one of his heavy flannel shirts over my nightgown in the mornings. He led me up the stairs and into the long hallway, my heart thumping high in my stomach. 

			I knew when I smelled the jasmine where we were. While I touched the walls gently feeling the embellishments under my fingertips and looking for a space to press one of the rhinestones, Emmett opened the window. The breezes rushed in, making the room feel alive and less cold. I heard the sound of a match striking, the hoarse noise of the little flame igniting, and after a moment I smelled the exotic fragrance carried on smoke.

			
			

			Emmett told me he was brushing one of the stones with rubber cement and instructed me how to hold it so I wouldn’t get any on my fingers. I pressed it to the wall and we did the same with the two others. 

			I was sure, for a moment, that I smelled sandalwood oil.

			Emmett’s hand shook as he led me to the silk mat on the floor and we both knelt down. I took off the flannel shirt and he lifted my nightgown off over my head. We made love, everything within me vibrating blue, a blueness that was dark and bright at once, a blue that slowed down movement like water or blue amber. Nothing beyond this existed. He kissed the blindfold, his damp lips slowly brushing the silk over my eyelids, my temples. We moved together calmly at first, everything softly humming. We broke apart and came together again with me sitting over him. As everything built between us, I wanted to see him with my eyes and felt a sharp irrational grief that I could not. I touched his chest and neck and his face. I moved my head back and forth slowly and moaned as if in a fever. His muscles tightened and resisted as he endured his own rapture.

			We lay next to each other recovering our breath. I pulled the blindfold off, threw it to the side, and took him in with my eyes. Emmett turned his face away from me. 

			He squeezed his eyes closed. I leaned toward him and kissed his cheekbone and he put his forearm over his eyes as if to protect himself from me. My heart fell from a great height. Morning light hit the myriad colors of the embellishments on the walls, and I could  see the three blue gems I had pasted there. The transparent veils undulated, blowing on the drafts from the window, sometimes brushing my naked shoulder or my hip. 

			When I tried again to touch Emmett, he was unresponsive. Tears that had been gathering spilled from each of my eyes. 

			After a moment he turned toward me. “I’m sorry,” he said. He took my hand and kissed it. Then he closed his eyes and squeezed the muscles of his face as if holding back emotion. “I’m sorry,” he said again and it seemed to me it was an apology not to me but to Indira. The smell of sandalwood oil intensified.

			He grasped my wrist and pulled me closer to him. 

			“Will you put the blindfold back on?” he asked, his face still fraught with emotion. 

			I shook as I reached for it and put it back on. He placed my hand on his damp sex and I felt it swell and harden. He slipped seamlessly back inside me, my body beneath his a bed of vibrations. We engaged in something feverish that seemed to also be a search for consolation.
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			Emmett had taken a blanket folded at the bottom of the mat and pulled it over us. He held on to one of my hands. 

			With the blindfold on I could feel Indira’s presence so clearly, so palpably. Without it I was fooled by her invisibility. The redolence of sandalwood oil kept deepening and retreating, then deepening again, like breathing.

			
			

			She had told me once that people thought that because she couldn’t see, she wouldn’t know who was in the room with her or if anyone was there at all. People relied so much on their sense of sight, they could not imagine how sharp the other senses were capable of being. You could detect a person by subtle sounds, or you could feel them on your skin, the way they caused the air to change around you. But mostly, Indira had recognized people through her sense of smell.

			And then I remembered that Indira had come to this house that summer and had smelled Emmett’s presence. But he had not answered when she’d called out to him. 

			I mouthed her name and spoke silently to her as I lay there. I would also be able to recognize by smell if Emmett was in a room. 

			I leaned my face close to his neck and breathed him in again. In response, he affectionately grazed the silk scarf, still in place around my eyes with his fingertips.
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			We had just fixed lunch together.

			“Emmett, I want to ask you a question,” I said as I poured steaming water from the kettle into the teapot and he placed cups and plates on the table. “Indira came here one day when you never arrived at St. Dymphna’s. She said she knew you were here. She called out to you but you didn’t answer her.”

			He went still, looking at a plate he’d just put down.

			“You were here that day, weren’t you?”

			After a silence, he said, “I didn’t know that she knew I was here. I thought when I didn’t answer—”

			
			

			“Of course she knew, Emmett,” I said. “Why didn’t you answer her?”

