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      THIS BOOK IS FOR PETER, MY SON


      

   

      The Bishop was a jazzman.


      As Annie stood beside him on the mountaintop,


      he seemed to her to be playing


      Dixieland jazz on a saxophone,


      fingers fast moving,


      body rhythmically swaying,


      so she had the weird impression


      that the music, his music,


      was creating the world around them,


      bringing to life sea, sky, stone,


      misty islands,


      and even the song of the birds.
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      Chapter One


      I FLEW FROM DARKNESS INTO LIGHT. Never before had I been inside a plane that sped toward the sun. On the night flight from

         New York, sleepless in my window seat, I felt the black waters of the Atlantic receding beneath me. I was leaving behind so

         many dead things. A dead childhood, a dead marriage, dead dreams, a dead me.

      


      Even before the sun rose I saw the miracle of morning, first a milky whiteness, then that whiteness turn to pink and gold

         before the entry of the dancing sun.

      


      I was inside a shell. This was spring, after all, this was mid-April 1973. I tapped the side of the plane, a nearly twenty-five-year-old

         unhatched chick wanting to be let out, to be born. When did I last sense joy awaiting me? Maybe never.

      


      My tall one-legged jazz-loving father told me before I boarded the plane that I would forget the bad things and find serenity

         in Ireland. His old friend and distant relative Eamonn Casey, the Bishop of Kerry, had promised him that.

      


      “Ireland’s the place,” the Bishop had said. “I will take care of her personally.” And peace was entering me already. Dear

         father with the sad, sad eyes, you, who guessed without being told all my former fears and my dread, were so right: I was

         headed for happiness.

      


      The descent began. To the left were the Aran Islands and Galway, to the right Dingle and Tralee Bay. The very names were magic

         to me. As the plane’s shadow traced the broad silver estuary of the Shannon, I could see snow-sprinkled mountains and quilts

         of tiny fields with white, thatched cottages from which blue smoke curled like ribbons. And everywhere green. I remember thinking,

         So that is what green looks like.

      


      Touchdown. Everyone clapped, and I, who had not spoken a word during the flight, so full was I of wonder, clapped loudest

         of all. I had come home to a place where I had never been.

      


      Eamonn, I had been told, would be waiting for me. I had met him once in New York when I was seven. Already a priest aged twenty-nine,

         he had come to Manhattan to take care of his widowed sister who had fallen on hard times. “Who are you?” I asked him, and,

         still looking out the window, he said, “Father Eamonn.” Strange that I should remember only his big sad eyes. I, a little

         girl, sympathized with him. I had wanted to take him aside into a quiet room and tell him, “Eamonn, it’s going to be all right.

         It’s going to be all right.”

      


      There was a big crowd in the arrivals hall at Shannon. My fellow passengers pressed forward with the urgency of people who

         have not seen loved ones for a long time. Young couples with babies were enveloped by those waiting to see them. The middle-aged

         and silver-haired in the crowd rushed forward, grabbing and smothering with kisses their grandchildren seen for the first

         time. And in that flood of emotion, that avalanche of laughter and unmelancholy tears, who was waiting for me, who would greet me?

      


      I picked him out at once in his black suit and clerical collar. His round happy face with his forehead—higher than I remembered

         it—was peering now through the trellis of people, now over their heads. He was in movement like a dancer, and his flashing

         eyes were not sad at all but creased with smiles.

      


      It struck me that he was not merely open-faced and handsome but something else: elemental. He was full of light and energy,

         like the dancing sun.

      


      He knew me instantly, though he had a puzzled look as if he had expected a child and met a woman. Or maybe he thought, as

         a result of my father’s letter, he would be meeting someone gaunt and haggard. Instead, there was this relaxed slim young

         lady of 110 pounds in suede high heels and a flattering mauve dress with small polka-dots. He glanced at my long blunt-cut

         golden brown hair and my face with a little blush on it, not too much lipstick because I didn’t need it. I think he even noticed

         the title of the book under my arm, the only one I had brought with me, Thomas Wolfe’s You Can’t Go Home Again.

      


      Squeezing my hand and kissing my cheek, so I smelled his Old Spice after-shave, he said in a kind of champagne fizz:


      “Welcome to Ireland. Our little Annie’s grown up.”


      “Little girls do,” I said, the mischief in me responding instantly to the mischief in him.


      His smile was enchanting, the feel of his hand warm and gentle. This was for me the strangest thing in an already strange

         existence. He, whom I had met only once and looked at with a child’s eyes, had been known to me all my life.

      


      What sort of chemicals were in the air? Not for one second had I anticipated liking any man, not after what some men had done

         to me, and here I was on Irish soil immediately being drawn to a bishop? Ever since I met one at my confirmation, bishops were not my favorite species.

      


      Heavens, Annie Murphy, I thought, settle yourself. Don’t get carried away.

      


      He grabbed my two bags. As if he had already summed me up, he said, so breathlessly I could hardly hear, “Yes, little Annie’s

         got blue eyes, thick curly hair and she’s beautiful.”

      


      He certainly had charm!


      He was off on twinkling toes, barging through the crowd. He was about five feet eight, a couple of inches taller than I, and

         there were threads of gray in his dark hair.

      


      I ran after him on stiff legs out into the parking lot. I noticed that he was wearing scarlet socks and that his big black

         automatic Mercedes was taking up two parking spaces, probably because he had arrived in a hurry and just didn’t care.

      


      “How did you feel coming into Ireland?” he said, as he opened the car door for me on the left-hand side.


      “Like I was coming into a fairyland.”


      “Good.” With an exciting rippling laugh, he slammed the door on me, just missing my fingers.


      As he jumped in beside me, making the car shake, I said, “Why’re you wearing red socks?”


      He paused for a moment to frown at me with fluid, penetrating eyes. “You are observant. I just like the color.”

      


      “You should be wearing purple. Red’s for a cardinal. It must be a sign of your ambition.”


      “You’d call it ambition, I suppose, if my nose were to bleed red instead of purple.”


      His eyes sparked bright as he gunned the car and we shot off on what was like a ride on a bullet. I don’t like fast driving

         unless I’m behind the wheel, but with him I felt safe. We tore through sleepy villages and towns. This man had a hurricane

         inside him.

      


      Hanging on for dear life, I said to Eamonn, “You’re driving at sixty-five miles an hour through a town full of people.”


      “Ah,” he said, making things worse by lifting his hands off the wheel with a Lord-be-with-you motion, “there’s nobody here.

         And if there were I’d give ‘em a miss.” With butterfly flutters of his gold-ringed hand he blessed the invisible people to

         right and left as if his benediction alone would keep them from all harm. “God bless you and you and you,” ending with another

         rippling laugh.

      


      I couldn’t resist that. He was a fountain of laughter.


      “You should be arrested,” I said.


      “Whatever for, Annie?”


      I liked the way he spoke my name in his soft voice. No longer little Annie.


      “If you hit someone, it’ll be homicide.”


      “And won’t I do them the honor of giving them the last rites of holy Mother Church? Imagine being sent to heaven courtesy

         of a bishop.”

      


      “You think you can get away with murder, Eamonn?”


      I liked the sound of his name, too.


      As he turned to me, I said, “Eye on the road, please. I’m not ready for heaven yet.”

      


      The car hit a bump, and my head touched the roof. He lifted both hands off the wheel again and laughed all the louder. He

         was theatrical without trying to be.

      


      “Slow down,” I gasped.


      “I’ve never been killed yet, as far as I know.”


      I doubted it. I wondered if he were a wizard, like Merlin in the legends. Maybe Eamonn Casey was a warlock, a sorcerer. Maybe

         he had lived many lives, had many adventures, surprised his enemies, fought and died in many wars and been reborn as often

         as was necessary.

