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Part One

In Ancestral Sleep


The created world began with a separation of opposites. The sun became distinct from the moon. A single vapor divided into four elements.

—MEDIEVAL ALCHEMICAL TEXT













One

1910

Merrion Square

Dublin




My husband’s mother had decorated the little room at the back of the house with me in mind. It was a room meant for solitude, for revery and prayer, because the face I had presented then, fifteen years before, had suggested a contemplative girl, a girl given to intercourse with the saints. To her I was an unassuming girl, a kind of empty vessel like the Virgin Mary, who would carry holiness in her womb. They were an ecclesiastical family; she wanted her son to father a priest.

A fortnight or two after we were married, and before Manus and I left Kenmare in the west, Mrs. O’Breen came to Dublin on her own and furnished this old Georgian house for us. It was then that in a surge of generosity toward me she had the walls of this little room painted sea green and scallop shells impressed into fresh plasterwork. She said that she’d been concerned that I would miss the Atlantic. In fact, after having been cloistered at Enfant de Marie, so far inland, I had grown to find the smell and sound of the waves diminishing.

But I never expressed such truths to Mrs. O’Breen. As I never expressed them to Manus.

I was up at dawn this January morning, though it was a Sunday, attempting to draw a blue vase that I’d brought in with me from the dining room.

The night before, Manus and our two daughters, Maighread, fourteen, and Caitlin, thirteen, were speaking in low voices at the dining room table. I’d come in and they’d gone quiet. When I asked them what they’d been speaking about, Manus evaded the question and began describing a horse he’d seen earlier that day on Grafton Street, decked out in ribbons and bells. There was a winter fair in Phoenix Park, and the city had been adrift with gypsies.

I struggled now to draw the likeness of the vase, but my mind was not on it. I’d had it before me for over an hour, yet I had only drawn a few faint lines. I was fixed, instead, on the static representations of water along the wainscotting.

Mrs. O’Breen saw decorative potential in all representations of the sea. Here they were, trimming the very room in controlled waves.

In spite of the plasterwork, the room she had bequeathed me was stark. The barest in the house, furnished with only a dresser and a draftsman’s table more suitable for a child than an adult. The table faced the dresser upon which I placed the objects of my still lifes: flowers, fruit, bottles, and jars. When I’d finish drawing them I always cleared away the objects and replaced them with those that Mrs. O’Breen kept there: a marble statue of praying hands, and to either side of it, two separate pairs of gloves, lying palm up. They were the white novice gloves that I had been wearing the day I’d come to marry Manus in the house in Kenmare-by-the-Sea and the nuns’ black gloves I would have worn if I’d taken my vows as I had been close to doing before Manus’s proposal. But this morning a rebellious humor flickered in me, and I toyed with the idea of rearranging everything, and relegating the gloves and praying hands to some dim cabinet.

In the center of one bare wall hung a painting of the Annunciation in a heavy frame with fading gold leaf. There was nothing grand about this particular Annunciation. No lilies or terra-cotta floors. No sunlit cypress trees out the window. In this representation, only an empty, boggy field and an Irish sky with clouds inclined to thunder.

The angel, human looking, wore gray, one muscular knee and calf apparent as he knelt. He was earthbound, without a trace of divinity about him, except perhaps for his wings, which, in the tension of the moment, appeared slightly flexed, and, though his upper body did not lean toward the Virgin in the manner of a Botticelli angel or di Paolo’s, he appeared attentive of her.

Over the years I had thought of asking Mrs. O’Breen about the painting, but in her presence my natural impulse was to be silent.

 

As she had selected everything else in this house, she had also selected me. I was only seventeen when she saw Manus staring in my direction at Mass at Enfant de Marie. I was a novice then, as she had been a novice when her own husband had proposed marriage to her. My quiet, careful demeanor appealed to her. I had come from a wild, windswept place, the Great Blasket Island. She’d liked the idea that I was an islander and probably thought, as many did, that islanders were more backward even than tinkers. I would be out of my element in her family, dependent, compliant.

