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Advance Praise for Ring of Salt

“A searingly painful yet stunning and hopeful piece of work. I am in awe of Cornwell’s determination and courage and her ability to draw meaning from the darkest times. She has created a profound and beautiful piece of art from these experiences.”

—Sophie White, Shirley Jackson Award–winning author of Where I End

“A stunning memoir, intimate and vast at once . . . Cornwell refuses to simplify or polarize her experience. Instead, she wrangles with the messiness of human connection, of the twin pull of an abusive relationship, the exhilaration and exhaustion of parenting, the power and abjection of motherhood. Braver still, is her insistence on looking, face-on, at our material reliance, debunking the myth of the American Dream to remind us of our dependency on one another, our interconnectedness. This is a very special book.”

—Elske Rahill, author of Between Dog and Wolf

“Ring of Salt is the best memoir I’ve read in years. Think Practical Magic set on the Irish coast. As transportive as a fairy tale but as real as the Connemara wind on your face, every page pulses with the wild spirit of Ireland. This memoir is for anyone ready to believe in the power of resilience, reinvention, and the communities that catch us when we fall.”

—Marian Schembari, author of A Little Less Broken

“A beautiful and deeply moving memoir. I could not put it down. Cornwell explores with honesty, humor, and courage what it takes to start over and chronicles how she drew strength from female friendship, motherhood, community, and Ireland itself. A must-read.”

—J. Courtney Sullivan, New York Times bestselling author of The Cliffs

“Ring of Salt is so vast and tender and urgent, it’s almost like reading a novel. I couldn’t put it down. I haven’t cheered for a heroine like Betsy in ages.”

—Jen Hatmaker, author of Awake



“Betsy Cornwell has written a wondrous book. Free of the pitfalls of sentimental and saccharine prose one often sees in memoir, it is a book of ­resilience and fortitude and a testament to the power of determined women. This book renewed something in my own heart. A beautiful tale of love, survival, and community.”

—Rachel Louise Snyder, author of No Visible Bruises

“When I grow up, I want to write like Betsy Cornwell! She’s poetic and gritty and funny and heartbreaking . . . often in the same paragraph. Ring of Salt captures what it’s like to rebuild from the ruins, to mother while mourning, and to find a safe home inside yourself when the world hasn’t offered one. Cornwell doesn’t mistake escape for freedom, and she writes beautifully about what comes after survival—the long, brave, often invisible work of building a new life. It’s honest, lyrical, and quietly revolutionary.”

—Lara Love Hardin, New York Times bestselling author of The Many Lives of Mama Love

“Ring of Salt is a beautifully written story of resilience, hope, and hard-earned triumph. In sentences that shimmer like the incandescent Irish coastline, Cornwell enriches our definitions of survivorship and shows us how she found magic in everyday life. Readers will cheer for her as she weaves together a community—both near and far—that rallies around her as she leaves the dark chapters of her past behind and builds an abundant life.”

—Christie Tate, New York Times bestselling author of Group

“Book clubs will pull Betsy Cornwell from these pages and into their circles in triumphant solidarity, rallying around her bravery, heralding her riveting story as one of their all-time favorites. I was rapt in anticipation through every turn, every moment of grit and grace in her journey. Ring of Salt is a lyrical, intimate account of self-empowerment, survival, and the intricate assembling of courage necessary to take your child by the hand and know that where you’re going is more powerful than where you came from.”

—Carine McCandless, New York Times bestselling author of The Wild Truth



“Ring of Salt is clear-eyed, openhearted, and brimming with hope. As an artist, an ex-pat fleeing family violence, and an immigrant searching for a home in the world, Betsy Cornwell writes with urgency and candor, pulling readers along on her wild roller coaster into love and heartbreak and out again . . . There are echoes here of ancient creation myths, of the timeless need for harmony with the natural world, and Cornwell’s deep kinship with all the women, past and present, who have muscled a better life into existence for their children.”

—Anonymous, author of Becoming Duchess Goldblatt

“A powerful and deeply empowering book, Ring of Salt is a hymn to the strength of community, a rallying cry against systemic injustice, and a testimony to the resilience of one woman’s spirit. Beautifully written, this is an immersive exploration into the joy of finding home in unconventional places.”

—Roisín O’Donnell, author of Nesting
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Author’s Note


In recounting the events in this memoir, chronologies have been compressed or altered and details have been changed. Where dialogue appears, including texts and online communications, the intention was to re-create the essence of conversations rather than verbatim quotes. Names and identifying characteristics of some individuals have been changed.


This book discusses domestic violence and child abuse. My goal in writing it was not to shame anyone else involved, but to share my experience in a way that might help someone else in a similar situation.


Others who were present might recall things differently. But this is my story.




Cupla fócail


a few Irish words used in this book, for reference


Bóithrín: small country road


Céad míle: a hundred thousand


Damhán alla: spiders


Fáilte: welcome


Féileacán: butterfly


Féilire: calendar


Gaeltacht: an Irish-speaking region


Gardaí: police


Go raibh maith agat: thank you


Inis: island


Lá Fhéile Padraig Shona Duit: Happy St. Patrick’s Day


Le do thoil: please


Lough: lake


Mhuillin: mill


Mna: women


Mór: big


Naíonra: preschool


Saoirse: freedom


Sláinte: health


Slán: be safe / goodbye*


Sliabh: mountain


Spríocdhata: deadline


Suth talún: strawberries


Trá: beach


*Short for slán abháile: safe journey home




Prologue


SPRING 2018
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We left home on my baby’s first birthday.


I hadn’t known when I packed his diaper bag that morning that it would never feel safe to go back. I baked a loaf of soda bread and left it cooling on the counter. I put in a load of laundry. I packed a spare outfit for my baby, but not for myself.


That evening found us in a hotel an hour away, booked in under a false name so that my husband wouldn’t find us. My trunk was full of store-brand baby food, diapers, and a cardboard box of ill-fitting donated clothes from the domestic violence center.


I set my baby down in the hotel’s folding cot, planning to take a shower, but as soon as I stood up, I knew that if I let him out of my sight for a second, I was going to throw up.


I got down on the floor with him instead. I helped him stack the soft fabric blocks that the shelter had also given me, their bright sides decorated with fruit and flowers, numbers and houses. His chubby baby hands reached out to pat my knees, my face, my recently buzzed-off hair. My body would not stop shaking.


I pulled him onto my lap and felt his warmth and weight. He was here with me. He was safe. No one had taken him away.


But I did not know how long that would be true.


In this unfamiliar hotel room, in this small town, in this country that was not my own, we were completely alone.


There, on the floor with my baby, I thought of water. The receptionist had told me the hotel had a pool, and I was suddenly overcome with longing for a swim: for the antiseptic smell of chlorine, the cool blue lights, the relief of buoyancy. I wanted so badly to feel held.