			He remained in the same posture and wouldn’t lift his eyes to meet mine.

			“Anything you want to say to her you can still say.” 

			He looked at me cautiously, and then he let out a little surprised laugh. “What do you mean?”

			“I’ve felt her in the room sometimes since I’ve been here. I’ve talked to her.”

			He froze a little, his expression a mixture of skepticism and horror. “No, Violet,” he said definitively. “Indira isn’t here. You understand that, don’t you?” He came toward me and took one of my hands. “You were with her when she died. And I saw her buried. If Indira’s anywhere, she’s with her father somewhere in the afterlife.”

			I shook my head and managed to smile at him. 

			The exchange, I could see, had unnerved him. 

			We sat to eat, and I caught him looking at me a few times, still shocked by what I’d said.
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			Later that afternoon the phone rang. I went to answer it and found Emmett standing near it, leaving the machine to pick up. 

			“It’s Dempsey,” a male voice said. “If you’re there, will you answer the phone?” He waited, breathing impatiently. 

			After Dempsey hung up, Emmett stood there a minute staring at the phone. He lifted the receiver and dialed. 

			An hour later he said he was going into town to meet Mr. Dempsey. 
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			I had built a fire and gotten into bed early when he arrived back. He peeked his head in and told me he was going to sit up for a bit and he’d be in later. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 27

			A heavy belt of rain and wind drove in over the sea from Scotland the next day. Emmett had gone upstairs. Hours had passed before I went up looking for him. The door to the library was open and I approached, but Emmett didn’t seem to hear me over the rain and gusts of wind hitting the windows. He was sitting at the table with his back to the open door. He turned a page on a large volume that lay before him. I was about to say something when he lifted one of the nude photographs, the first one I’d seen, the one that had been taken in the room with the chandelier, and held it up and at an angle in the daylight. 

			A man must not sleep alone in a house, lest Lilith get hold of him. 

			The photograph trembled in his hand.

			Feeling unsteady on my feet, I stepped back from the door and leaned against the wall. The fascination he had had with those pictures as a boy still lived in him. It was in his posture, in the way his hand shook. He was feeling something when he looked at that picture. He was again the adolescent boy who had stolen it from his father.
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			I was turned on my side toward the backrest of the couch facing away from Emmett. I sensed he was awake, his breaths shallow and uneven and sometimes too quiet, his body stiff. The room was dim, with only a few embers still giving off their light. 

			
			

			He got up slowly, painstakingly as if struggling not to wake me.

			I heard his footsteps in the house, until they sounded like they were above.

			Hours passed and he didn’t come back.

			I got up in the darkness. 

			A small lamp was lit in the library, but Emmett wasn’t in there. I walked past the suits of armor to the end of the gallery and reached for the switch, turning on the faulty lighting, which worked this time, illuminating the long second-floor hallway, though weakly, tremulously, dimming low at moments, threatening to go out. I walked to the third-floor staircase. The ballroom was quiet. When I heard a dull thud of movement above, I climbed the stairs, bracing myself as I passed the dresser with the horned man. I opened the door to the wing with the water damage. Far down the hallway to the right, a thin stream of light came from under the door of Emmett’s boyhood room. I heard a sound like a drawer being firmly closed.

			I ventured carefully back down the stairs to the library. A cold residue of strangeness held the air, a stale oceanic smell. I pulled down the heavy volume, Prima Materia. 

			The pictures were gone.
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			The sensation of raindrops began in my throat and chest, a precursor of migraine, and quickly intensified to a feeling like needles. 

			In the kitchen where I went for water, my hands appeared far away from me as I turned on the faucet. They looked small, like a child’s hands. And there was  a moment when I looked at them that I didn’t believe they belonged to me.
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			Just before dawn, Emmett returned to the room with the fireplace. While I pretended to be asleep, he revived the fire, then got under the blankets with his back to me. He released a long shaking breath, which I could feel him struggling to keep quiet.
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			I got up just as light was coming into the sky. Emmett was sound asleep.

			I went up to the third floor.

			The loose paper had been taken down from the window in Emmett’s boyhood room. The amber light of dawn spilled in over the floor and the blue and green tartan, and refracted on the tin train with the wide-eyed smiling face sitting on its small shelf.  