      


      “I heard,” I said, when I got my breath back, “you were supposed to drive on the left over here, not down the middle.”


      Not only were his hands now off the wheel, he was looking fixedly at me with eyes that flickered like distant lightning.


      “You’re a crowing hen, Annie Murphy, d’you realize that? You make fun of my socks, accuse me of being ambitious, and now I

         don’t know how to drive.”

      


      “Look out,” I yelled, to stop him from going straight into the back of an old Ford van.


      He swerved just in time onto the grass verge and on again without a change of pace.


      “Annie,” he growled, “you are a positive menace on the road. For a split-second back there, I was close to growing grass instead

         of whiskers on my chest.”

      


      Heavens, I thought, he blames me for his own mistakes.

      


      A few times after that he beeped his horn just for the fun of it. I smiled at him. We both liked fun. The signs were we had

         the same sense of humor.

      


      Suddenly, coming toward us in the middle of the road was a big cow, ready for milking. We screeched to a halt, so the round-eyed

         long-lashed black-and-white creature found herself looking straight at us, not a little startled, through the windshield.

         A small bell around her neck rang tinnily.

      


      “God Almighty,” Eamonn said, honking. “Get away with you, moo-moo-moo, ye silly woman, before I excommunicate you.”


      Slowly, with swishing messy tail, the huge animal lurched by, brushing my door.


      “Next time, mind where you’re going, madam,” Eamonn bawled after her, his head backward out the window, “otherwise I’ll set

         a papal bull on you.”

      


      A mile farther on we passed the cow’s owner, an old man with a lame sheepdog that hurled itself suicidally at the back wheels

         of our car just for the hell of it. Did everything around here like flirting with death?

      


      Suddenly I yelled, “Look out for that bomb crater!”


      “A modest pothole,” he said, swerving wildly.


      “That is a pothole?”

      


      “The roads of Ireland are built around them. That one we just passed dates from 1123.”


      “I thought it might be earlier.”


      Eamonn was a great leg-puller. I liked that in a man.


      After another wrenching bump, I said, “Why don’t you fill these things in?”


      “They have a preservation order on them. Local priests bless them twice a year with a bucket of holy whiskey.”


      There was a big crunch and a bang as we went in and out of a pothole he had not seen.


      “Just testing my springs, Annie.”


      As he scooted along narrow, winding, potholed roads, I felt he was testing my willingness to put my life in his hands. He

         got a high from driving fast; I appreciated that because, deep in my soul, among the many bad things, I, too, was in love

         with danger. There was peril here and treachery for both of us amid the awesome beauty of the land.

      


      His charm, his humor, his warmth made me feel happy. Fear and trust had merged in me; it felt so good to rely totally on another.

         Also, I had a strange sense that his crazy way of driving, his laughter in the face of death, was his way of flirting with

         me. He was, I admit this from the start, bishop or no bishop, a very sexy man.

      


      I put this crazy thought out of my mind. Tried to.


      Outside the bubble of magic I was moving in was a Ryan’s Daughter of a land. I had seen the movie only three months before. The photography, color, music, had made me, a Murphy from New England,

         feel I had roots, and those roots were here, all around me. Something came up at me through the soles of my feet out of the

         earth, out of long-traveled roads and the dry bones of the dead. Through the open window I, lately a city girl used to concrete

         and gasoline fumes, saw fleshy green skin covering winter’s wounds, smelled spring and growing things, the grass, furze, and

         cattle. And I, usually so irresolute, was ready for anything.

      


      So this was County Kerry where my grandfather, old Pop Murphy, was born with a brogue not unlike Eamonn’s and a couple of

         shillelaghs on the wall to prove it. Soon we reached the Dingle Peninsula and the coastal road that rose to Inch. Below and

         far away, the rocky din-filled gullies were snow white with the droppings of seabirds, which soared above or refuged in the

         heather-strewn cliffs. There were guillemots, kittiwakes, petrels, razorbills, even puffins, one of which flew by red-nosed

         and with a laughing sprat-filled mouth. Out there, beyond a harbor called Castlemaine, for as far as the eye could see was

         the sparkling ocean over which gulls and gannets flew, reflecting the sun’s fire. Was there a more romantic place in the world?

         How could Pop, in spite of his rheumatism, have been crazy enough to leave it?

      


      Eamonn said he was taking me to his country residence at Inch, which means “Island.” Now a peninsula, it was probably an island

         once. He rarely stayed overnight at his Palace in Killarney. He preferred to finish each day in a seaside retreat, though

         he had to drive twenty-five miles to get there.

      


      As we motored up the tendril-like road toward his house, I saw the four-mile-long seemingly inaccessible Inch strand. Before

         us to the west were tall mountains. Islands, dotted distantly here and there, were misted by the sea.

      


      Eamonn was telling me I would be staying mostly at Inch but sometimes I would go with him to Killarney and even “abroad” to

         Dublin and other exotic faraway Irish places.

      


      As we climbed, Eamonn gestured at the splendid features of the landscape, relating their history in his throbbing voice.


      Soon we roared into his short sloping driveway. The high hedges on each side almost touched overhead, giving the impression

         that we were passing through a leafy tunnel into another world.

      


      Once more I had moved from darkness to light, but this time he had carried me there. Here, in three acres of God’s own country,

         was beauty within beauty, and mystery within a larger mystery.

      


      Having braked sharply—how else?—he was on my side of the car and flinging my door open.


      “Out with you, Annie. Out, out,” as he beckoned me with bird-swift hand movements to stand next to him.


      Then the most amazing thing: I looked into his eyes and there I was. It was so fleeting, I could not be sure if it had really

         happened or I had imagined it.

      


      When I was on my feet, he gestured eloquently around us, breathing deeply and shaking his head; there, nestling on a rocky

         knoll, surrounded by exquisite flower gardens, was a single-storied slate-roofed Georgian house built of red sandstone, a

         beautiful aerie above the sea.

      


      “My home, your home,” he said, with an infectious grin.


   

      Chapter Two


      MARY O’RILEY, his thirty-year-old housekeeper, emerged from the front door and came down the steps to greet me. She had red

         hair and mint-green eyes and the sad furtive gaze of a countrywoman.

      


      She took charge of my bags while Eamonn led me into his home, my home. The pretty Georgian ceiling with fine old moldings

         reflected the rich red from the carpet.

      


      “It matches your socks,” I whispered, and he whispered back, “You are wicked,” so that I felt flattered.

      


      A corridor went the length of the house with fourteen Stations of the Cross around the walls. I had not seen their like since

         I gave up practicing the Catholic faith seven years before.

      


      On the corridor there were small windows, like peepholes, onto the ocean. Almost opposite the front door was a small red-carpeted

         alcove with an altar where presumably Eamonn said Mass, and there were four bedrooms, two at each end.

      


      “Hurry for lunch.” Eamonn directed me to my room at the far end of the corridor. “You must be famished as a crow.”


      My room was a small rectangle, with light blue walls and its own bathroom. Built into the hillside and with hedges of yellow-flowering

         forsythia outside the windows, there was only the tiniest view of the sea, but I could hear it and smell it.

      


      I barely had time to freshen up before Eamonn rapped on my door and led me to the dining room. From the french windows there

         was a splendid sea vista. In the hearth was a fire that gave off a warm sweet earthy odor and a bluish flame.

      


      He anticipated my question.


      “Turf.” His hand was shaking not from nerves but from the sheer vitality he put into every word. “Cut from the bogs around

         here.”

      


      In the center of the room was a gleaming mahogany table with solid silver cutlery and candelabra as well as silver vases bright

         with spring flowers.

      


      Eamonn said grace, then Mary, who had learned to move at his pace, dashed a plate down in front of me. A furtive smile passed

         between them.

      


      With my fork I probed the white sticky matter covered in a white sauce.