The face I wore then suggested stillness and grace. Before my wedding night, Mrs. O’Breen had given me tea in a room with a sea view, filled with statues of female martyrs. Agnes, Lucy, Cecilia. I was at the height of my saintly persona, managing it so well that I had felt myself radiating light. Mrs. O’Breen could not take her eyes off me. For a while there was gratification in being this girl, but the young are in love with the moment, and disappointment had been inevitable. Even I knew that it would come.

I gazed at the face of the Virgin in the painting, expressionless except for the little squeezed mouth and the trace of mistrust in the eyes at the intrusion of the angel.

In retrospect, I marvel that Mrs. O’Breen had once believed so fully in me. Over the years I had found that seeing Mrs. O’Breen in the flesh, her real presence, was easier than feeling the darker spirit of her that made dim susurrations in the walls of this house.

I picked up my pencil and, with a series of quick, curved lines, struggled a last time to draw the dark blue vase. But when I heard the girls’ footsteps above, my heart began to throb and I stopped drawing again.

As I ascended the stairs, I heard them talking softly. They startled as I appeared in the doorway. Sitting close together on Caitlin’s bed, they were looking at a pamphlet of some kind.

“What is it you have?” I asked them softly.

They exchanged a wary look. Then, gathering her resolve, Maighread stood. “We’re going to boarding school in September,” she said.

“You’re not,” I said. “You’re both registered for another year at St. Alban’s.”

Caitlin looked down at her lap, having thrown the pamphlet off to the side. She rubbed her fingers together nervously.

A few months back we had talked about boarding school, one in particular where a number of their friends were going—St. Lucretia’s in Wicklow. Pressured by Maighread’s appeals, I had almost given in, only because it was a short train ride from Dublin, and because I had had little to support me in my fight against it. It was simply what girls of their age and social class did.

But in the end I’d said no. I had tried to hide the desperation I’d felt at the idea of their going from me, and I’d believed that if they had known how hard leaving home would be, they would not have wanted it. It had, I told them, only been the novelty of it they’d been bucking for.

“I’ll not send you unmoored into the world,” I had said as my final word.

“It’s you who would be unmoored in the world,” Maighread had spat back. I’d been stunned at how clearly she could see me.

Now, standing defiant before me, she said, “We’re going to Kilorglin in the west. To Enfant de Marie!”

I let out a little, incredulous laugh. “You don’t want to go to that nightmare of a place,” I said.

“We’re going,” Maighread said defiantly.

“First of all, it’s a terrible place! Girls die there of consumption!”

“That was ages ago, Mammy. Things are different now!”

“It’s on the other side of Ireland! Do you think I’d let you go that far away?”

“Nanny’s already registered us. We’re going,” Maighread said. Caitlin shifted uncomfortably on the bed. Maighread watched my face carefully as she always did when she confronted me.

“No one’s consulted me about this,” I said.

“We all knew what you would say.”

I paused. “I’m sure Caitlin doesn’t want to go that far away,” I said, waiting for her to meet my eyes. “Do you, lamb?”

“She does!” Maighread said coming closer to me, almost as tall as I was, her chest high in a glory of forthrightness.

“Let her tell me herself,” I said.

I felt Caitlin softening as she stared at her hands on her lap.

“Mammy,” she said tenderly, and Maighread let go an infuriated sigh.

Caitlin shot her a confused look and then said quickly, “We’ll not be far from Nanny! You shouldn’t worry over us.”

I brushed past Maighread to Caitlin. I touched her shoulder. “I don’t want you to go,” I said.

She breathed hard and set her mouth. “I want to go!”

The room swayed around me. She watched me now like Maighread did, her eyes softer but resolved.

“You never let us do the things the other girls are able to do. You’re always afraid about everything.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. “The wind there in the west is fierce,” I uttered, reaching now for anything.

“What are you on about the wind for?” Maighread asked, holding my eyes.

Manus was at the door then. I was uncertain when he’d come.

“Let them out from under you, Deirdre,” he said.

The three of them looked at me, and an expression of pity came into Caitlin’s face. She averted her eyes.