			The closet doors were ajar and the hanging clothes pushed to the side. I was able to pull the bottom drawer open. In it, I found a single thick manila envelope, unsealed at the top and filled with eight-by-ten black-and-white photographs of the same nude woman. On the top were the three that had been between the pages of Prima Materia, in pristine condition, and if not for the chandelier still visible in the first picture, they could be mistaken for new. The pictures underneath those three had clearly been taken at the same time but were creased here and there, the patina slightly worn. In the first two or three of the creased ones I looked at, the woman’s identity was still obscured by the angle of her neck or head or by her hair, but in the fourth pho tograph it was revealed: Helen Sharma lay on her side on a raveled brocade blanket, her eyes confronting the camera directly, her smile both playful and insolent. But she had hated him, I muttered to myself, stunned. She had hated Emmett’s father. In another, she stood at a window, her face shadowy, but her body brighter with the daylight on it, her bare breasts and stomach overexposed, almost white. There were too many images to look at and a gradual nausea began to rise in my body.  

			Emmett hoarded these pictures his father had taken of his aunt like all the other things he’d stolen from him. 

			I was about to put them back when the pictures slipped from my hand and scattered on the floor. I knelt down and began to gather them, but something in one picture stopped me. Helen knelt on the bed I’d seen in the water-damaged master bedroom, holding one large breast in each palm. The mirror in the background caught part of a naked male image with the camera at his face. From what I could see of him, half his chest and stomach and part of one thigh, it was the taut body of a very young man, an adolescent. Because it was a black-and-white picture, I could not discern the hair color, but it was the slightly wavy texture of Emmett’s. Even with part of his face obscured by the camera, it became clearer by the moment that it was Emmett. 

			In the freezing air of the room, pinpoints of sweat broke out on my forehead and temples. 

			The great mother, Durga, rides on a tiger, Indira says. She is a beautiful woman with many arms, each  carrying a weapon. She is nature and fertility, but she is also destruction.

			The door creaked open and Emmett stood there. I left the photographs where they’d fallen, stepping on some of them as I pushed past him, leaving the room.
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			I got in the car and drove aimlessly, not sure how I was managing to drive at all. When I found myself at St. Dymphna’s, I pulled over and got out. 

			I looked up at all the shattered windows, past the one where Indira had stayed that summer, and further along the wall to the window where I had stood sleepless at night, praying that Helen would drive up. 

			With a burst of revulsion, I could feel her dry lips brushing against my temple, leaving a trace of moisture. 

			The wind so close to the water was relentless and cold. I had not grabbed my coat when I’d left but the coat Emmett had bought me was still in the trunk of the car. I put it on.

			I started toward the beach, an extra layer of dimension to the early morning light, gray clouds ignited along their edges. In the distance three little girls played near the tideline.

			I descended the steep hill and walked the long trek on uneven sand in their direction, gulls crying and sailing overhead. One of the children ran to me.

			“Are you St. Brigid?” she asked in a voice dry and soft as a match igniting.

			Maybe it was the long coat, the heavy washed silk skirts blowing and beating noisily in the sea air, that made her see me as someone out of place in time. 

			
			

			“Yes,” I said.

			She ran back and said something to another girl, maybe twelve years old, a banshee of a girl with wild hair, who looked uncertainly in my direction. 

			Further back on the beach near the hill that rose to the road, an old woman sat on a stool watching the girls who had spread out in different spots just back from the tideline. I joined them and combed the sand for shells. 

			I’d gathered a few broken ones and a sand dollar when the old woman yelled at one of the children to move back from the water. Her voice was a surprise, low-pitched and crude as the bleating of a ewe. I looked up and saw it was me she had yelled to, the others scattered further inland, closer to where the sand was dry. 

			They all looked over at me, as the water charged and foamed around my feet, familiar and shattering cold, unsteadying me. 
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			Chastised, I stood separate from the girls, an outsider watching their casual spontaneity, listening to their cries and the occasional squeal. 

			Overcast clouds gradually converged and darkened, portending rain. The old woman dispensed a cup of milk to each little girl. Two stood drinking, holding their cups with both hands close to their mouths. But one girl ran towards the sea and splashed her milk on the outgoing tide. 