Spending any of the little money I had—money I knew we’d need to stretch as far as possible into an unknowable, frightening future—felt shameful. But I paid a couple of precious euros for an individually wrapped swim diaper in the lobby. I wore a black tank top and underwear and hoped it looked like a one-piece suit. I took the towels from our room and brought us down, down, into the belly of the hotel, to the small round pool.


I descended the wet tiled stairs with Robin in my arms and let the water gradually take his weight and mine.


He had never been in a pool before, or any body of water big enough to hold him. My husband and I had dipped his fingers in the sea once, months ago, but that was all.


He loved the pool at once, smiled and cooed and laughed, and I tried to laugh with him, our voices echoing in that little shell-like space.


He snuggled closer into my arms, and I realized a body of water had held him once before. The body had been my own.


An older woman was swimming laps at the other end of the pool, encased in a bathing suit with long sleeves and a high-zipped neck. She moved steadily and methodically through the water, back and forth, back and forth. Watching her, I thought of the Selkie Bride.


Hers was the story that first brought me to Ireland, the story I retold in my first novel: a seal maiden captured by a fisherman, forced to marry him and bear his children until she could find the sealskin he’d stolen from her and escape back to the sea.


What I had just done, running from home with my baby, didn’t feel like an escape. I didn’t feel safe and free, the way I imagined the selkie must have, reunited with her own long-lost skin, diving through the depths of her native ocean.


I hugged Robin close, never letting his impossibly soft and slippery body leave my hands. Slowly, holding him all the time, I let my feet leave the bottom.






One

The Selkie Bride

AUTUMN 2012
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for the Aran Islands girls

I arrived on Inis Mór in selkie weather: the ocean, sky, and shoreline all shone silver with the gentle mist the Irish call “a grand soft day.” Foam plumed out behind the Aran Island Ferry, seaweed trailing like handwriting on the waves. As we pulled into Kilronan harbor, with its pale crescent-shaped beach and scattering of B&Bs, I could already see the hostel where I’d be doing work exchange for the next month. I was so eager to get there I nearly leapt off the boat.

I hurried up the pier and around the beach, shaking my head shyly at the lineup of men in flat caps offering tours of the island by bus, bike, or trap—the local word for a horse and cart. I climbed the steep cement steps up to the harborside hostel and stepped through the door.

A group of radiantly beautiful women were sitting at the long table just inside. The smallest of them looked up at me, grinned, and said something to the girl next to her in quick-fire German. After a pause, she asked me in English, “You are the new one?”

I smiled back at her nervously. “I’m the new one. Betsy.” I set my backpack down and hoped my face was hot from climbing the stairs, and not from blushing. Pretty girls have always made me shy, and the world is full of pretty girls. Now they seemed to be having some kind of global summit at this oilcloth-covered table, holding their mismatched hostel mugs.

“I am Eva,” she said. “And they are Sjonelle, Kelsey, Shirong, Christina . . . ”

The goddesses waved and offered their hellos in different accents.

Eva got up from her chair and opened her arms for a hug. “We are glad you are here,” she said. I recognized her accent from Johanna, a German exchange student who had once lived with my family and who had become my quasi-sister.

I hugged her back, hoping I wasn’t too sweaty: she was far shorter than my six feet, so she’d know it if I smelled.

But Eva is one of those people who immediately make everyone feel loved. Her embrace soothed some of my always-present awkwardness, and I felt my spine relax. She hoisted my huge backpack, almost as big as she was, onto her shoulders and gestured toward the stairs. “I will bring you to your room, and then you can be free. There is no more work to do today.”

I flinched a little. I knew I was there to work in exchange for my bed, and I’d been taught all my life that you don’t get anything for free. I’d expected to start scrubbing toilets as soon as I arrived. The idea of sleeping here before I’d earned it made me wary. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, ja, it does not matter.”

Sjonelle added in laughing Australian tones, “We’ll work you hard tomorrow, no worries.”

“Sure,” I said, “no worries.” In all my life, I didn’t think there was a single day I hadn’t worried. I couldn’t imagine my time here would be any different.

Three months before I arrived in Ireland, I finished a creative writing master’s program. I’d wanted to be a writer all my life—I remember being six years old and looking at books and thinking I wanted to write them one day—and in my senior year at Smith College I’d gotten up at five every morning to work on my first novel and my graduate school applications before class. I’d gotten a place in a fully funded MFA, and then sold that novel, a modern retelling of the Selkie Bride story for young adults called Tides, in my second year there, along with a proposal for a second novel, a Cinderella retelling. I was going to be paid $12,500 for each book, which felt like a jaw-dropping sum. The most I’d ever made from my writing before was a $100 prize in a high school poetry contest.

I’d chased down the dream of being a real writer with every scrap of energy and will I had, the way I’d been taught to go after anything I wanted even an outside chance of deserving. A book deal was evidence, finally, that I really could make a living from my books—at least if I combined it with teaching.

But then I found, for what felt like the first time, that I’d used all that scrappy energy and willpower right up. At twenty-three years old I was starting to feel broken-down and burned-out, spent twigs for a spent fire. I did everything quickly, heart in my mouth, because I felt sure that if I took any extra time I would collapse into ash. I was teaching twice the prescribed student limit, tutoring, writing, finishing my thesis and my classes, and editing my first novel for publication the following year—all jobs that filled me with whiplash joy and panic and soul-crushing insecurity. I’d fallen for someone who kept showing me such grinding ambivalence that I’d had to let him go, and I spent far too much time imagining our never-to-be future together. There was a cushion-laden corner of the floor in my little apartment that was alternately a nook for grading papers and a nest to curl up in and cry until I fell asleep. I ate whatever I thought would make me feel better, mostly cheese and Vernors ginger ale. My heart was broken and my belly ached.

I come from a wealthy, WASPy family: I was not the first in mine to go to Smith, where my grandparents paid my tuition. My friends didn’t always understand why I was working so hard, especially after my books sold for about what each of us made from a whole year’s worth of adjunct teaching. I knew my family’s wealth had given me freedoms and opportunities most people didn’t have—including the freedom, and the opportunity, to leave them behind.

There were two things, really, that I’d dreamed of all my life. The one most people knew about was being an author. The other—the one I’d only told a few trusted friends—was leaving my family. Now that I was finally managing the first, I kept asking myself why I hadn’t yet been brave enough to do the second, too.

A third and more recent dream was to go to Ireland. Tides was about Irish folklore, and I had just come in second for a Fulbright arts grant to do further research about selkies in Dublin. The near miss had left me determined to get there on my own. But when graduation loomed and I looked at my finances, I realized that even with my book advance, I’d have to choose between Ireland and more earthly concerns like healthcare and rent.

That same day, my father called and said he wanted to know my schedule for next summer because he was taking the family to Africa. It was for his and my mother’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, a big trip of the kind the family did every few years. I’d declined to come along since I started college, offering to stay behind and house-sit in New Hampshire instead.

I loved to travel. But feeling safe was better.