      “Come on,” he urged, his lips twitching. “Try it.”


      I put a minute amount in my mouth. It had an unusual texture. Was it sweetbread? No, surely the organ of some animal; and

         I hardly ever ate meat because most meats made me ill. I had a big problem chewing even this small bite. I began to apologize

         for being a fussy eater.

      


      “Know what it is, Annie? Lamb’s brains.” And he laughed heartily.


      I dropped my fork with a clatter on my plate.


      Seeing my blanched face, his laughter ended abruptly.


      “You don’t like it?”


      He was upset. He had wanted to introduce me to a local delicacy. But the result, though he could not possibly have known why,

         brought back a past I had come to Ireland to forget.

      


      There was plenty of other food, potatoes, vegetables, salads, but I could not eat a thing.


      “I am so sorry, Annie,” he said, “I’ll take you for a walk soon and restore you.”


      He busily finished his own lunch and, after I had brushed my hair and put on cherry-red lipstick and dangling Indian-style

         earrings, we went up the steep mountain path behind the house. I was nervy because I suffered from agoraphobia and there were

         no trees to hide behind.

      


      He must have sensed my unease because as soon as we were out of sight of the house he took my hand in his—“Since there’s

         no donkey’s tail to hold on to.” Moments later, he stopped as if he had received an electric shock.

      


      “That’s odd, Annie.” He peered closely at my hand and echoed my thoughts: “I feel so comfortable with you. As if I’d known

         you always.” He looked at me, appealingly. “Do you feel the same?”

      


      I nodded. That touch had mysteriously bonded us.


      We walked or, rather, ran up the mountain path hand-in-hand like happy children.


      “I am so honored,” he said, “to have you as my guest.”


      Before I could say thank you, he started to tell me in his excited way how much he loved this place though it had so many

         inches of rain a year even angels couldn’t count them. Here he charged his batteries and sometimes it rained when there wasn’t

         a cloud in the sky.

      


      “Really?” I said.


      “Indeed, the good Lord has to keep His hand in.” And when I reacted, he added, “You really have the loveliest smile.”


      We stopped on the heights and, though there was rain in the strong tangy wind and I, lightly clad, was chilled, my breath

         was taken away, not so much by the speed of the ascent as by the beauty of the land.

      


      Having checked that I was not too cold, with a huge intake of salt- and heather-scented air, he said:


      “Annie, when I… when I stand here, I feel I am holding hands with the Almighty.”


      Feeling an inferior substitute for his normal climbing companion, I said a quiet yes.


      He was the perfect showman. He loved surprising and overwhelming people. Releasing my hand to enable him to gesture to his

         heart’s content, he exclaimed:

      


      “I come here so I can be in a place that man can never spoil. There it is, Annie. There are the clear waters, Annie, and the

         silent mountains, Annie, and the air clean and fresh as the Virgin’s tears, Annie.”

      


      And each mention of my name seemed part of a litany that went straight from our hushed mountain up to the throne of God.


      He was a jazzman like my father. There, on that mountaintop, he seemed to me to be playing Dixieland jazz on a saxophone,

         fingers fast moving, body rhythmically swaying, so I had the weird impression that the music, bis music, was creating the world around us, bringing to life sea, sky, stone, misty islands, and even the song of the birds.

      


      More mundanely: “See that hotel over there across the bay? That is Glenbeigh. I intend to take you to a meal there soon. And

         I’m hoping to give you”—a wide cruciform sweep of his arms—“a tour of the entire Dingle Peninsula. Then you really will

         feel reborn.”

      


      I was beginning to feel it already.


      He clasped my hand again. He, doubtless, was praying. So was I in my own way. This was a timeless moment in a place beyond

         this world where I could become me. I glimpsed grazing sheep, their faces deep in spring. I heard, then saw, fluttering and

         trilling, a solitary lark below me, looking like a moth, singing like an angel.

      


      All the guilt in my soul drained out of me. I had been hurt too much. I had a right to be happy. Never had I had the guts

         to do something for myself alone, but my hour had come. Proof of it was that I said:

      


      “I have a headache, Eamonn. I’d like to go down and rest, if you don’t mind.”


      This modest request was new to me. I had always let myself be led. I had such confidence in Eamonn I was prepared to ask for

         something for me.

      


      “Poor, poor Annie,” he said.


      Hand in warm hand we slowly retraced our steps. I realized with a start that though my panic attacks from which I suffered

         might recur, my agoraphobia was gone. And forever. The wild open spaces were given back to me. One heart’s disease had been

         emptied out of me into the sea or the clear mountain air. More likely, into Eamonn’s magnanimous soul. How good he must be

         to be able to lift such a burden by the touch of his hand. I only hoped that in healing me he would not wound himself.

      


      I was reluctant to say good-bye if only for a few hours. On that walk, I had felt his power enter me, power such as I had

         never felt in anyone else.

      


      It was about three in the afternoon when I got to lie on my bed, fully clothed, not having the energy to unpack. I slept as

         I had not slept in over three years.

      


      I awoke at ten. It was dark and I was thirsty. I fumbled my way to the door. The lights in the hallway were dimmed, the way

         I like them. Hearing me move around, Mary came to tell me she had prepared tea and biscuits for me and the Bishop. She was

         off to bed.

      


      Eamonn was already in the living room with the orange drapes pulled across all the windows except for one. He jumped up from

         his armchair and greeted me as if I had been away for months.

      


      Who could fail to warm to a man who every time he sees you gives you a hundred thousand Irish welcomes?


      Through the one window he had purposely left undraped we could see by starlight, so clear was the night air, across the bay.


      I admired the heavy oriental rug, Waterford crystal, and gleaming black baby grand piano. Here, too, there was a turf fire

         in the hearth. In this romantic setting, I lay down in front of the fire for warmth. The room’s colors, though earthy, were

         warm, including, I told him, his splendid socks of which I now had the best possible view.

      


      At once, he began to question me about my life. My father must have written to him about my marriage. I sensed he knew I had

         wed a Jew in front of a rabbi in my husband’s family home.

      


      “Your marriage was far from happy, I can tell.”


      “I am over the worst of it.”


      He shook his head like a dog out of water. “It couldn’t possibly be so; otherwise why did you come to Ireland?”


      He seemed to speak with the whole of his body. Perhaps that is why he made so powerful an impression on me.


      “I did have therapy before I came.”


      He tutted his disagreement. “There are many ways to healing. But therapy seldom works. The soul itself needs healing.”


      I said nothing. It was true I had reached a plateau in my life. I was not going anywhere.


      I appreciated his concern but he was unwise, I felt, to dive into my soul as though it were a gentle lake when it was a deep

         and dangerous place. In my heart, I said, Eamonn, beware, you do not know me yet.

      


      “How do you feel inside yourself?”


      I waited a long while. I was thinking of the time eighteen months into my marriage when, late one night, I called my father.

         He himself had been brutally beaten by his mother as a child, which was why he had never laid a finger on me in anger. I was

         in Brooklyn and he was a half hour’s drive away in New York around 23rd Street. Almost ready to fall apart, I had wanted to

         tell him I was being severely damaged by and suffering in my marriage. No, I didn’t call him to say anything, I wanted just

         to feel his loving presence. And he said, hearing me sob, without me even speaking my name, “You don’t have to tell me, Annie.

         I know.”

      


      Now as the minutes ticked by, misty-eyed, I had no answer for Eamonn but to shake my head.


      “What is going on behind those pretty blue eyes?”


      I managed to get out, “I suppose I do feel… damaged.”


      As I got up from the floor and sat in a chair next to his, he reached for my hand and stroked the back of it. He was so fearless

         and I so fearful, the attraction between us was enormous.

      


      “Chicky Licky,” he said, able to scowl and smile at the same time.


      “You mean Chicken Licken.”