			When the sky rumbled softly, I watched them all retreat together along the beach. I ached to go with them, to be part of them. To forget who I was and what I knew.
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			That night a fire burned on the island. I left a lamp on in the anteroom and went upstairs where the balcony and the hallway were dark. I could just make out Emmett’s figure sitting at the window in the dimness holding the binoculars. He turned and looked at me where I stood in the doorway. After an extended moment of silence, he held the binoculars out to me. I wouldn’t take them. I felt sick in his presence but I remained, thinking there was something I was supposed to say or do but I didn’t know what it was.

			A tiny bit of glimmering was visible in the dark sea even without the binoculars.

			“I lied to you when I said that my father had an affair in this house. He did a lot of bad things, but not that. As I think you know now, I took those pictures . . . of Helen.”

			“For how long were you—” I stopped before finishing the question.

			A long, tense silence held the air.

			“I had told Helen about the night my father almost choked my mother and dislocated my shoulder.” The words, spoken slowly, seemed to come from all around me in the near darkness. “I told her about the little window between his rage and his feeling like a victim, that little window of guilt and shame, and how badly I wanted to see him feel that again. I told her that we were locked in a kind of contest, that I wanted to rouse his anger but he would not give me the satisfaction. The positive side, I told her, was that he was careful. He had to keep a sense of control around me so as not to give me what I wanted, so he didn’t drink around  us. He wouldn’t hurt my mother as long as he was sober. Helen said that I had succeeded in protecting her. 

			“I told her all of this a few nights before that party in the ballroom, when she taunted him to the point that he’d lost control and threw the glass in his rage.” 

			He told me Helen had been thrilled by the shattering glass, that she had looked at him when it happened and that she was beautiful to him, a film of sweat encasing her skin. “I knew she’d confronted him for me.

			“What was happening to my mother had been agony for both of us. We used to sit in the room with her and sometimes she seemed so present but then she would disappear. Helen used to yell at her. ‘Rose! Rose! Stay with us.’ She used to kneel down with her head on my mother’s lap and cry.”

			He tensed and waited awhile before he continued. “What happened between us didn’t start the night my father threw the glass. For a long time, it was just a feeling between us. But months later, the night my uncle, my mother and Helen’s brother, was shot and killed because of the policy my father set into motion, she came to my room in the middle of the night. My father had not been here since the night he broke the glass. Helen led me to his room. To his bed.” The words rang on the air. “Nothing happened again for a while. Not until the following summer.”

			“When Indira was waiting for you at St. Dymphna’s.”

			“Yes,” he said. 

			I waited for him to go on.

			“When Helen and I were . . . when we were . . . intimate, always at one point or another, she used to cry.”

			
			

			The floor under my feet felt unsteady in the darkness. “I hope it was from guilt,” I said harshly.

			He expelled a breath.

			“Where was Indira the night your father threw the glass?”

			“She was there. Listening to everything.” He sighed. “I worried she could sense my feelings for her mother, but she didn’t seem to know.”

			“She probably could have. But it was too painful. Too difficult to acknowledge,” I said, my heart like a weight in my chest. I thought of her note to me, her words that she was tired of bearing it alone. “She probably knew from the beginning, but I don’t know when she admitted it to herself.”

			 For a few protracted minutes he struggled, fighting some torrent of grief barely held at bay. I waited for him to speak, thinking he must have been grateful for the darkness in the room, which took his features from him. 

			He bent forward and convulsed with tears. 

			I felt it then, maybe because of his weeping, a sound unfamiliar to me, a pitch higher than his speaking voice. The Emmett in the room with me, the Emmett who was crying, whose face was hidden in the darkness, was the youthful Emmett from the yearbook picture, the soft unsmiling face, the lock of hair throwing a shadow over one eye. How easily Helen must have claimed and taken him, as she’d so easily claimed and taken me, touching him, looking earnestly into his eyes, needing him. In our adolescence we’d each been for the taking, too open, too full of need, too much on our own. 

			
			

			A reluctant surge of empathy for him moved through me, followed by a wave of my own remorse about Helen.

			I had often reminded myself since becoming Emmett’s lover how Indira had bequeathed him to me, and how she’d encouraged me to imagine making love with him. I had not understood her generosity, as I had not fully understood other things about Indira, but I’d trusted it. She had seen us as one girl, as part of each other. She had loved me that much.