My dad beat me to the house-sitting excuse this time, though, and said they’d found someone else, so there was no reason I couldn’t come along. I’d have just graduated, too, he pointed out, so even if I managed to get a job offer, it wouldn’t start until the fall semester. Come with us this time, he said. We’ll go on safari and sleep in tents together.

I stood up from where I was sitting at my desk while I spoke to him on speakerphone. My father’s voice was something I needed to be able to walk away from, even when he was calling from a thousand miles east.

I have spent much of my life figuring out how to avoid being in the same place as my father, especially at night, and that day, for the first time, I told him so. One advantage of being so very tired, on the threshold of adulthood, is that your childhood nightmares start getting tired, too, and it is harder for them to frighten you.

“I can’t go,” I said in a voice that shook but was still my own. At least, I knew it was coming from my own body. “I can’t sleep in the same room as you.”

The other end of the line was silent. After a few seconds he said, “All right. That doesn’t make me happy, but I understand.” We hung up soon afterward.

I stood still in my little apartment for a few minutes, not quite able to move. I hadn’t spelled out to my father what I remembered, why I couldn’t fall asleep in his presence—but I also hadn’t said I had another commitment, hadn’t made any excuses. Before, there had always been some pretext. This time, for the first time, I let my sentence end with plain refusal.

A shudder of relief ran through me.

A few days later my father called again and offered to buy me a ticket to Ireland instead. He said he would give me enough money to get by there for a few months.

It felt like hush money: If I was brave enough to tell him I remembered, whom else might I tell?

I felt sure I should say no, but the dream of Ireland was a hard one to give up. I said I would have to think about it.

That afternoon, I went into town to have coffee with Maeve, a fellow MFA student who was more than twice my age, yet somehow felt like someone I grew up with—a friend I often called my spiritual guide.

As soon as she sat down I started crying—big, gasping sobs from a shy girl who could rarely even manage to raise her voice in anger. I don’t think I’d ever shown that much emotion in public before.

Maeve stroked my arm. I wept into my giant bowl of latte.

When I finally quieted, she laughed and said, “Honey, I wouldn’t go through my twenties again for anything.”

I snorted tears and coffee and started laughing, too.

I told her what my father had offered, how it felt like a bargain I didn’t want to make, because I never wanted to owe him anything ever again.

She scoffed. “He could give you money until the end of the world and you’d owe him nothing.”

I blinked. I had been shaming myself for taking my family’s money for years, but Maeve said that as if it was obvious.

She shook her head. “Go to Ireland. It’s where the world keeps its magic. And don’t go to Dublin. In fact . . . ” She pulled out her tablet and did a quick image search. “You need to go here.”

She showed me a screen thick with pictures of green cliffs, dark waves, and small stone-bound fields. A girl’s feet dangled over the edge of one cliff, her legs mid-swing and relaxed.

“The Aran Islands?” I laughed. “It’s mostly sweaters there, right?”

“The Aran Islands,” she said. “See? You’re happier already. Go there.” She thought for a moment. “For at least a month. It will heal your soul.”

Journal: September 14, 2012

I had my first day of work at Kilronan & it really wasn’t bad at all. The first room we cleaned smelled terrible, & some of the sheets were bundled up on the floor in an ominous pile, but hopefully I ingratiated myself with the other staff by putting on cleaning gloves & throwing the sheets away. We were done by half eleven (I have finally learned that half means half past, not half ’til) & now I have the rest of the day to myself even though I’m staying for free.

& oh, the island is gorgeous. As soon as you walk outside you’re on tiny roads bordered with waist-high, gray stone walls & little grazing areas too small & steep really to be called fields, filled with donkeys or cows or the occasional odd & lovely horse. & the ocean, too—the beaches are not brown at all but pale & mottled silver-gray, & sometimes just ripple patterns barely covering black rock, with lots of big flat scallop shells & smooth small white shells & sometimes crab claws or broken razor clams. Wild blackberries grow all along the stone walls, & the sky is gray & the sea is blue & green, & it rains a little every day. It’s all both absurdly wholesome & incredibly romantic.

I’d started filling journals cover-to-cover when I was thirteen, at a rate of three or four per year, so I had a solid collection hidden in a cardboard box under and behind boxes of textbooks in my childhood bedroom by the time I left for Ireland. When I was home and had to go to sleep at night, I’d slide those boxes of books against the inside of my closed door to help me sleep more soundly. After two years of graduate school, I’d accumulated so many boxes of books that I felt pretty confident my journals wouldn’t be found and read while I was away.

I spent a lot of time, in my journals, wondering when I was going to make the police report about my father that I’d always known I needed to make someday. So many pages’ worth of anger at myself for not being ready.

In college, I had started to tell a few people the truth about my father and my childhood. By the time I arrived on Inis Mór, I’d told three childhood friends, a couple from graduate school, and my fellow trainees at the rape crisis center where I’d volunteered in college. I was working my way up.

But I could always tell my journals. In their pages, I dealt with it, over and over again. I dealt with everything by writing or reading; I always have.

And I had started to notice, as my journals stacked up over the years, a theme: their covers seemed to predict their contents. Turquoise flowers on one cover looked like the hydrangea bushes at the summer camp I’d written about so adoringly inside. A cover that looked like a Pride and Prejudice first edition turned out to contain a whole lot of social and romantic foibles—not unusual for a twenty-two-year-old, maybe, but I started to see a pattern. The cover of the journal where I first really confronted how I felt about my childhood showed an illustration of someone drowning, and on the back cover the words “I Will Find You.”

By the time I was in grad school, I’d started choosing covers based on what I hoped would happen while I wrote in them. Shortly before I left for Ireland, I chose one with a woodcut print of a boat, cresting over the word “Shipped,” and I felt shipped away. What I wrote about was the relief I felt on the other side of a whole ocean, finally far away enough from my parents that I didn’t feel like they could see me. The Atlantic was the boxes of books shoved against my bedroom door. Inis Mór was an island off an island off an island, off a whole different continent from the worst parts of my life. It wasn’t just the Aran Islands girls, or the hostel work, that let me feel so light and free.

I filled up that ship journal quickly, writing about every beautiful day on Inis Mór. When I finished it and went looking for my next journal, I settled quickly on one covered with pictures of horses. Bring me that feeling, I told it, seeing how they ran.

The joke among the work-exchange girls was that everyone came to the island thinking they’d lose weight. All that scrubbing and bed-making, plus hours on end spent hiking around the cliffs and swimming in the cold, cold Irish ocean—not to mention the hostel’s rotating cast of attractive prospects for nighttime exercise—it should have been a premium diet program.

We all gained weight instead. Maybe it was all the nights at the pub, drinking pints of cider we never had to pay for. Maybe it was the endless comfort meals we lovingly cooked for each other and ate in front of Father Ted reruns—I particularly remember a giant casserole dish of mac and cheese I made that could have easily fed a dozen, but which four of us polished off in an hour, along with a whole ice cream cake. Another day I spent hours picking blackberries from the endless brambles tangling over the stone walls down by the beach and made a beautiful crumble, only for it to turn out salty because the berries had bathed in, or drank up, so much of the sea air.