      He said, “That’s what I said,” and I realized he spoke it so fast it came out as Chicky Licky.


      Therapy had taught me that we are responsible for our own actions. Eamonn had done me good already. But I could do him harm.

         It is hard to share pain without showing love. Harder still to accept another’s pain without becoming vulnerable.

      


      That was why I pulled back—I needed to be more sure of myself.


      He did not readily accept my reluctance to open out. I would have to be patient for both of us.


      He told me a long story about a beautiful young woman, Siobhan, married to and beaten by an alcoholic husband, Jim. She had

         had a nervous breakdown and attempted suicide.

      


      He showed me her picture, and she was what I was not: Beauty Queen material. Many men had told me I was beautiful but it was

         not of this competition-winning sort.

      


      Siobhan was tall, with the slim and agile grace of a dancer. She had yellow hair and blue eyes. She might have been a Viking.

         I was far more of a colleen.

      


      It took Eamonn two hours to tell me how he had overseen Siobhan’s therapy, found her a job as a governess abroad, and recovered

         Jim from alcoholism. Finally, as though he were a god, he had put the marriage together again. He must have thought he could

         do the same for me.

      


      “She also stayed in this house,” he said.


      The more he talked the closer we moved together. Eventually, he not only held my hand but gently stroked my hair. I enjoyed

         the intimacy and thrilled in every pore. It was as if the whole of my self, body and spirit, even parts of me I never knew

         existed, came alive at his touch.

      


      This was not sex but something far deeper for which I had no name, something never before experienced. Part of what I felt

         was his ability to give me a sense of the goodness of myself till then denied me and, through my self-appreciation, a sense

         of the worth of everything that exists.

      


      Never till those precious hours had I felt that someone, a friend, a fellow human being, was addressing me, my true self, a self that even I had never known until he spoke to it directly and it answered him. A new being, a new voice.

         It was like being present, consciously and wonderingly, at my own birth.

      


      But as he told his story, through the swift blinking of his eyes and the trembling of his sensitive hands, I got the distinct

         impression that the beautiful Siobhan had aroused feelings in him that he had not owned up to, even to himself.

      


      What he may not have realized was that I was far more of a danger to him. I was unattached and becoming ever more attracted.

         Not unexpectedly in view of the life he led, he was, I could tell, sexually very repressed. He was like a ripe tomato on a

         vine; I had only to give a tiny tug and, pop, he would be in my hand. I did not want that. Apart from anything else, the woman

         in me wanted something that would last.

      


      As the hours flew by me, he often got up to stoke the fire, the poker sending sparks up the chimney. The jazzman could even

         create the stars.

      


      It was not until 1:30, with the fire burning low, that he walked me to my room past Stations of the Cross that now, for some

         reason, made me feel like a temptress.

      


      “Good night, Chicky Licky, and God bless.”


      I was delighted. He already had a pet name for me.


      I put on my nightdress and went to bed. Never had I known such a day. It had lasted a lifetime but was over in a flash. Every

         experience in it was new and at the same time older than I was. Time was so overturned I felt I had been handed a perfect

         and unfading flower plucked in a century yet to come.

      


      I could not sleep for the tumult within me and the heavy hammer of my heart as I heard him walking up and down the corridor,

         reciting his breviary. I so wanted him to come in and talk with me, as my father used to do when I was a girl. Since I met

         Eamonn at the airport, even more so after we descended the mountain, I wanted him never to leave my side.

      


      After forty-five minutes, he, too, went to bed, in the room next to mine. It could not have been better if it had been planned.

         Had it been? Surely not. He was expecting little Annie. Not planned, then, but providential?

      


      To my surprise, once more I slept and would not have awakened but for someone calling me by name.


      “Annie. Wake up, Annie.”


      I opened my eyes. I usually hated mornings. Not today, the anniversary of yesterday. For perched on the end of my bed, crooning

         my name, with a mischievous loving smile on his open face, was my newest, oldest, dearest friend, Eamonn.

      


   

      Chapter Three


      EIGHT O’CLOCK, SLEEPYHEAD. How’d you like to come with me to Killarney?”

      


      “Oh, yes,” I said.

      


      I was usually rocky and half blind in the gum-eyed dawn, but as soon as Eamonn left I jumped out of bed.


      Though I still showered in the dark, I was aware that I was a woman, that this smooth flesh of mine was made not to be abused

         but loved.

      


      I soaped myself luxuriously, tracing the curves of legs and thighs and breasts with the flat of my hands.


      I toweled, put on my face, finished dressing in a rush, and went to the dining room, where Mary brought me breakfast. The

         bread deliciously filled my mouth and the water from the well enabled me actually to taste tea for the first time in my life.

         All my senses were awakened, my fears gone.

      


      Within minutes, Eamonn was ushering me out the front door.


      “Come along now, Annie, it’ll soon be night.”


      It was a glorious sunny day, full of budding and birdsong. I inhaled the fresh-from-the-oven smells of morning. Primroses

         and violets, azaleas and cowslips dotted the flower beds while ferns and dock leaves were green tongues unfolding in the sun.

         A butterfly, lovely as a peacock, clapped silently on a purple pansy. A wood pigeon called throatily from a poplar tree and

         I inhaled the fragrance of lilac and honeysuckle vine.

      


      Not far from three nibbling rabbits was a ragged yellow-looking sheep come down from the hill to graze on the dew-rinsed lawn.

         As Eamonn shooed it away, the rabbits scampered off, ears pinned back, white tails showing. Yes, in a setting like this it

         was possible to wipe out reality.

      


      He did not drive as madly as the day before. Maybe he wanted to talk and required, like God, complete attention. I sat quietly,

         a wren next to a falcon.

      


      He spoke of his diocese, with its fifty-three parishes, 130 priests and 125,000 layfolk. He was especially proud of his work

         in the Cathedral at Killarney, which means “Church of the Sloe Tree.” Designed by Pugin, the Cathedral had been consecrated

         in 1855. When Eamonn was made bishop, he moved to restore it. The Victorian plasterwork had been ruined by decades of damp.

         He had decided to strip it off entirely so as to reveal, through bare stone, Pugin’s original design.

      


      “I ran into mighty opposition for that, Annie. Pious people have the sharpest teeth. But you’ll soon be telling me who was

         right.”

      


      We passed a field with newborn lambs in it. The friskiest of them ran like crazy, kicked its hind legs in the air, and ran

         back again to its ewe. I laughed aloud.

      


      “What’s the matter?”


      “Oh,” I said, “it reminded me of someone.”


      He cored me with a look and said, with mock severity, “I’m a shepherd not a sheep, I’d have you know.”


      I crossed my heart on the wrong side. “I’ll remember.”


      “Guess how much the Cathedral cost to renovate?” He translated for my benefit into U.S. currency. “Well over half a million

         dollars.”

      


      “Who’ll pay?”


      “The good people.”


      “Whether they like it or not.”


      “They like it. If not, I make them like it.”


      And he was off on a story that typified Killarney, where we were headed.


      “Only last week, Annie, I was standing in the street”—his left hand, off the wheel, was shaking in anticipation of what

         was to come—“when a horse-drawn cart stopped by me. And guess who was sitting in the backseat!” 

      


      “The Pope.”


      “Something even more surprising. A corpse.” He roared with laughter. “Propped up like it was on an outing, with a hat on his

         head and a brier pipe in his mouth.”

      


      “Was the pipe alight?” I asked, lamely.


      “He was a farmer, y’see, and before taking him to the funeral parlor to coffin him up, his sons were giving him a last tour

         of the town.” Eamonn was alive electrically in his seat. “But I said to the boys, ‘God Almighty, the man is dead, have you no decency left that you treat him like a piece of furniture?’ ”

      


      Without meaning to, 1 mimicked his voice exactly, “God Almighty, the man is dead.”