			Since coming to Fitzroy House I had often lay in bed at night musing that Indira had sent Emmett to bring me here, though he did not know it himself. I had sometimes thought her offering him to me when we were girls had been a kind of clairvoyance, a way of seeing the future. 

			But now, knowing he was part of the atrocious betrayal she’d suffered, I felt sick at having given myself so fully to him.

			I vividly remembered the humid heat of Helen’s embrace, the smell of her perspiration. She had been sleeping with Emmett then, maybe even the morning before she’d come to St. Dymphna’s. The queasiness in my stomach intensified. 

			“I wanted to see Indira,” Emmett said, “to go to her after she came here that day, but I couldn’t bring myself to. After it started that summer with Helen, I avoided Indira. I went back to Edinburgh. I started writing a few letters to her on the braille cards, but never finished them. They felt dishonest. I didn’t know how I could meet with her and pretend that none of it had happened. I was ashamed.”

			
			

			In a nervous gesture, he picked up the binoculars again and looked briefly out the window before setting them back down.

			“When I saw Indira at Christmas, when she was playing Song of India, do you think that she knew?”

			“Yes. She knew.”

			He exhaled audibly. “Please tell me again, Violet,” he said, “that Indira did not want to die that night she drowned.”

			The subtlest bit of suffused light through the open door, coming up from downstairs, shone on his eyes. 

			“I don’t think she wanted to drown,” I said, but remembering how completely he had abandoned her, the blood raced to my ears, almost deafening me. “But I don’t know what was in Indira’s mind that night. Maybe the hurt had become unbearable. Maybe she’d ached for her father since she felt betrayed by the ones who were supposed to love her most.”

			He turned and I could only see his silhouette against the faint bit of light through the window, his head and neck bent forward.

			He was utterly silent. I could not even hear him breathe. 
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			It was chilly in the dark room, and I had begun to shiver. 

			“You’re cold,” Emmett said and stood up.  

			He said he was going down to get the fire going. “Will you come with me?” he asked. 

			I said no, that I was going to remain where I was. 

			[image: ]

			
			

			It may have been two or three a.m. when the boat finally began to depart the island. I watched the tiny, barely discernible glimmers as it moved westward and disappeared in the blackness of the sea. 

			I was always cold in this house but I had begun to shiver hard. When I put the binoculars down, I closed my eyes a moment and saw the photograph of Helen with Emmett’s naked image in the mirror behind her. I could feel a migraine coming at full force, a change in my body and my thinking, a rush of blood and light to my head. 

			I made my way downstairs to my bedroom, my teeth chattering so hard my jaw hurt. My hands shook as I tried to strike a match to light my oil lamp. 

			I wrapped myself in a blanket and huddled down near the small heater on the floor. But it did not seem to be the cold causing the shaking, and my hands began to feel numb. I kept trying to flex them. A powerful tingling ensued in my chest and stomach. 

			I climbed up onto the slim bed, the bed Indira had slept in when she’d lived in this house. 

			Unable to make the effort to reach over and turn it off, I closed my eyes against the blinding white of the lamp. 

			A visual assault began, a procession of brightness, stars and lattices of light. Helen’s image, Emmett’s, flickered before me like old film.

			And there was noise, chaotic crackling, whooshing, a sound above me like a rush of footsteps on the air, coming close and then retreating. Then coming close again. 

			[image: ]

			
			

			For periods of time, the chaotic noise organized itself, transformed, taking on a distant, symphonic quality.

			Hours passed in a protracted delirium: tingles, excitability, pins and needles over my skin. Bits of floating light shuddered and moved as my body became a system of vibrating wires, an effervescence of sensation. I still held out hope that the agony of the headache itself would never come and this migraine would be all aura. 

			But soon I felt the headache rumbling from a distance, coming gradually closer like a train. That approaching train got louder, a ringing that became a blast, until, for an extended moment, it was unbearably loud. The train passed and the blaring noise of the engine retreated. 

			Every retreat offered a moment of breathless, sweating relief, so the side of my head stopped hurting and I only felt the pain near my brain stem. And then it repeated. Almost worse than the pain itself was the regularity of that train, its automaton returns and retreats. But it was familiar and I surrendered to the fact that it was here. Every migraine is a period of chrysalis, at the end of which I am in some way remade.