We still ate it. That sea air really works up your appetite, too.

But I think it was mostly that we were happy. Our time at the hostel felt wrapped in a haze of blessing. We woke up in our bunk beds every day, laid out breakfast for the hostellers, and sat together drinking hot milk mixed with Nutella, eating toast dripping with incomparable Irish butter, as the guests drifted in and out, watched over by a huge, vaguely threatening mural of a chicken. Then we changed bedsheets, wiped clean bathrooms, took out trash, vacuumed and mopped floors, cleaned the kitchen, and did laundry. It’s amazing how much you can get done when the people around you are friendly and happy, and when you don’t mind too much about getting it absolutely perfect. We took turns blasting music from phones tucked into our back pockets, Cher and Cœur de pirate and Shirley Ellis. We talked the whole time, about lovers we’d left behind and ones we’d found on the island, about where we’d come from and where we were going. Between us we almost always had the work done in less than an hour.

And then we really were free, free to roam the nine-mile expanse of Inis Mór, which might as well for us have been the world. Each day we wandered the island, hopping over the thousand-year-old stone walls that we’d learned had been built mostly by women while their husbands prepared the ground for planting. We got to know the buck-toothed donkeys and gentle cows who lined the roads, watching us from their tiny postcard fields. We got to know each other, from our different corners of the world, with our different heartaches and dreams. We laughed and screamed and edged each other closer to the sheer drop from the cliffs at Dun Aengus, the island’s famous Celtic fort, and we called out across the wide-open sea and sky, knowing the next piece of land past the horizon was America.

And we felt beautiful. For our months on Inis Mór, we felt the beauty of our youth and freedom, those qualities that can be so hard for the young to value until they’re much older. We thought each other were the most beautiful, wonderful girls in the world. I began to feel some of the sparkle that I’d seen on them that first day rub off on me too: confidence and contentment that lit me up with a faith that was both gentle and sure.

We grew rounder, softer, and stronger, too, with every passing day. Many of us had spent our whole lives dieting, and our bodies took in the sudden liberal nourishment we offered them with grateful relief.

I had told myself I was in Ireland to write, but I quickly took up the work of reveling in this happiness for all it was worth instead. I’d been pushing myself to burnout all my life, swimming in an endless sea of perfectionism, anxiety, and fear. Academic and literary ambition had been safer places for me to seat my love and energy than home, but I’d never managed to feel like I was touching bottom with them, either—there was always more to do, more to achieve, and nothing I did ever came with the feeling of being done or being good enough.

And then, in the middle of that sea, washed here by those very ambitions and fears, I’d found an island.

The ease I found on Inis Mór was so delicious I couldn’t bear to sit torturing myself over my writing every day. I felt like I was playing hooky—and it was in fact the first autumn in twenty-one years, out of my total twenty-four, that I wasn’t a student, which only intensified the feeling—but I started trying to embrace a gift I’d never been able to offer myself before: a real holiday. There was a value to my days that had nothing to do with intellect or achievement. I didn’t have to pile any books in front of the door. I had been starving for that as much as for Irish butter.

The night I met my husband, I almost didn’t go out. Kelsey and I were both tired from the extra beds we’d made and toilets we’d scrubbed for the forty-strong school group that had stayed in the hostel the night before. We’d spent hours yanking faded, pale-blue sheets off duvets and thin bunk mattresses, scrubbing down the twenty cramped hostel shower stalls and toilets, and cracking open the bedroom windows to air out the traces of last night’s occupants and let in the breath of the Atlantic. From almost every window of the hostel, you could see the sea.

But the other girls were eager to go out, and after three weeks on the island, I would have done anything for them. Kelsey and I shared a smiling look of agreement. We joined our friends, without putting on makeup or even brushing our hair, wearing our oversized souvenir Aran sweaters and feeling, unusually for our time there, pretty unsexy.

“No boys for me tonight, I guess,” I said on the way out, wrinkling my nose at myself in the mirror.

Kelsey laughed. “Don’t say that—you’ll jinx yourself and fall in love!”

The evening air was so fresh and clear it felt like we could have floated down the worn stone steps by the silvered bay to the pub next door. Eva and Shirong went in first; Kelsey and I clung to each other a little as we passed the threshold, momentarily shyer than we’d learned Americans are expected to feel.

But old Irish pubs are preternaturally designed to put people at ease. Once inside, we tucked ourselves into a cushioned bench in the corner by the back door, and I felt her breathing slow down in time with mine. The turf fire was nearby, gleaming with ruddy coals, scenting the air with peat’s whisky richness. My version of heaven will always smell like a turf fire.

Kelsey pointed out a man across the bar. “Look at him,” she murmured admiringly, and he was worth looking at: dark hair and eyes and brows, strong arms obviously muscled even under his pushed-up sweater sleeves, shoulders broad and steady as cornerstones. The kind of person Americans call Black Irish, who might be read as Spanish or Italian at first glance. He’d clearly graduated with flying colors from the Colin Farrell School of Irish Smolder.

He reminded me of an Angela Carter wolf: hunter and woodcutter and beast, savior and snarl, all in one.

Even with the glow the other girls had bestowed on me, I was sure he was out of my league. I let one of the less extraordinary men who’d joined our table buy me a drink.

But I couldn’t stop thinking about the wolf.

I came to Ireland to tell a story. Here are some more beginnings:

I was ten years old, attending a cultural heritage talent show organized by the Girl Scouts. For one act, an Irish American mother and daughter walked onto the stage, the girl nervous in her green Juniors vest, the mother likely a troop leader like mine. The girl’s hair was in smooth brown braids, the mother’s permed in a style she must have had since the eighties.

They told us they were going to sing a ballad about an old Irish story called “The Selkie Bride.”

It was the story I would retell in my first novel, Tides, ten years later—the story that would eventually bring me to Ireland:

One night, a young fisherman catches sight of a beautiful maiden singing on the shore. He starts to approach her, but trips over something on the rocky beach. 

When he reaches down and touches soft folds, he knows what’s in his hands: a sealskin, but larger and darker and finer than any the fishermen had seen before. A selkie skin. He puts it quickly into his bag.

The maiden follows him—or, more accurately, follows the piece of herself he’s taken—becomes his wife and bears him a child. She misses her home and her family, but she is in thrall to her skin’s keeper.

One day, her daughter comes to her.

“Mother,” says the girl, “I found an old leather coat in the rafters. May I have it?”

I found a book with a selkie in it in my grandparents’ house, in among the bookshelves of an aunt my parents didn’t approve of: she used to be a stripper and was still an artist, jobs the family spoke of with almost equal embarrassment. Brian Froud’s Faeries was secreted between steamy romance and adventure novels with feathery brown thumbed-through pages. I lay in my aunt’s bed with its sixties-floral duvet and read them all, floating on them somewhere far away.