“Your mother registered them at Enfant de Marie?” I asked him, rising to my feet.

“Yes. All the arrangements have been made,” Manus said. “And September is still far off. You’ve plenty of time to get used to the idea.”

“But I’ve registered them for school here in Dublin for September. I’ve paid the installments.”

“I notified them. I got the money back.”

I stood a few moments without moving, then took a deep breath and walked vacantly downstairs to my little room at the back of the house.

 

I was fourteen years old, Maighread’s age, when I first crossed the bay to Ventry Harbour. Until then I’d resisted the sea, afraid of its moods, its lack of pity, the black boil of it at night. My grandmother and I were leaving Great Blasket Island for good, moving to her sister’s house near Ballyferriter, the place she had originally come from before she’d married into island people and the place where she would remain until her death.

I remember the pattern around the rim of a cracked teacup, dark green curlicues snaking this way and that, small, fierce-looking male heads in profile woven into the design. My great-aunt’s cold, rough hands grasped the cup as she told me that such designs were called “Celtic knotwork.” She spoke an unsettling combination of Irish and English, a disagreeable warble to her voice. The memory brings a heartsore feeling, my parents newly dead, my fate undecided as it was, the alien language deepening in me an uncertainty of the world.

The waves slapped inconsolably at the rocks below my great-aunt’s house, throwing white sparks into the air. My grandmother was too old, she said, to care for me properly. My own mother had been born to her when she was fifty. “An old cow’s calf,” my grandmother had called her. Even after she was dead, my grandmother shook her head when she spoke of my mother. “Never with a lick o’ sense.”

The last time I would see my grandmother was when she came to Kenmare after my wedding to Manus. She got tipsy, and I was ashamed over her toothless, windbeaten face and the way she regaled Mrs. O’Breen with what a mad thing I’d been as a child; a regular faery like my mother, taking off barefoot in the icy gales, destined to the madhouse with the queer ways I had. And wasn’t it a great thing she’d done bringing me to the Poor Maries, and weren’t they the miracle workers? Look at me now, with the radiant face of God’s lamb.

She had left me at Enfant de Marie with worn shoes and a coat without buttons. One nun told another that I was a filthy, wind-burned creature and looked like I’d been walking the roads of Ireland for weeks. But it had been the crossing of the sea and standing in the boat crying, my face leaning into the bluster, and the wiping of those tears that had reddened my skin and made the sleeves of my coat taste like salt. I was attached to that coat and its old smell reminiscent of the Blasket, a smell of black turf from the field near the Way of the Dead, different from mainland turf. It was a darker, wetter fragrance like the mud that keeps to new-dug potatoes.

My last name, O’Coigligh, was Quigley in English, and one nun laughed that it suited me because it meant “untidy or unkempt hair.” She said I was a trembly girl and grew impatient with my wincing when she tried to comb through my tangles.

Through intense monotony the Irish was driven back from the forefront of my tongue, into my throat. I lived a period of my life underneath language, words rising and moving above me on air, but I hadn’t a mouth to speak them. I understood the English quickly, but I resisted it now. Though certain beautiful phrases of it taunted me.

My Beloved is mine, and I am his: he feedeth amongst the lilies.


I liked the look of it on the page, but I pronounced the vowels wrong, which made me hesitate to speak it aloud. Sister Dymphna shamed me. “You can hear the mud slides of the Blasket in your vowels,” she said, insisting there was an ignorance to the Irish spoken on the Blasket. My gut and throat contracted when I tried to speak, and I felt her ruler across my tongue. The tongue, with its quivering will and form amorphous enough to slip and contract and reshape itself, sustained little of the blow, yet it was crippled with indignity. And with the banished language any sense of who I may have been retreated, and I became a blank, white page. They called me Deirdre from the Blasket rather than Deirdre Quigley, to make allowances for my backwardness and my muteness.