      


      Eamonn stopped laughing. He recognized that I was so in tune with him I spoke with his voice.


      “That’s not bad at all.”


      For the moment, his face blanked out. Maybe he sensed danger.


      “I’ll give you a tour of the town first, Annie.”


      “Even though I’m not dead yet.”


      He said softly, “Even though you are very much alive.”


      Killarney was a meandering market town, small by American standards. Exotic colors clashed and not one building stood up straight.

         How unlike the tall, tiring symmetry of New York.

      


      I was impressed by the 285-foot-high Cathedral spire. Inside, my first impression of St. Mary’s was of soaring pillars, Giothic

         arches, and of white limestone, rough and bare as if the skin had been peeled off it. It was like seeing a clean white dawn

         spread over Lake Candlcwood in the New England of my childhood.

      


      For all its hush and beauty, something about the place alarmed me.


      Eamonn genuflected toward the striking crucifix over a main altar that was lit by three tall lancet windows. Then he went

         on his knees in a pew at the back. As I knelt beside him, he blessed himself, bowed his head, and prayed with eyes so tightly

         closed they looked screwed down.

      


      Which God was he praying to? Maybe a bishop has to have a special God. I suspected that on Day One of Creation, his God made

         not the heavens and the earth but the Rules.

      


      Here was the source of my disquiet. This was Eamonn’s real world. He was a cleric before he was a man. Inside him was a sanctuary

         where he walked godward, blind and deaf. In this moment, he was speaking with the God who, in an ascending order of dignity,

         made him a Christian, priest, and bishop, and, if his socks proved predictive, a cardinal. I had no right to intrude where

         he was happy.

      


      But was he? Buoyant, cheerful, dynamic, yes, but happy? It was my woman’s intuition that he was not. But even if he were not,

         was it in the power of any woman to make him so? Was he praying for my soul or my happiness? Maybe he made no distinction.

         But I was a woman, irreligious by his standards, and I did. I wanted happiness.

      


      So we knelt, he talking with his God who was nearer to him than my shoulder and I bemoaning the absence of Him whom I had

         worshiped in an uncomplicated way when I was a child.

      


      Suddenly, as if God had dismissed him with a bang on the head, his prayers were over. He leaped to his feet.


      “Come along, Annie,” and he was off like a March hare.


      As we toured the Cathedral, he kept receiving fawning bows and touching of the forelock from men, as well as little curtsies

         from women, and everyone murmured, “My Lord.”

      


      This set him apart from my world. But wasn’t this massive building a testimony to what he was? On the journey he had spoken

         of “my” Cathedral. On the sanctuary was a chair that proved he was Eamonn, by the Grace of God and appointment of the Pope,

         Bishop of Kerry. This was his cathedra, or seat, with his coat of arms and a Latin inscription that he told me meant “I Am As One Who Serves.”

      


      “ ’Tis made of Tasmanian oak.” His whisper could be heard in the back pew. To me the chair seemed hewn from the Rock of Ages.

         It spoke of loyalties that went back two thousand years to Jesus and Peter, James, and John.

      


      I did not like to be in thrall to the past. Since coming to Ireland—was it really only twenty-tour hours ago?—I wanted

         to live now.

      


      He was pointing to the pulpit. He seemed to like its elevation. He enjoyed the pomp, pageantry, and theatrics of religion,

         which, frankly, I thought of as pagan.

      


      Though he itemized the cost of repairs—to the roof, organ, stonework, the big limestone baptismal bowl—I took little of

         it in. I was thinking, How much will you pay to fix the tiny chapel of my soul, to clean the old stone to the hone?


      The spire of my being did not rise up into a supernatural heaven; it was thrust upside down, like a spear, into the rich dark

         earth. Down here I wanted happiness.

      


      When I was eight years old, I took charge of my mother, Hannah, whom father called Wishie because she was always saying, “I

         wish this or that.” Booze was her family, flag, creed, God. Dear Wishie, with the face of a rose garden and the mouth of rotten

         apple. How often I had to fish her out of the empty bath when she missed the can. I hauled her out by her arms which were

         limp as overcooked noodles. When she went completely crazy, I took

         a knife and cut a crisscross on the palm of my left hand and held it up to her, yelling, “Stop it, stop it!” The sight of

         blood, danger, was the only thing that could bring her, a mother, to her senses.

      


      Could she drink! A thirsty camel at a water hole would have stopped to watch. It made your head spin just to breathe the air

         around her.

      


      When Jack, my father, was at medical conferences, I slept beside her. Soon as she woke, she grabbed a bottle as if it were

         the alarm clock. She drank to cure hangovers.

      


      I can see her standing, one hand on her hip for balance, the other with a bottle of Ballantine raised at the diagonal, “Shit

         on ‘em”—this to no one in particular—before trumpeting a blast of Ballantine. Once she grabbed a bottle in each fist,

         and played two trumpets at once, maybe to prove how good she was. Often she cooked in a green sweater and nothing else, and

         I mean nothing. She was bottomless save for a blackthorn bush under her navel. In her tough, West Side, drinking Irish talk, “I’m okay,

         Annie, for Chrissake, leave me be, willya?” as she aborted another bottle.

      


      My doctor father said I was born drunk. Instead of me, Mom should have given birth to a crate of Ballantine.


      Whenever she boiled an egg I reached for the fire extinguisher. Get in our old Cadillac with her behind the wheel, I used

         to say, and don’t kid yourself it isn’t suicide. Is there no penalty for being drunk in charge of a child?

      


      “Don’t tell ya father, it’d only upset him.” She made me promise, as she sank the pint of vodka she had just bought to replace

         the pint she drank the day before. She could find a needle in a haystack if it had a lick of vodka on it.

      


      So she wouldn’t get too drunk, I used to dilute the vodka with water before she did, but Daddy saw the motes in it, till I

         learned to put the water through fine muslin first.

      


      To save her, since I loved that nutty lady, I lied to her and I lied for her until lying was as easy as breathing. I enjoyed it. Like Mommy, I kept replacing the little sips taken from the bottle

         of truth with liquid from the faucet of my own imagining.

      


      I also made a frightening discovery that most people—not my father—like being lied to; it makes life more comfortable.

         Nobody wanted to know the truth about Mommy any more than she did. Lying became for me a form of Christian charity.

      


      What about you, Eamonn? Do you care for truth or do you, like the rest of us, demand that people tell you lies?


      We left St. Mary’s for his big stone Palace next door. The very word raised my hackles. Another barrier between him and me.


      Did he intend to show me once and for all that he was a princeling of the Church? Inside the Palace, backs straightened like

         candles and “Morning, my Lord,” “Yes, my Lord,” “No, my Lord,” all spoken by men and women, some of whom knelt to kiss his

         ring. Was this, I thought naughtily, the clerical version of kissing ass?

      


      He introduced me to his lay secretary, Pat Gilbride, with, “This is my cousin, Annie Murphy, from America.”


      Pat was a big happy blonde in her late twenties with a Cheshire Cat smile and hooded eyes that looked right at you.


      When Eamonn got me to shake hands with Justin, the odd-job man, he relaxed. He slipped easily into his one-syllabled man-of-the-people

         talk. Justin had patches on knees and elbows, and a brogue that completely foxed me. In his presence, Eamonn, almost dancing

         a jig, was funny and tender, paternal and exigent at the same time.

      


      Afterward, Eamonn whispered, with twinkling eyes, “A grand Catholic is Justin. If he hanged himself he’d use a rosary.”


      He held up his own beads, with the crucifix on top, noosed his wrist and tugged upward in a vivid demonstration.


      He liked Justin, I think, because Justin would never doubt that he was the greatest man alive after the Pope.