But the selkie in Faeries wasn’t far away at all. As soon as I saw her I knew she was somewhere inside me. I had a sealskin, too. It was already lost.

You shouldn’t use the word “fairy” in Ireland, really, especially in front of a child. Most of the old people I’ve met here call them the good neighbors. 

If you do say the word “fairy” when a child is around (a man in a pub once told me, so it must be true), you have to say “bless you” afterward, as if someone has sneezed. Saying their name calls them to you, and fairies love to steal children. If you want to keep your child, you bless them and hope your words are enough to keep them close.

The mother and daughter at that Girl Scouts conference sang most of their song in English, but in the middle of their act, they stopped. The mother explained that the next verse, in which the selkie tells her child she’s returning to the sea, she had to sing in Irish, because when she sang it in English it always made her cry.

That was the moment from the show that my mom and I talked about most on the drive home. “I wish she’d sung that verse in English,” my mom said, “because I can’t fathom what a mother would say to tell her child she’s leaving forever.”

I wished I knew the words, too, but for a different reason. The selkie was kidnapped, I thought. She’d been a prisoner for years. Why wouldn’t she want to escape?

I didn’t have a child then, of course. I was a child then.

I don’t know what my mother would say about the selkie now.

What neither of us knew in the car that day, and what I think neither my mother nor I could yet imagine, is that in some tellings of the selkie story, the child leaves, too: mother and child swim into the freedom of the sea together, leaving the fisherman alone.

That is the version of the tale that I would tell in Tides now, if I could. The child gives the mother her ability to leave, and the mother takes it in her hands and frees them both.

That is the story I am telling now.
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Sympathy for the Minotaur
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for Surnaí

When Kelsey and I emerged from our rooms the next morning, the beautiful wolfman was still there, smoking on the hostel patio. Ever so casually, we happened to sit outside, too. He looked at us, but mostly watched the morning bay with an intensity in his gaze that I could feel in my belly. He was a cigarette burn in the fabric of the clear sky, an ember in all the sweet blue air and water around us. I felt so washed clean from those weeks of doing the cleaning myself, of wandering the beaches and fields of Inis Mór. I was ready to get burned up.

We managed to glean his name and occupation—Tommy, a horse trainer—and over the course of the day Kelsey and I started referring to him as Horse Man. This was part of a grand tradition of talking in code that my friends and I have kept up all my life, starting with Comb Guy, a summer-camp crush who fancied himself a 1950s greaser. Group chats still refer to Yoga Guy, IT Man, Hot Neighbor. After a while they become less real people than archetypes for us to analyze. (Maybe that’s my favorite thing for a man to be: an idea I can discuss with other women.)

I spent the morning carrying laundry in and out of the rooms to the shed out back, holding the basket on a hip I jutted out farther than I needed to whenever I walked past Horse Man. He stayed on the patio most of the day, reading sometimes or talking quietly with whoever else was there, mostly just looking out at the sea. He seemed to have a stillness about him, an intensity and calmness, that was like salt on my tongue after too much of my own frantic, too-sweet energy all my life. I felt his gaze on me like a touch on my skin, and even though I was too shy to gaze back, I ate it all up. It was delicious to me.

Kelsey played wingman for me, asked to bum a smoke that evening so we could all start a conversation. It was a deep blue-purple evening, not long after the autumn equinox, the sky an October plum dusted with stars and painted with glimmering streaks of cloud. The patio smelled like the sea, like the exhaust from the departed ferries, horse dung, everyone’s new Aran wool sweaters and spices from the dinner that some of the hostellers were making inside. The flimsy folding metal chairs were cold and hard and small to sit on, so everyone had to perch.

Somehow a conversation about consent came up. I mentioned that I had trained as a rape crisis counselor in college. Horse Man raised his eyebrows and nodded in respect. “That’s important work,” he said. “I admire that, now.”

I had taken to mentioning the rape crisis work early on when I met a guy I liked. I thought I could measure something useful by their reaction to it. Most often it made them nervous and flustered; occasionally it would make them want to play devil’s advocate. I considered both ­responses red flags.

But Tommy just turned his intense gaze on me, with genuine interest, and asked me what it had involved. He told me how he’d spent the last couple of years going back to school for social work, how he wanted to work with ex-convicts to help them move away from toxic masculinity. He’d grown up in an abusive home, and he’d seen what it did to his family, and he wanted to help other men change those behaviors. He wanted to take in foster sons someday for the same reason. He said all of that while looking thoughtfully into my eyes and leaning back in his chair with the casual ease of the very strong, his arms and shoulders thick and hard even at rest. He said how important it was for men to listen to women about these things.

I swooned.

I even forgot my plan to rely on Kelsey’s conversational wingmanning: it turned out, impossibly, that he was easy to talk to. When Horse Man said he fancied walking down to the nearest pub for a drink, and did I want to come, I didn’t even think to be nervous. We sat on low yellow velvet stools at that same turf fire I’d first seen him across the night before. He bought me a cider and we talked about books (he quoted verbatim long passages from Ulysses and bell hooks) and living in Germany (he had worked as a stagehand for a German theater group when he was nineteen, and he told me stories of having an affair with a much older actress and being the muse for the director’s next script, about a naïve farm boy who falls in with a group of gay men—to me at twenty-four, all that seemed impossibly cosmopolitan). He spoke reverently of his mother and his ex-girlfriends, of how much he had done to try to protect them from the other men in their lives. “When I was young, I was jealous of women,” he said. “I thought they had it easier because they didn’t have to work. Now I only see how much pain they have to bear.”

I got a text from Kelsey that the group had moved on to Kilronan’s other bar. We walked there together, ten minutes under October starlight, listening to the accented music of each other’s voices. In the bar we talked some more, and I felt his gaze on my mouth, but he didn’t touch me or lean in toward me: in fact, he leaned back most of the time, on those strong shoulders, and let me come to him.

Then he said, “I’m going out for a smoke, but I’d like to kiss you first.”

I said, “Yes, please.”

His hands, rough with calluses, came gently to the small of my back. For the first time, I liked the taste of smoke.

A few hours later, we were all back in the hostel kitchen: Tommy and me, Kelsey, Eva, Shirong, Sjonelle, and some guys they’d gathered from the second pub. Everyone was a few drinks deep, laughing in a way that was starting to get sleepy. Tommy picked me up by the hips and placed me on the countertop—all six feet of me, that had never been placed anywhere before, and he did it without a thought. I felt small with a man for the first time in all my life, the dainty sweet thing I’d always known I was failing to be.

He kissed me again, slowly, and then he said: “I’m going out for a smoke, and if you’re not here when I get back, I’ll understand.”

“I’m sorry, what?” I said, thinking what part of my wrapping my legs around you while you kiss me on this kitchen counter makes you think I want to be anywhere else but where you are?

“I just don’t want you to feel any pressure,” he said. He touched my nose gently, like I was something precious, and then he turned and walked away.

Wild horses couldn’t have torn me from that spot.