			At some point I spoke with Emmett. He must have come to my room and I told him about the migraine. He brought me water, but I knew if I drank it I would throw up.

			Emmett came and went. Sometimes he sat on the bed farthest into the room and seemed to remain there for hours, but I wasn’t sure. I could not measure time. 
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			The blasts eventually grew quieter and the pain retreated to a distant pulsing. I still could not see clearly, my field of vision streaked with residual light from my own mind, nerve light. I knew at least a day had passed, possibly more.

			I was thirsty and tried to reach for the glass of water on the nightstand, but flecks of white swirled around me as if I was in the center of a snow globe. I gave up, lay back again, and thought of Indira. Tears traveled slowly from my eyes, down my temples.
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			I detected daylight at the sides of the curtains.

			I heard the nuns singing the Cantus Ecclesiae. Sometimes I barely heard them, as if they were far away above in the distant sky. I was soaked in sweat. I heard Indira’s quiet voice speaking to me, and I tried not to be afraid. Her words were indistinct like words heard through a wall. Still the lilting singsong of her Indian accent made her syllables melodic.

			I jumped a little when her hand, cool at first, touched mine. Her fingers slowly laced themselves through mine. She was the softness I had felt on the air more than once since I’d come here, the forgiveness that had turned on the faucet.

			I breathed erratically, more tears dripping slowly from my eyes.

			A last vestige of resistance broke and, bathed in a feeling of relief, I could hear her clearly. 

			“Our senses are our pathways to each other. That has not changed, my dear Violet.”

			The air in the room listened and throbbed as she went on, speaking in a formal tone, the instruction al tone she had sometimes taken with me that summer we’d been close. 

			“And if what was once flesh does not again become flesh, there are times it almost does. I might cause a phantom chandelier to chime, or a fragrance to fill an empty room.” 

			She talked about her father and how, after his death when she was nine, he sent breezes fragrant with nutmeg flowers through the screen of her open window. “I have told you, Violet, that each of us has one sense through which the miraculous travels to us most easily, that one sense that leads us to the other senses and to brahmānanda. 

			“As you know, for me it is the sense of smell. And even now sometimes, my father travels to me on waves of frangipani. 

			“I knew after the first time you listened to the Cantus Ecclesiae, that the miraculous travels to you on sound. So I come to you now on sound.” There was an echo to her voice, a doubleness as if it was happening in more than one place at a time. 
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			I supported myself on my elbows to look over at her. She sat on the other bed wearing the purple dress she’d been wearing the day I met her, and in spite of the strangeness of her eyes, like two small galaxies filled with dark and bright cosmic dust, I knew she could see. 

			I would never have mentioned Emmett to her now. 

			I recounted what I’d learned about Lorcan Kelleher. I described him as handsome with black hair, and told her that he was captured and died in Crumlin Jail.

			
			

			I described the cottage where I had likely been conceived, told her that it was derelict, that grasses and wildflowers were growing inside it.

			“It has kindly been left to its own slow disintegration,” she said.
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			We each lay facing the ceiling, each reaching across the air between the beds, holding each other’s hand, the way we had sometimes done at St. Dymphna’s. Indira’s hand, mysteriously warm, vibrated softly as it held mine.

			The air in the room was rich like the air in her childhood Indian garden at night, air that made the flowers open their mouths and breathe.

			My head was far back on the pillow, my jaw loose. We listened to the voices singing the Cantus Ecclesiae, but they were close now, not far above in the distant sky. They were gathered outside the door of this room.  

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 28

			I got up and ate a sandwich. Emmett’s things were still in the front room, but everything was quiet.

			I took a bath, and went back to sleep for almost twenty hours, with the sense on and off as I stirred that Indira was still there. 

			I woke the next afternoon. 
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			From behind the closed door of my bedroom I heard male voices pass down the hall, one of those voices clearly Emmett’s. Soon I could no longer hear them and footsteps sounded on the floor above. An hour or so later when I got up and came out, I found Emmett alone at the table, lots of papers laid out before him. When he saw me in the doorway he stood quickly and asked with concern in his voice how I was feeling.

			I didn’t answer. The image of Emmett with Helen appeared in my mind’s eye. He seemed to intuit this somehow, maybe from the way I looked at him, because his shame flooded the air between us like smoke. 