 

Though I don’t think I was ever denied food, I was afflicted with the ache of an empty stomach. I tried to soothe it with porridge or bread and bacon. But the extra food did not fill me, and closing my eyes in my cot each night I feared the hunger would make an end of me in my sleep. I dreamt of standing knee deep in the unruly tide off the western strand, gathering limpets and winkles, filling my apron with “sea fruit” as my grandmother called them, the wind lashing my hair against my face, my wet dress slapping at my legs. Seeing a soft light over Woman’s Island west of the strand, I heard behind the noise of the wind a tinny, hardly audible music, the melody of Donal na Grainne. In my dreams, my mother and father danced, embracing each other in the private sweetness between them. That is how I saw them, set that way. I could barely recall them at all, except as the two mythic figures, my father’s back articulated with muscles and my mother’s head gracefully reposing on his chest. Hopeless that they would take their eyes off each other and see me, I’d travel back up to the empty cottage, struggling to cook the limpets and winkles. The low, single flame from the cresset’s wick, which floated in its little vessel of seal oil was so dull and oily and low it barely cooked the bit of flesh scraped out of the shell.








Two



In the morning I stood outside the gates of St. Alban’s. Sometimes the girls lingered in groups on the steps, laughing and talking, but I never left until the bell sounded and I saw both of my daughters in procession with the others, go in, and the monitoring nun close and bolt the iron doors behind them. A few minutes passed, and I saw the line of girls going by the windows along the second-floor corridor. As she did most days, Maighread looked down at me with disapproval, my anxiety over her and her sister a point of ever intensifying agitation between us. I blinked and looked away.

I had difficulty making myself leave this morning. I waited a while, staring up at the windows. When the girls were small, there had been days when I would look up for hours at the windows of their classrooms. I had been visited back then by a memory, one I could not place in time, in which I saw a woman in a wild helter-skelter run along a pier. As a boat retreated on the water, the woman flailed inconsolably and looked as if she might throw herself into the sea. Two men descended suddenly from the shadow of a hill, rushed her, and held her by the arms.

“Panic” I called the lady in the memory, though I would not identify her. That is the lady who possessed me those early days when I was forced to break with my girls for long hours of the day.

She was there again now, more real than the other things I saw around me.

I closed my eyes. Why did Mrs. O’Breen want the girls at Enfant de Marie? She had no designs on making my daughters into nuns. Though she often sent them rosaries and chapel veils and little figurines of the saints, she had told me once that nuns meant little in the grand scheme of things. She had never hidden from me her single-minded desire that Manus and I have a son. The idea of working to inspire a vocation in either of my daughters was a distraction from her central purpose.

We saw little of her while the girls were infants. When Maighread was six and Caitlin, five, we had visited Kenmare. She had watched them distantly, as if childhood were an inscrutable condition she did not quite know how to penetrate. It had felt horrible to me that she’d never tried to kiss or cuddle them. They’d felt her indifference and answered it back with the same.

Mrs. O’Breen had watched, amazed, at how animated Manus had become in the presence of his daughters; at the pleasure he’d felt fetching them up in his arms and the patience with which he’d participated in their games, obeying their commands. One day they’d covered him in sand and surrounded him with bits of driftwood, decorating him with ribbons of kelp.

During that same visit I’d looked through the window that faced the beach and had seen Mrs. O’Breen walking toward Manus, extending to him an Aran sweater as he’d stood on the foreshore in the wind.

He’d smiled sheepishly at her as she’d helped him into it. She’d pressed a palm to his cheek and looked to be saying tender words to him, and he’d bowed his head slightly in a pleased and familiar surrender, his face lit up at her adulation. She felt such love for him, I’d thought. Why didn’t she feel it for his daughters?

But the older the girls got, the more comfortable she became with them. She knew how to court them, giving them opulent gifts. But I could feel the suppressed chill in her, and the enduring disappointment that they had not been born boys.

Why did she want them at Enfant de Marie? She wanted them far away from me and closer to her for some reason. What was she engineering?

A girl from Maighread’s class looked out a third-floor window, and that broke my trance. I turned quickly and walked away, knowing the furious embarrassment Maighread would feel if the girl told her I was still there.

 

It was Monday, the day of my life drawing class at the National Gallery, so I took the coach back along Nassau Street.