I was sitting in the exact same place on the counter when he came back. He stood in front of me, smiling a little shyly, until I slid down and kissed him. “See? I’m still here,” I said, his shyness making me bold.

“Aye, you are.”

That night happened to be my turn in Room 11, the tiny private room on the hostel’s top floor. I took his hand and led him up, and there I spent the longest and sweetest night my twenty-four years had yet shown me. This beautiful, hard man held me with a reverence that made me shiver. He growled low in my ear about how gorgeous I was while he touched me in ways that felt better than anything I’d known, better than I knew how to touch myself. I had never experienced desire like this before—at least not desire for someone who was openly desiring me back. The way I wanted him made me drunker than the sweet cider ever could. It was like every romance novel I’d dismissed as hyperbolic but still devoured: waves, fireworks, worlds changed. It was so good I still can’t write about it well.

The next day he said he’d call me. I said no, you won’t. I was grateful that the universe had gifted me a weekend with an actual real-life romance novel hero, a salt-of-the-earth Irish horse trainer who was somehow also an avid reader, fluent French and German speaker, and bestower of multiple orgasms. I could comprehend that I might deserve one night as good as fiction, because I thought most women did: if for nothing more than to warm us up in memory when we are old.

But that guy, romance-hero, memory-fodder guy, he doesn’t call you back. At least not when you’re me. You might get a dreamy moment, if you’re lucky, but then he vanishes. I knew I didn’t deserve more.

I kissed him goodbye as he waited in line for the ferry that afternoon. “You won’t call me back,” I told him. “It’s okay.”

But later that night, he did.

He called me in between training horses, walking his sister’s dog, helping his mother shop for groceries. (He always just happened to mention, at the beginning of every conversation, how much he was doing for them.) He told me how much he missed my body, how perfect it was—the body I’d been taught from infancy was shamefully big and awkward, but that he told me looked like every painting in the Louvre. We talked more about books and our bad parents and our time in Germany and France (I’d lived with a host family for a summer in high school).

He came back a week later and booked a room at the island’s real hotel, and I took a day off from hostel-cleaning to stay with him there. We walked down a twilit road again, just as we had the last weekend, from the hostel to the much more adult-feeling and fancy hotel, with flags flying in front of its doors. There was going to be live traditional music in half an hour, and Tommy suggested we get drinks and wait for it to start.

I’ll be honest: as much as I enjoyed his conversation, I just wanted to get back to the room. I’d gotten hooked on what we’d done last time and I needed my fix. I also felt nervous about doing anything else—I felt confident about sex in a way I never had about conversation. I was still freshly out of a lifetime in school among my fellow nerds, and I was sure that soon this more experienced person (I wasn’t sure of his age, but thought he must be pushing thirty) would realize how naïve and silly I was.

But it seemed like he actually wanted to talk to me. He remembered what I’d said about my first book when we’d last met, that it was about sel­kies, and he asked when I had started writing it.

“In college. I took a class with a professor I really loved—her name is Betsey, too, Betsey Harries, she made me like my own name for the first time in my life because I liked her so much. The class was called ‘Fairy Tales and Gender,’ and it really set me on the path I’m still on now. I’d always loved reading fairy tale retellings, loved Robin McKinley and Gail Carson Levine and Jane Yolen growing up, but her class was the first time I saw that there was a life I could make inside those kinds of stories, reading them and writing them. In that class I read Angela Carter for the first time—she’s still my favorite writer, she wrote this collection of retellings called The Bloody Chamber that’s just everything to me—and Anne Sexton and Emma Donoghue—”

“She’s Irish, you know,” Tommy said.

I nodded eagerly. “All those writers helped me see the kind of writer I wanted to be. I’d always wanted to be a writer, always. My mom taught me to read really early, she was a literacy coach before she got married, and by the time I was six I knew I wanted to spend my life writing books. But Betsey Harries helped me see what kind. At the end of her class, we wrote our own retellings, and she told us to choose a source tale that we didn’t just love, but one that bothered us, one we wanted to tussle with in some way.”

He laughed at that. “And you wanted to fight a selkie?”

I blushed. “I retold a story called ‘Thousandfurs’ for her class,” I said. “I think I wasn’t quite ready for the selkies yet, but I was already thinking about them. When I wrote Tides as part of a special project my senior year, Betsey was my advisor. And when I teach now, my students almost always have a favorite story, one that bothers them, too.” I was yammering, I realized. I was full of anxiety, and he was all stillness, watching me thoughtfully. I wanted to take that calm and patience inside me again.

I smiled at him. “What’s yours?”

He took a moment to think, his gaze never leaving mine. “Theseus,” he said. “I always liked the story of Theseus and the Minotaur. The idea of having to find your way through an impossible maze. No one to help, no one you can trust, because everyone has betrayed you. Having to fight that monster in the middle of the maze, all alone.”

“Did you never have any sympathy for the minotaur?” I asked.

He raised his dark brows, and for a moment he did look away. He took a huge breath, and then he laughed. “Sympathy for the minotaur,” he murmured. “By god, I never did. And I should have. Sympathy for the minotaur. Jaysus.” He laughed. “D’you know, this is the best date I ever had.”

Something scared inside me warmed and melted, and I smiled the wide and hapless smile of a young American back at him. “Me too.”

The music was starting. We stayed another hour, listening, before we went back to our room, and I didn’t wish a minute of it away.

“So, what did you do last night?” Eva asked with an ironic snort when I came back flushed and glowing the next day.

“Oh, we talked, then we had sex, then we talked, then we had sex, then we talked, then—”

“Ach, I know! You don’t need to make the rest of us more jealous!”

In those in-between talking sessions, I learned that he was actually about to turn thirty-four. He was properly horrified when I told him I was twenty-four, saying he had been sure I was nearly thirty, or had at least had my twenty-fifth birthday, which made me feel deliciously sophisticated.

He told me he’d grown up on a farm in Clare, that he’d spent time in both France and Germany “breaking heartses.”

“Breaking hearts?” I asked, startled.

“Heartses,” he said again, I was sure—but by the third time I realized he meant horses. He’d paid his way through his life with horse training, a gift he said he’d inherited from his grandfather—“I hate when they call me a horse whisperer, y’know, it’s insulting to the horses”—or working on building sites, which was how he’d put his little sister through college and helped his mother pay her bills. He was living with her at the moment, he said, just to help her out. She’d always been fragile. He felt responsible for her, he said.

When I told him how my dad had hurt me—every time I spoke about it I felt I was drawing lines, at last, around something that had once felt like it could consume and destroy my whole life—he said it had happened to someone he loved, too, and he knew the lasting pain it caused.

“I’d like to break your father’s jaw,” he murmured into my hair, and I lay in his strong arms and knew he could.

And I swear: in the morning, I stood up from the bed and felt sure there were children outside waiting for us. Our children, waiting to be born. I felt it as a sure and swift premonition, real on an almost sensory level, the way you can feel the barometric pressure change before a storm.