			“Not quite myself yet,” I said, “but the headache is gone.” 

			A silence held the air. 

			I pointed at the papers on the table. “Have you decided to sell the house?”

			“Yes.” 

			“I think it’s a good idea, Emmett.” When I said his name, warm tears rose to my eyes. 

			
			

			He came close to me and took my face in his hands, his eyes seeming to plead with mine. I looked to the side, remembering how Indira and I used to wait for him on a bench, holding hands, both of us filled with desire and expectation. 

			Indira had been hurt, but never, for some reason, angry with him. And I wondered about that now because Indira had been so capable of fury. But never with Emmett. He was testing her, she had said once, the way Krishna tested the gopis.

			I had been the one angry with him way back then when he didn’t come, and remembering it now, that same anger made my stomach tighten like a balloon.

			Emmett still held my face gently and seemed to wait for me to soften to him, to return to him. But I was back in a moment thirteen years before, looking at Indira in the rose garden, as she craned her head and listened for his footsteps. 

			I remained tense and he let go. His hands hung at his sides, but he stayed before me, waiting like a supplicant for absolution.  

			I stepped away from him.
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			I made coffee and went to sit near the fire. Emmett’s bags were packed and standing near the entrance. 

			“I’m leaving in an hour for Clare to see my mother. Then I’m flying from Limerick to London,” he said. He came in and sat on the opposite couch, but not directly across from me. “I have a few meetings there over the next week.”

			I didn’t respond.

			
			

			Silence echoed in the room. I was feeling too many things to know clearly what they were.

			In my peripheral vision, Emmett was large and quiet and remorseful. 

			Maybe it was the pain he clearly felt that made me say something, almost against my own wishes.

			“I can imagine myself when I was sixteen, surrendering to Helen. Even . . . to the degree that you did.”

			I sensed particles of shock on the air. He looked at me with widened eyes and I regretted admitting it. “I’m not proud of it. It confuses me still.”

			“I did not surrender to her, Violet.” He focused on me intently as if it was important that I understand. “I was not passive.”

			It struck me that he was defending Helen. My heart thumped in my chest.

			“Helen saw how needy I was,” I said, “and exploited it.” 

			His shoulders stiffened.

			“I still don’t understand why she needed to make me feel like I was important to her,” I said. “When I saw her after that night, she wouldn’t even look at me.”

			He averted his eyes.

			Hadn’t he, too, felt exploited by Helen, I wanted to ask him, but it was too cruel a question. And it seemed to me as I sat there with him, that it was an assumption on my part that might have been wrong, that maybe what had been between them had not been about exploitation at all, but something more fraught, more desperate, something that I didn’t understand. Their sin had such a long echo, living on in the water damage upstairs, in the boyhood room frozen in time.

			
			

			“Are you in touch with Helen?”

			The question seemed to surprise him. “No, no. Not for years. I told you, didn’t I? She doesn’t live in Ireland.”

			We both remained quiet for an extended minute.

			Finally Emmett sighed, letting go of the tension in his body. He repeated something he had told me before. “My father wanted Helen.” He looked at me and away again. His hands fidgeted on his lap. “Helen never wanted him.” 

			His eyes flashed to the horse in the painting. “But she—” He stopped and would not finish the sentence.

			“But she wanted you,” I said, surprised by the softness in my voice.

			He leaned forward, gazing at the floor. 

			“Are you sorry I brought you here, Violet?” 

			“No,” I answered. “I’m glad I came here.”

			“You are?” Still leaning forward, he turned his face in my direction.

			“Indira has been returned to me. I will never lose her again.”

			The skeptical, slightly horrified expression appeared on his face, the same one that he’d worn when I’d told him days before that Indira was here. Certainly there were memories of her in this house for him, and he missed her deeply, but he didn’t really feel her here. I was sure he held out hope for a natural explanation for the sea water on the third floor, or maybe he suspected sometimes that it was an admonition from God, if he believed in God, for what he’d done with Helen in that room. But he did not seem to connect it in any  way with Indira, and he did not experience Indira so directly the way I did.  

			The expression remained on his face. Skeptical, horrified, but also afraid.

			My certainty of Indira’s presence put fear in him. Was it fear for my sanity? Shock that I may have lost my mind? He seemed ready to believe that more than in Indira. It disappointed me.