      One person I liked immediately was Eamonn’s priest-assistant. Tall, with a marvelously gentle sense of humor, Father John

         O’Keeffe was a blend of Jimmy Stewart and Sean Connery. He had heavy brows, soft eyes, and a fine ski nose. A laughing Kerryman,

         he was not in the least scared of Eamonn, who said to me, “Clever chap, he has three degrees.”

      


      In Eamonn’s study, dominated by a portrait of Pope Paul VI, the phones never stopped ringing. As he took the calls he thumbed

         through a pile of mail. He could do several things at once—talk down the phone to an Irish priest in South America promising

         funds for a village well, read a Latin document from a Vatican official, and, muffling the phone, explain to me what we might

         do for the rest of the day.

      


      Though this was routine for him, had he brought me there on my first morning to impress me with his power? Few women would

         object to that.

      


      At lunch, the only other guest was a Scot named Ian Simpson from the Scottish Finance Office. Eamonn sprinted through grace

         whether his guests approved or not.

      


      Mr. Simpson was a small, bald, soft-spoken man. “Come to Edinburgh, the Athens of the north, Miss Murphy.” He promised to

         show me Princes’ Street and the Castle.

      


      Even to be near Eamonn had its perks.


      The best food and French wines were served by soft-shoed nuns with humble demeanor and downturned gaze. Did these women have

         eyes at all? How could Eamonn tolerate such servility?

      


      The contrast between the two men was marked. Eamonn’s face seemed made of pieces of brightly colored glass; Ian’s was of a

         single grayish hue. Eamonn spoke in a rainbow stream of words, combined with broad heartfelt gestures; Ian’s utterances were

         spare and dry as desert sand and came from no further than his lips.

      


      Another thing: Whereas Eamonn addressed him as “Ian,” the Scot never dared call Eamonn anything but “My Lord.” No equality

         here. Ian was not descended from the Apostles.

      


      They spoke of financial help to the deprived areas of Kerry. Tens of thousands of pounds sterling were mentioned. Eamonn guaranteed

         everything. Occasionally, with his right index finger, he banged on the fingers of his left hand one by one with the force

         of a hammer to make his points.

      


      For a couple of hours after lunch I was left alone in his study. On his desk was a photograph album, surely for me to examine.

         It contained newspaper clippings and pictures of his ordination as a bishop in late 1969.

      


      One picture showed Eamonn with the Primate, Cardinal Conway, President de Valera, Cardinal Heenan of Westminster, and the

         papal Nuncio. Eamonn, looking truly magnificent in his episcopal robes, was referred to as, at age forty-two, the youngest

         member of the Irish hierarchy.

      


      Cardinal Heenan preached the sermon. “Bishop Eamonn is a friend and father of the poor, he sought shelter for the homeless.”

         There were pictures of Eamonn’s ring—a hundred years old—of Eamonn smiling under his tall miter, and standing on an open

         bus while waving to the crowds.

      


      Was Eamonn challenging me? Was he saying, “Here is a mountain, Annie. Do you have the strength and stamina to climb it?” Or

        —far more likely—was this all in my imagination?

      


      He liked the best, and how could I be described as good, let alone the best? Did I mistake a show of power for an invitation

         to love? To topple such a man would be like burning down a cathedral. I had no wish to do any such thing. Did I?

      


      Memories stirred in me. I was twelve years old when my elder brother, John, came rushing into our house in Redding, Connecticut.

         He was white with anger and my father asked him what was the matter. John blurted out that he had just caught a visiting monsignor

         from Toronto in the garage with his secretary from Montreal. “Doing what, for heaven’s sake?” my father asked. “He was… making

         love to her,” John said. Mommy stepped forward and struck him across the face. “Can’t you see Annie’s here?” she roared. I

         was stunned, but my elder sister, Mary, went into hysterics at the thought of a holy priest having sex. Such things did not

         happen in Connecticut. “Who,” she gasped, “is going to forgive him his sins?”

      


      Next, I was a teenage waitress at the Avon Inn in New Jersey. I often saw men who had checked in in priestly garb dressed

         as laymen and taking women out for the night—and taking them in. One priest in particular annoyed me because he was so preachy

         by day and so damned promiscuous by night. Heavens, I thought, and these pious hypocrites give us poor mortals such a hard time of it.

      


      This was a major reason for my leaving the Church, that and the feeling that Catholics put a sin-tag on every thought, word,

         deed, and omission. I didn’t want to reduce my Eamonn to the level of clerics who lead double lives. There was surely no danger

         of that since it was his strength not his frailty that overwhelmed me. With great generosity, his one thought was to resurrect

         a girl whom my father had told him was dead and buried.

      


      It was this generosity that attracted me to him and made me want to get as close to him as I dared.


   

      Chapter Four


      HE DROVE ME HOME THAT AFTERNOON in a quiet mood. He had a kind of puzzled look on his face as if he were grappling with a problem

         with which he could not cope.

      


      I had seen enough to know that this masterful man hated to be led. He had so much more to lose than I: honor, prestige, power.

         What could I offer him in recompense?

      


      Nothing, unless there was deep inside him a torrent of need still to be revealed. I could lead only by following. I could

         attract only by not attracting. On my part, there was no guilt or guile in this. It was instinctive. It expressed the intent

         of a woman who had come out of darkness for the first time in her life and felt she was owed happiness.

      


      But how could Eamonn bestow happiness on me, and what form would that happiness take? I had no clear idea as yet. I only knew

         that I wanted to be worthy of someone so good and so considerate.

      


      The second night, we edged ever closer as we sat and talked by the fire.


      “I can do more for you, Annie,” he said, neither humbly nor proudly, “than any psychiatrist.”


      I did not doubt it. If only I could find a way to open my heart to him. Yet if I succeeded, it might lead to his ultimate

         failure. So deep now was my respect for him I did not want him to fail. He was bigger than I was, bigger even than any possible

         love between us. How could I want to corrupt a man whom I loved because he was incorruptible?

      


      His personality so overpowered me, maybe I believed that this wizard and this magical land could accomplish the impossible.

         I blocked my ears to the drums of doom.

      


      He stretched out and stroked the back of my hand. “Care to tell me about your marriage?”


      “It was a disaster.”


      “Your husband was a Catholic?”


      My father had told him otherwise, but Steven’s religion was not the reason why our marriage failed.


      “He was a Jew. I was married in front of a rabbi.”


      “ ‘Twasn’t a real marriage, then.” Eamonn said it with a certain amount of satisfaction. “The Church does not recognize the

         marriage of a Catholic in such circumstances.”

      


      “I had ceased to think of myself as a Catholic then.”


      He reflected for a moment. “That was your trouble, Annie.”


      I let it pass. I was still feeling the pain of a marriage that I had never been able to speak of to anyone.


      Tears must have rainbowed in my eyes as I silently recalled all this, for Eamonn said, ‘Ready to talk?’


      As I shook my head, a sharp chill come over me.


      “You are free in the eyes of God, Annie,” he said, stroking my hand fondly, “to marry again.”


      “No.”


      “To love again.”


      “To love.” I omitted the word again. “Perhaps.” The expressive motion of his hand on mine told me he liked both distinctions.

      


      What is it about firelight that brings out deep things in the mind and heart? Especially this sort of fire made of peat, dug

         from the very land on which people walk and live and love. I had read that the great old Irish storytellers liked nothing

         more than to tell their stories by a big turf fire which, at the day’s end, was never put out but simply covered over. Fires

         would thus go on for generations, until perhaps the house was demolished. A sign, this, that people’s stories, like the land

         itself, its rivers, fields, and hills, would never end. Stories outlive mountains.

      


      So we contented ourselves with telling stories—carving the past in fabled stone—of our families, of mutual relatives,

         laughing and sobbing, and hardly knowing the difference.

      


      He told me he was the sixth of “a pewful of children,” ten in all. They lived in a yellow Georgian house at Adare in the County

         Limerick, with white and pink roses round the door.