After my month on the island, I sublet a room in a small flat from a grad school friend who was studying abroad in Dublin. I spent November in a freezing shoebox with a hole in the floor that I paid €800 for. I finished revisions for Tides, which would be published the following June, and I hacked determinedly away at my second book, the retelling of Cinderella I was now calling Mechanica that my publisher had scheduled for release the year after. Guilt at the brief respite from hard work I’d found on the island ate at me. I also had head colds in perpetuity, one of the least glamorous aspects of relocating to a different country.

Tommy offered to take a weekend off from his horses and visit me in Dublin. I was recovering from a particularly horrible cold the day he came, and I decided to will myself to health, because I could not bear to lose out on any of the time we had together. My roommates would be gone for the weekend, so we were going to have the whole apartment to ourselves, and I was not. Going. To be sick.

So, of course, when he had me topless on the couch that evening, I started shivering with fever like a consumptive novel heroine. He wrapped me up in his jumpers and every duvet he could find and held me all night, waiting for the fever to break. He lit a real fire in the hearth that my roommates had never gotten to take a light.

“I feel too hot,” I told him, my teeth chattering. “Please let me take off a blanket.”

“It’s false warmth,” he said. “You’re cold to the touch. You need to sweat out this fever. It’s dangerous. I’ve never seen a girl so sick. Shh, just listen to me.” He spoke with the same gentle-but-will-brook-no-disobedience tone I knew he’d use on a horse.

I’d thought I was in love with someone else when I got to Ireland; have I mentioned that? He’d never been able to decide if he wanted to be with me or not. I told Tommy about him, and he said he’d have to write him a thank-you note for leaving me free. I thought of what I’d felt from that boy. False warmth. And this was real.

“I love you,” I told Tommy, addled with fever. And I meant it.

“Now I know you’re ill,” he said with a laugh. He held me closer, and quietly he began to sing Robert Burns’s poem “Now Westlin Winds, or Song Composed in August.” He would sing it often in the coming years, and every word is still pressed on my heart.

We’ll gently walk and sweetly talk

Till the silent moon shines clearly

I’ll grasp thy waist and, fondly pressed

Swear how I love thee dearly

Not vernal showers to budding flowers

Not autumn to the farmer

So dear can be as thou to me

My fair, my lovely charmer

The real fire crackled in the grate. My fever broke.

Tommy invited me to visit him in east Galway, and we rode horses through the mountains, the green-golden coins of gorse petals and changing leaves sparkling all around us, the air clean and wet as holy water. He rode ahead of me on a horse he was still training, arguing it over every stream and fallen log we passed, the corded muscles in his forearms straining with the reins. I rode a mellow mare he had pronounced “bomb-proof.” (I had some riding experience but knew my limits.)

It was a warm day, but dark clouds hugged the edges of the sky, looking cold even from a distance. “Winter’s coming,” Tommy said. “I’ve always loved the winter.”

I snorted. “Ugh. Dark and cold.” At twenty-four, a student all my life, to me winter meant exams, all-nighters that lasted through the longest nights of the year, or at best, holidays with my frightening family, where my mom wept in the kitchen but still demanded everyone smile for the Christmas-card photo. Any smile I’d seen in winter was a lie.

“Farmers can’t work long days in winter,” he said. “The light won’t let us. We go home at half four, and we have the fire, and the dinner, and the tea.” (In Ireland, everything has a definite article.) “Nature knows that winter is a time for rest.” He looked away, and his face became more vulnerable for a moment. “It’s the only time I get to read much, like, when it’s too dark to work outside. I read a lot more in the winter.”

My heart reached out in love and longing for him. It occurred to me that I might seem as deliciously exotic to him, with my nerdy glasses and grad school stories, as he did to me with his horses and rough hands.

Tommy trained a few horses here and there for cash, or in exchange for room and board. It seemed he never had money, but he was free from the grinding trap of overwork I’d been getting crushed in all my life. On the mountains, riding his horses through the heather as slowly as we needed to for me to feel safe, I felt him showing me a life of peace and quiet and rest that let me long for nothing more than the sweet darkness of winter in a small room with him, reading by the fire.

Tommy found wild damsons, and we ate handfuls of the little black-skinned plums with their tart gold flesh. Nearby we saw a huge hazel tree, dismounted and knelt on the ground for nuts, cracked them open with stones—fresh hazelnuts are as sweet and rich as vanilla ice cream—and then we knelt for each other, too. I felt so beautifully full and surrounded, taking everything sweet and wild and lush about the landscape and bringing it into myself. The life falling away behind me in America felt dim and small. How could I want anything but this?
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for Jackie

After three months in Ireland and the UK, my tourist visa expired, and I needed to go to another part of Europe if I didn’t want to go home.

And I wasn’t going home.

I’d booked a round-trip flight originally, but the plane back left without me while I slept in an Edinburgh hostel—or tried to sleep. I’d fought with Tommy that day, our first fight, because I hadn’t been texting him back quickly enough and he thought I must have met someone else in Scotland.

I went to bed frustrated, but I woke up terrified. The thought of that plane with my name on a seat going home, even the ghost of the idea of me being back on the same continent as my father, had thrust me into a recurring nightmare, the one I’ve had all my life where he’s holding me down and I can’t move. I get sleep paralysis sometimes, and being frozen is part of the terror, but even worse was always that I couldn’t speak. I would try to scream for help and not even be able to whisper.

For almost a decade, when I woke from those nightmares, I’d calmed myself down with promises that my future self would report him to the police someday. But now here I was, a full-blown adult, still unable to use my words to make him stop, even in dreams. I wondered if I’d ever do it when I was awake.

I had a few thousand euros left from my book advance that I’d been saving for my planned move to New York, but instead I bought myself time, more time with that wide, deep barrier of salt water between me and my parents. When my expired visa meant I had to leave Ireland, I went to Germany to stay with my old host-sister, Johanna. During the year she lived with my family when I was eight and she was sixteen, she epitomized teenage cool to me, with her extra-wide cargo pants and hair a different color every month. The next time I’d seen her I had been sixteen, on a school trip to Paris, and she had swanned in at twenty-four, now a blond and business-glam adult in a tailored blazer, and signed me out of my teacher’s supervision to buy me white wine at a café overlooking the Seine. She had always been a portal to adulthood, a symbol of womanhood, for me: the cool older sister I never had.

Johanna’s family lived in a storybook German village not far from the French border. It was wine country, with little twisting vineyards of gnarled grapevines in between verdant hills and miniature forests—not big or dark like the forests of the Brothers Grimm, but just enough for all the wholesome hiking and skiing that Johanna and her family and, it seemed to me, all Germans loved to do. Johanna’s family had always seemed straight out of a picture book, too: sporty and willowy, varying shades of blond, laughing heartily at anything that was even a little bit funny.

Their house was tall and yellow, surrounded by a beautiful postcard garden and a trellis hung with real grapevines, from which her father made grappa every year at a local distillery. “The Grappa from the Papa,” he announced whenever he poured it after dinner, and everyone would laugh as if they’d never heard it before.