			And it separated us. I wished with an excruciating ache that she would, in these last few minutes before he left Fitzroy House, make herself clear to him and that the three of us, even for a short time, could be in some way together.

			[image: ]

			My time at Fitzroy House would end in another day or so, and I would drive to Belfast to return the car and get on a flight. Emmett told me he would return to New York in a few weeks. We agreed to meet then.

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 29

			Looking out the second-floor window later that afternoon, I saw fires burning in multiple places on the peninsula. 

			I combed my hair, put on the green silk coat, and walked out onto the road, strains of music, fiddles, bodhrans, tin whistles adrift on the wind. 

			People approached and spoke to me, commented on my coat, some asking if it was the fashion in America. Whatever they knew about me, Ig had told them. I was invited to gatherings around different fires, stood on the sidelines clapping as people danced. 

			Whenever the fiddlers paused in their playing, church bells from beyond the peninsula sounded over the water.

			[image: ]

			Evening became nighttime. Candles with small drip protectors fashioned of some kind of woven reed were passed out and lit. I followed a procession, people holding their lit candles, to the tip of the peninsula. The flames fluttered or leaned but did not go out. The wind, as if in veneration, exercised restraint.

			People spoke to me, or nodded, and I smiled at them. Some told me they knew who my father had been. One old man told me that Lorcan Kelleher had once stood him a drink. 

			We gathered at the promontory, the sea in three directions, washing in and crashing on rocks below. A woman recited a prayer to St. Brigid in Irish. Night  clouds drifted away, and the firmament became clear and brilliant with stars. 

			It had never happened before, the aura returning right on the back of the headache, but I soon realized that was what was happening. The fabric of the night air, if focused on, could be seen moving in soft waves some moments, rippling and coolly boiling at others. And because I was breathing this air it fluttered in my throat and lungs and solar plexus, this air that dazzled, a complex of light, phosphenes and sparkles moving through me, inciting euphoria edged with yearning. Indira. I mouthed her name. Indira. Indira.

			After the prayer the wind kicked up. Many of the candles went out. Mine remained lit. Numerous people smiled at me or nodded, looking from the candle flame to my face, as if it said something about me that the flame sustained itself. They all seemed to celebrate me as if a miracle were occurring. My flame resisted the wind, defying it. It put on a show, leaning and pulsing in every direction, but eventually it got tired of fighting the harsh gusts and lifted off the wick, extinguishing as it flew away.
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			That night I dreamt that Fitzroy House was on fire. I was standing with people on the road gazing at the house, which was lit from within, trembling, unmoored as a big ship.

			As things inside collapsed, the house sighed and creaked, windows bursting, high-pitched and melodious as chimes. The fire felt biblical, zealous and slow, intent on meting out damnation.
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			A white sun lit the morning sky. I had left Fitzroy House for good and had just turned off the peninsula road when I saw Old Ita’s caravan parked in the distance. I pulled over. She sat before a fire watching me approach, the gray pony eyeing me tolerantly. I asked if I could choose a card and she ushered me to the back of her caravan. 

			The card I drew showed a simple image of two swans swimming close to each other in blue water, each a replica of the other, but facing in a slightly different direction. 

			“This card represents fidelity,” she said. 

			As I stood holding the card, my head bowed over it, the image blurred, and the two swans merged. 

			The wind blew the doors of the caravan closed, and they flew open again. 

		


		
			
			

			Chapter 30

			Violet, I did not walk out on the beach that night because I was upset. I was not thinking of betrayal. I walked out there because the water was resounding with such jubilation. But I did want to be found. I always wanted to be found just like you did. At sixteen, Violet, we were both in the state always of wanting to be found.

			Some are never found and never missed. But you found me and you missed me so hard you had to try to forget me. How could I leave you? How could I not remain in Swarg for you as my father had for me?

			The Irish say it is only a thin curtain that separates the living from the dead, but they are poets and those are beautiful words. It is a harder partition than that, and more mysterious. There are times when it feels impenetrable.

			But some days, and I don’t know why, the channel between us opens. You feel an extra heartbeat bumping against your own, or smell a faint redolence of sandalwood. 

			A sound, something barely audible, startles you awake some mornings. You sit up and see me, treading the thin surface of your mirror.

		


		
			
			

			The End
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