      


      John, his father, was manager of two dairies. He rose at 4:30 every morning and came home late at night but he always squeezed

         in Mass during the day.

      


      His mother, Helena, dead now for over ten years, was a perfectionist. Good clothes for the children, finest food served at

         table with lace and silver, fresh flowers, and best china. She never complained, though her health was always bad. She was

         a brilliant pianist—Eamonn pointed to her piano by the wall. All the children took music and dancing lessons and Eamonn

         won many prizes in Irish dancing.

      


      “I was a thin child, Annie, with stomach problems, bronchitis, fevers. I loved sport but was too sickly for it so I made do

         with music.”

      


      He told me of his seminary days—“I never broke a rule, not one”—and of his first years as a curate in Limerick. In those

         days, in some pool halls, youngsters aged fifteen to nineteen were abusing kids of nine years and up. It took courage to confront

         them. He knew he could not stop homosexuality. But he could stop child sex-abuse.

      


      “I had a popcorn temper in those days, Annie, and got into a few fights. Twice I was hit with a billiard cue here”—I sighed

         as he touched the top of his head.

      


      I liked the fact that he had no physical fear. He gained the small boys’ confidence and together they unmasked the bullies

         to the authorities.

      


      “I could not sleep at nights, Annie, for my anguish at this slaughter of God’s little lambs.” He smiled painfully. “One night,

         a twenty-year-old came at me with a cue. I grabbed it from him and snapped it in two. Then I twisted his arm behind him and

         put his head down the toilet bowl and flushed it.”

      


      His frankness encouraged me to tell him how, until I was about twelve, I used to break into houses with my friend Corey. I

         could pick any lock, get through any window. I chose people I didn’t like and ate the food in their iceboxes. Once, I broke

         into the house of Mr. Thompson, who used to abuse children.

      


      “So,” I told Eamonn, “I put the plug in his bath and turned the faucets on. When he got home hours later, the whole place

         was ruined.”

      


      Eamonn was shocked. “You are a terrible case for a Novena.”


      I was no less shocked. He saw no parallel between his attack on perversion and mine. He had nearly drowned a human being whereas

         I had only ruined a few floors and carpets.

      


      I resolved to be more careful. Maybe Eamonn had double standards: one set for him and another for everyone else.


      As the night lengthened, as the same fire warmed us and welded us into one, we returned once more to my marriage. I do not

         think Eamonn ever doubted his magnetic power to draw the badness out of me.

      


      “Before we married…”


      He came very close, stroking my hair, sensing that I was about to open my heart to him. “Yes, Annie?”


      “He took precautions so we would not have a child.”


      “If you were not then married…”


      He seemed to think I was speaking of morals but I wasn’t.


      “One night,” I said, gulping, “Steven realized he was losing me. It had finally got to him that I feared something inside

         him that was wanting to corrode me.”

      


      “So?” Eamonn urged.


      “He came to me without a condom so I would conceive.”


      “You mean, so you would be forced to marry him?”


      I nodded, shaking all over at the memory of unimaginably bad things.


      “Anyway, Annie, I’m pleased he failed.”


      “But he didn’t.”


      He turned ashen. “You conceived?”


      “Yes. We married three months later.”


      “So there was a child?” His jazz hand was quite still on my head. “I never knew.”


      I could almost read his thoughts through his musical hand’s patting, resting on my hand and my hair.


      “What became of —?”


      “Because of me, it died.”


      He momentarily withdrew his hand in horror. Then the professional in him, I guess, made him put it back on my head.


      “You mean, you had an abortion. Did… he”—I liked that he could not bring himself to use the word husband—“did he know about this?”

      


      “It wasn’t an abortion.”


      His blink was another small victory for me.


      “No?”


      I shook my head. “Women can get rid of babies without having an abortion.”


      He was mystified by this. It was new for him to be so out of his depth. It made me interesting, a challenge, and he, a competitive

         man who always got his way, liked a challenge.

      


      “Was it a boy or a girl?”


      “I don’t know.”


      He was even more surprised. “How could you not know? Oh, I see. The baby was taken from you when it was born and adopted so you never knew whether it was —”

      


      “It was not adopted.”


      “No, of course not,” he said, soothingly, as if I were not quite sane. “You said you were somehow responsible for its dying.

         But surely”—this was the genuine plea of someone who cared—“you only mean that you gave him… Or her…” He shook his puzzled

         head. “But you said you did not give your baby for adoption.”

      


      He looked into the fire for a very long moment.


      “Annie, you’re not making any sense.”


      “Nothing in my life makes sense.”


      By now, I suspect, he did not know whether I was crazy, a monster, or a plain fantasist. Yet something told him I was telling

         the truth.

      


      For the first time, I reached out and held his hand.

      


      “In the fifth and a half month, Eamonn, the baby died.”


      “You said you didn’t—“


      “Didn’t take poisons or use a metal coat hanger.”


      I could sense the relief of this good man who valued infant life flooding through him.


      “So you didn’t kill… the baby.”


      It had struck him that the sex of a baby at five and a half months is plain and yet, for some reason, I had no idea whether

         my baby was a boy or a girl.

      


      “I told you I was responsible for it not living.”

      


      “But…” He needed both hands now to express his utter bewilderment.


      “Has it never occurred to you, Eamonn, that human beings die when they know they are not loved?”


      “Die?”


      “That’s why I’m dead.”


      He held his warm hand close to my warm cheek and, with an almost frightened laugh, said, “You are very much alive.”

      


      “Not inside me, Eamonn. Not where it matters.” I spoke the next words with as much passion as any woman ever mustered. “No

         one is alive who is not loved and I have never been loved.”

      


      “But —”


      Once more he seemed to me to convey his thoughts through the touch of his hand: But you are loved, Annie. I love you.

      


      If only I could be sure they were his thoughts.


      “You said, Annie, that no one is alive who is not loved?”


      I nodded, sensing that he was asking himself if God’s love were enough for happiness. What if he, a bishop, was thinking the

         most terrible thought of all: Could it be that I, Eamonn Casey, who believe myself to be so alive, am really dead, have always been dead, will remain dead

            forever and ever?

      


      For several minutes we peered together into the heart of the fire. Maybe the fire was telling us that we held the secret to

         one another’s lives. Maybe it was not merely the focus but the creator of a story, a new story, our story, that would outlast

         the lakes and snowcapped mountains of Kerry. If I loved Eamonn and he loved me, two long-dead people, a lonely man and a lonely

         woman, might rise from the dead, hand in hand.

      


      I suddenly launched into the story of my marriage.


      I had hoped against hope for happiness, and Steven and I had a lot of fun together. But when I sensed danger, when I came

         head-on against the destructive part of him, I wanted out. He desired me only because I no longer desired him. That was when

         he grabbed me and took me violently. “I won’t let you go,” he said. “You’ll never leave me.”

      


      That night I conceived.


      Almost immediately I became ill. It was not the usual morning sickness. On a Brooklyn street, as I was almost fainting, women

         shoppers said, “Get this girl to a hospital, she’s real bad.” My doctor said, “Lots of pregnant women are this way.” But I

         knew that something was wrong.

      


      Now I was talking to Eamonn. My story was, so to speak, entering history, no, making history.


      “Deep down, I wanted something to be wrong.”

      


      “Why?”


      “Because I was all wrong, don’t you see?”

      


      He nodded, though whether he yet understood how wrong I was I could not tell. I continued:


      “By the time I was five and a half months gone, I was sleeping all day and all night. No energy. Felt close to death. Then

         I started bleeding. I was taken to St. Vincent’s Hospital, down in the city, you know, in the Village. Someone examined me

         and I was put on a drip. A nurse said it was to induce labor. But I was months away, my mind, my body, not ready. I didn’t

         want that baby. Didn’t want to see it. Let it stay in the dark, I thought, the dark in which I shower, the dark where it belongs

         forever. Then a doctor came.