Every time I met Johanna again, I was the age she’d been the last time she’d met me: eight and sixteen, sixteen and twenty-four, and now twenty-four and thirty-two. This was the first time we were both adults, and I carried my new adulthood like a precious talisman. I wanted it to have the power to shield me from the things that had happened when I was a child—some of them things that had happened while Johanna was living with us.

So far, aside from one aunt I told when I was in college who hadn’t believed me, I had only told people who didn’t know my family about my dad. I’d told the girls from the hostel over drinks in the pub one night, and they held it for me more easily than I’d hoped. I’d told Tommy, and he had held me, and held it for me.

Now, with Johanna, in her childhood home instead of mine, I knew it was time to tell her, too.

(If you don’t want to hear more about this now, if it will hurt you to read about it—I get it. You can skip to the end of the chapter now.)

Journal: February 11, 2013

I don’t want to write this down. I don’t want it to have happened. I have to just write it.

Johanna saw my dad’s sexual abuse when she lived with us. She walked in on it, on my father naked, rocking—I still can’t bear to write it all. She confronted my mom, and they yelled at each other and screamed and cried, and in the end my parents convinced her she’d been wrong. They told her they thought she must be taking drugs.

On Saturday night she and I ended up staying up past 4 in the morning, talking about it. I’d been gearing up to tell her all day—really since I got here—that Dad molested and otherwise abused me, but I was afraid, as I am with everyone, that she wouldn’t believe me. She always seemed to like my parents so much, and it takes me a while to work myself up to be brave enough to do most things. Anyway, I finally told her, and as soon as I did, she started nodding and said, “I know.” She’s been telling herself all these years she was wrong, but as soon as I started, she knew she wasn’t. She told me exactly what she saw, and it was very clear, there’s nothing else that it could be. (I still think oh god, please, what else could it be?) She was so sure of what she saw, even during the fight with my mother, but somehow my dad convinced her she was wrong. He convinces everybody.

But I am right, and she is right, and I am right. It’s hard to sleep again, and I can’t bear to write any more quite yet, but I am not crazy or evil or a bad daughter.

I am right.

A few days later, my Gaga died. My father’s father. There are lots of things that don’t happen in the order I would put them in a novel. It didn’t make sense that both those things happened at the same time. This revelation, and this vanishing.

The week before I left for Ireland, I went to visit my grandparents, and they took me out to the kind of expensively gloomy restaurant where the men have to wear jackets. During dinner, a man in probably the exact same navy blazer that my Gaga was wearing came up to our table and shook his hand and said: this man has been my hero all my life. He made me see what kind of man I wanted to be. You should be so proud that he’s your grandfather.

I was. And I am.

My grandfather was an excellent teacher. He loved technology and had an iPod long before any of my friends did, loaded with James Taylor and Cat Stevens and early Beatles. He was an active bicyclist until shortly before his death. I remember him as intelligent and jovial; I remember him as almost always laughing.

And also: one of my clearest childhood memories is of him and my father holding me down while I screamed and sobbed so that he could force his hand into my unwilling mouth and pull a tooth that wasn’t ready to come out, because he was interested in seeing the shape of the root.

Johanna’s mother was with us when I got the email that Gaga had died, and that my parents were buying me a ticket home. I was not ready to go, not so soon after that sleepless night when I had learned that Johanna had seen what I remembered, that I was not alone in remembering. The evil that had haunted me all my life was not something that came from inside me, as part of me had always wanted to believe—as any child will believe themselves evil to spare their parents. It was all true, and now I would have to go back to it. Because my Gaga, whom I loved and admired, had died.

I stood up, thinking I had to start packing right away, then realized I didn’t and felt dizzy. I looked down at my computer resting on Johanna’s old trunk from her year with us, still printed with my childhood address in New Hampshire.

“My grandfather died,” I said. I felt too tall again. I started to cry.

Johanna’s mother stood up, too, and gathered me into an embrace. I hunched down to lay my head on her shoulder. My tears matted her beautiful mohair sweater, and I breathed in her glamorous perfume.

“Oh, mein kind,” she murmured, rubbing my back gently, in the same soft tone she’d have used to soothe a wakeful baby. Oh, my child. “Oh, kind.”

Journal: February 12, 2013

What will it be like to see my mom and dad again?

It will be the same as it ever was. Just now I know for sure.

Tommy says I should make sure to be gentle to myself, too. Of course he is right.

He is not perfect, I know things could go wrong with him, sometimes he gets angry over such little things—but those are little things, and this . . . he can handle all of this. It has not scared him away. I know he wants to take care of me in the ways that he can. He says he’ll come back to America with me for a few weeks in the summer, to be with me when I leave my parents, when I tell people what happened. I really want him to come, especially if we get married.

The thing is, he’s on my side. He’s helping me carry these awful things. He wants to.

On the other hand, I want to protect myself from having another family that hurts me. I have to tell him that, too.

As the flight descended into Logan and I saw the pale shores of New England rise under my window again, none of it felt real. Coming back to America felt like trying to get back into my body after death. In fact, the whole week I was there I felt as if only my body, a dead and numb physical form, was in America, while my senses and my soul were safely stored in the cool mists of Ireland with Tommy. Tommy, who knew and understood, who held me with tenderness and strength, who had said he would hurt my father to protect me. I texted with him a lot.

There were plenty of things in America that reinforced my sense of unreality, of a mismatch to the things that I remembered. I wasn’t the tallest cousin anymore, didn’t tower over the rest of the family in the photograph my mother made us all take, reminding us to smile, before the funeral.

Each of the grandchildren did something for the service. I’d been asked to read in church as long as I could remember. I wrote down the reading in my journal, so I could carry it with me the whole time, so I would remember what was real, so the voice I’d found when I was far away from America would still be with me.

Journal: February 17, 2013

Romans 8:35–45

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written, for thy sake we are killed all the day long; we are accounted as sheep for the slaughter.

Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us.

For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

My parents had those verses framed in red calligraphy above their bed through my whole childhood.

I interleaved the pages of my journal with my fingers as I stood at the podium reading to the congregation, bookmarking earlier pages about days and nights with Tommy, my hands holding on tight to better moments, like Tommy’s beloved Theseus and the ball of string he used to find his way out of the labyrinth. Every time I closed my eyes, I was back in Ireland, and free.

My parents volunteered me to stay with my Nana for a few days after the service, and I was glad. We watched Downton Abbey together or read on the same couch. She still fed the chipmunk outside her porch the way she’d been doing as long as I could remember.

Nana was tiny and never ate or cooked very much. I cooked for her, and it made both of us happy. Over breakfast the first full day I told her about Tommy, and she asked if we were going to get married. I admitted that I thought we were. I told her about the dreams we’d started sharing, how he said he just wanted to train a horse or two and spend the rest of his time taking care of a wife and children, and how I couldn’t bear the thought of that lucky cared-for wife being anyone but me.
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