There was no human model that day, just a carefully arranged still life: a teakettle, three oranges, a raveled brocade tablecloth. I worked distractedly at my easel, using rough charcoal and newsprint. I reminded myself that September was far off, and that things could still change.

Afterward I went for coffee with Sarah Dooley, the mother of one of Maighread’s classmates.

We had been out to coffee a few other times previously, and I wondered if I might try to talk to her about the girls’ going away; if I might trust her to be sympathetic, even though I’d heard her speak happily about her own daughter’s acceptance to St. Lucretia’s for September.

But she had a lot to talk about herself, having just had a row that morning with her daughter. “She’s got a mouth on her like a fishwife! I don’t know where she’s learning it! Always looking for a way to insult me.” She took a sip of her coffee, then lifted her head dramatically and said, “From fear of being humiliated, deliver me!”

“Oh!” I said. “I just let Maighread do that.”

“What?” she asked, confused.

“I let her humiliate me.”

She looked at me hard, at first incredulously, then disapprovingly.

I felt myself shrinking under the look.

“You shouldn’t,” she said.

“Well, I just don’t fight back when she tries to rile me up.”

“Why not?” she asked.

I shook my head, at a loss to explain it.

“Maybe she needs a fight out of you. She doesn’t really want to humiliate you. It’s your job not to let her,” Sarah said.

“But your daughter continues to try to humiliate you, even though you fight with her.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sarah snapped, irritated by my challenge. “She’s better off because I stand up to her. She respects me for it.”

Sarah changed the subject, talking about the class we’d just come from, complaining that there’d been no live model; that we’d paid to draw live models, and that the instructor himself should have taken off his clothes and let us draw him. She looked for a laugh from me, but I could only muster a smile, and a belated one at that. I had the distinct feeling that she did not like me.

When we parted that day on Westmoreland Street I walked in the opposite direction from home, where the buildings were tall and cobbled and gray. The air was damp, the skies pewtered, and soon snow began to fall. I kept thinking I should turn back, but I moved farther and farther away from Merrion Square, gazing absently into the windows of unassuming shops as I passed them. I stopped before a window, stunned to see words in Irish floating on the glass: RÉIDH LE CAITHEAMH. Ready to wear. The Irish belonged to the old and abandoned world. What was it doing here?

I peered into the dark interior of the shop and saw a rack of coats in a shadow, and deeper inside, a headless figure in a plain-cut dress.

On two different occasions over the past months, while walking on a crowded Dublin street, I had heard phrases spoken in Irish. The first time had been at the Baggot Street Market.

“Má tá sé I do bhríste.” If you’ve got the guts. A challenge issued in a soft, bawdy female voice.

I had stopped dead still, then turned slowly, searching for the woman who had spoken, but no one had stood out to me in the various groups of people. I’d heard the words again in my mind and imagined a young island woman wearing battered woolens and an apron.

A few weeks later I had just gotten off the tram at Inchicore. The streets had been crowded as I’d walked south toward Stephen’s Green. A man’s voice in close proximity behind me had said softly, “Cén t-ainm atá ort?” What’s your name?

Turning to look, I’d been jostled by the crowd. I’d peered into each male face that had come close, but all had seemed confused or irritated by my staring. I’d told myself that it had to have been asked of someone else, not of me, though the gentle, confidential tone was an intimate voice that I trusted and longed to answer.

After these two incidents, I braced myself each time I walked on the streets, anticipating the sound of spoken Irish, longing for it and fearing it at once.

But now, here I stood staring at an inscription in gold on the window. I touched the painted words with my fingertip.

The letters dissolved before me, and I heard Maighread’s voice echoing in my mind. “It’s you who will be unmoored in the world.”

A man’s face came suddenly into the light within the shop, peering out at me with a smile and beckoning me in. I stepped back, startled, then continued on.

Approaching the quays, the air grew rife with the river’s smoky, well-traveled odor. The gulls, usually wheeling over the water, huddled in subdued clumps on the bridgepier.