      


      “ ‘You have to let that baby out,’ the doctor said, and I said, ‘Why?’ ‘Because it’s dead and it’s poisoning you.’ I thought,

         ‘Dead? Then we’ve poisoned each other.’ “

      


      “No, Annie, no,” Eamonn said, reassuringly, his soothing hand pressed in a circling movement on my head.


      “The doc said, ‘If you don’t let it out we’ll have to cut you.’ So I let go. It was still, my God, painful. Went on for hours,

         through the night and next day. And finally the baby came out and they…”

      


      “Yes?”


      “They put it in a bedpan.”


      “Oh, Annie; poor Annie.”


      “It was not a pretty sight. A big head, natural, I guess, for its stage of development. Then a beeper went. Emergency. The

         nurses rushed off, leaving me. And there was a dead kitten of a baby sitting in a bedpan next to my bed. And I said to this

         little stranger, over and over, ‘I let you die, little one, oh, I wish I could be sorry, I really wish that.’ “

      


      “You did not let it die.”

      


      “I did,” I responded heatedly, “I did, I did. It was so fragile looking, with blood all over it. I could see how it was formed—muscles, bones, sinews, veins like in

         an autumn leaf—all this I saw through the transparent skin. And I was responsible for its dying because I hadn’t loved it.

         Because I couldn’t. Because babies should only come from love and this baby was my husband’s doing and I hated him for making me so hate myself.”

      


      Even as I took a big gulp, a gulp that pained me, I was theatrical, too. I mean I wanted to make an impression on Eamonn.


      “So,” I continued, “I was responsible, you see.”

      


      This time Eamonn wisely did not attempt to speak.


      “I kept ringing the bell, Eamonn. Kept hollering, ‘For God’s sake, somebody come and take it away.’ Everyone was too busy.

         I was left wishing desperately that somehow, somewhere, inside me I would find the love to love it.”

      


      His hand stopped for a few seconds stroking my hair, then continued.


      “I don’t believe in God, only in the hell He created.”


      “God loves you, Annie,” he said, his eyes misting up.


      “No, He’s dead. Maybe He died because no one loved Him.”


      Eamonn, dear Eamonn, let the blasphemy pass. I never told him that I became virtually a vegetarian, not from principle but

         necessity, the moment I saw that baby lying dead in the pan.

      


      “I was a doctor’s daughter. From age five I peeped into my father’s medical books. I told myself that this covering”—I plucked

         at my cheek—“the skin, was not real; the real me was underneath, invisible. That’s what I still feel. No one will ever see

         the real me.”

      


      “No one?”


      “No one,” I repeated, challenging him. “The only real self I ever saw was my husband’s baby, the baby in the bedpan, which

         ripped me apart. I saw into it, saw what it was made of.”

      


      “Which was?”


      “Death. I wanted it dead. That’s why it died.”


      “Annie, Annie, are you listening to me?” He pressed my hand vigorously. “Good. There was probably a simple explanation —”


      “The doctor said later there was absolutely nothing wrong with it. It simply died. And I was responsible.”


      Eamonn, man of the world, one who had seen everything, knew everything, was stunned. “You looked at it for how long?”


      “A half hour, maybe. I couldn’t tell its sex because its little legs were crossed and I couldn’t have got out of bed to look

         if I had wanted to.”

      


      “And you never asked? No.”


      By now, I felt as tired as the day of my miscarriage. The fire in me, like the one in the hearth, was low.


      “Enough, Annie. It’s past two o’clock.” He drew me to my feet. “Time for you to hit the hay.”


      At my door, he said, looking pleased with me, with himself:


      “Thank you for opening your heart to me. That took courage.”


      I went to bed, but my mind was racing so I could not sleep.


      What was he thinking? He looked on himself as a great healer, and what healer could ever resist the temptation to raise the

         dead? I did so need his healing hand.

      


      I heard him as before saying his breviary, walking up and down, past the Stations of the Cross. He reminded me of the tide

         ebbing and flowing.

      


      Forty or so minutes later, he must have seen my light was still on—the lamp deliberately directed to the door—for he knocked

         gently, put his head inside, saw me sitting up in bed in my nightdress.

      


      “Good night, Annie, and God bless you.”


      He said it so kindly, with such generosity, that the whole of me felt humbled and warmed.


   

      Chapter Five


      NEXT MORNING, I AWOKE LATE. I showered. A woman showered. I dressed. A woman alive for the first time to feelings of hope,

         dressed. I put on my face. To the mirror: Hello, stranger.

      


      Mary heard me moving about my room. She had my breakfast prepared. The Bishop, she said, had gone off to Killarney as usual.

         Mary, it was plain, never spoke about the Bishop’s private matters. She was completely loyal.

      


      Or was she?


      It struck me that Eamonn had not waked me because he did not want me around. He needed time and leisure to ponder what I had

         told him the night before. I hoped so.

      


      Mary had set out my breakfast in the kitchen. Looking at the clock, she switched on an old radio. Out of it came nothing but

         the sound of many bongs. Bong-bong-bong. It was the Angelus. Mary made the sign of the cross and her lips moved in prayer.

      


      I came from a country where there was a strict separation of Church and State, and here was a national radio network putting

         out the prayer of a particular religion. It made the job of men like Eamonn that much easier. No wonder they were so powerful.

      


      After breakfast, Mary offered to take me with her to shop. She drove me in her tiny Volkswagen twenty miles to Killorglin.

         We first traveled east, past fields of golden gorse, with the Slieve Mish mountains on our left and Castlemaine Harbor on

         our right. Then we turned south on the Ring of Kerry, where giant rhododendron and fuchsia bushes were in bud.

      


      First I had tasted strange air, tea, bread, and now a strange town. Killorglin, on the River Laune, was set on a hill so steep

         you needed a ski lift to get up it. Everything and all the people in it seemed wild.

      


      They were so relaxed you got the impression they had nowhere of importance to go to. Even the postman, with a packed bag on

         his shoulder, gazed in every shop window as if he were out on a stroll to see his pals and had arrived two hours early. He

         stopped on the bridge to see if the trout were biting that day or were just up for air and wanting a chat.

      


      We went into the butcher’s shop. He was a big man with a red face and a bent knee of a nose with nostrils like a horse. All

         the time he was laughing and gesturing and wielding a bloody cleaver as though he were Oliver Cromwell.

      


      He followed Mary out to the car and heaved in, off a bloodied shoulder, what looked like half a cow. He threw it in the backseat,

         without any wrapping, touched his forelock, laughed raucously again, and, brushing his meaty hands, went back to his shop.

         Used as I was to the neat expensive packaging of New York, this was quite an experience.

      


      Killorglin, Mary told me, was a “pagan place.” They held a three-day Puck Fair there every summer. The maidens of the town,

         and there were still some in Ireland in those days, competed for the affections of the Goat, a monstrous horned creature.

         The luckiest of them became his August bride.

      


      In midafternoon Mary dropped me off on Inch strand, while she took the meat to the Palace in Killarney where she kept a couple

         of freezers full of food for when Eamonn entertained. The beach was deserted. It suited me to walk, squired by the sun, alone

         and not alone, along the frothy edge of the sea or to lie in the sand dunes.

      


      When you are happy you don’t mind being solitary. I was happy, though with what justification I could not be sure.


      Eamonn came home earlier than Mary had predicted. I knew he would. This is why I had deliberately delayed so as not to be

         there when he arrived. Let Eamonn wait on me.

      


      I finally walked the couple of miles or so up from the shore, past the Strand Hotel, along a stony and pitted path, to find

         him eagerly looking out for me at the door.
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