By the time I reached Essex Quay, the snow was gathering in drifts. Dublin had become mystically quiet. Every sound cast an echo: my own footsteps in the soft snow, the creak of a shop door, the muffled cough of a pedestrian across the road.

Under the pristine whiteness, the sooty gables and dormers of the taller houses appeared charred. My hems were sodden, and the dampness came through my boots. I turned suddenly south away from the river into a narrow, winding lane that descended in a curve, spectral-looking houses leaning over the cinder paths that ran before them.

There were no other pedestrians in this narrow lane. A bird flew close above me, and I crouched, holding my hand up over my brow. I looked up when it was clear of me, white wings in a flutter rising up and landing at a dovecote near a green eave. The dove stepped back and forth, softly warbling on the ledge of a dormer window with a dim light within. Beside the lit window a sky blue plaque—ANTIQUARIAN BOOKS—was carved in gold lettering.

I felt the cold now and smelled a coal fire. I opened the door at street level and ascended a narrow flight of creaking stairs. When I reached the floor where the bookstore was located, I saw another sign. This one read, THE ALCHEMISTS DEN. My heart sped up as I opened the door to the shop. The rooms within looked more like a library than a bookshop. Tall, heavy oak cases filled with cloth and leather volumes were illuminated by oil lamps. A heavyset man wearing round glasses met my eyes from his chair behind a desk. He nodded at me, his face betraying no feeling.

“It’s very wet out,” I said by way of apology for my sodden shoes. He waved his hand: my dampening his floor was of no consequence to him. As I moved softly in between a high row of books, I saw a woman sitting at a small table upon which four or five large vellum-bound volumes lay. I gave her a smile. She stood and took my arm. “Stand by the fire,” she said, “and get your blood moving again.” She fanned the embers until the coals went bright, lighting the grate and the edge of her dark dress.

I stood warming my hands before the flames and noticed on the mantel an etching of an empty room, the bricks of the wall artfully detailed and shadowed. The words, scripted in italics beneath, imbued the image with meaning. Celluris Memorium. The room of memory, or perhaps more precisely, the storage room of memory.

The woman returned to her volumes. I saw her dip her fingers into a tin of what looked like lard and begin to massage the leather spine of one of the tomes.

I left the fire and faced a heavy shelf of books, looking directly at titles that rang with foreboding familiarity to me.

Atalanta Fugiens, Aurora Consurgens, the Book of Lambspring. I had looked into each of these volumes in the library in the house in Kenmare early in my marriage. As my fingertips grazed the spine of a volume called Secretus Secretorum, I began to sweat with excitement and trepidation.

Only two days married, Manus and I had hidden away together in a remote room of his mother’s house, where we’d lain naked on our bellies turning the pages of the Secretus Secretorum, which was rife with depictions of sexual intercourse, the metaphor for the alchemical process: the marriage of one metal to another. Manus had explained to me that the alchemists had struggled to produce superior metals by intermixing them.

In this book we’d found The Courtship of Sol and Luna, a series of particularly graphic, step-by-step illustrations of the marriage of gold to silver, the sun being the man and representing gold, the moon being the woman and representing silver. In one picture we’d clearly seen the male genital entering the female.

The discovery of this mystifying book had fused itself in our minds with the discovery of each other’s bodies. We had read phrases of the text to one another as we’d made love.

“ ‘I will sow my gold,’ ” Manus had quoted to me once, the volume fading from his breath, “ ‘in your silvery earth.’ ”

Once, still breathless after a feverish bout of sex, Manus had told me that he believed this book held the secrets of the universe, if only we could interpret them.

But this book had also frightened me. Once, while Manus had been sleeping, I had leafed through the pages, encountering horrific, terrifying things: beheadings, a man swallowing a child, a creature half-cock half-toad exuding poisonous smoke and fire from its mouth. Two-headed dragons being disemboweled by monks. It was as if these were the serpents guarding the gates of Paradise. Out of lust, I’d managed my way through the random labyrinth of ugliness and sadness, arriving eventually, shaken, upon the sexually exquisite ones.

My fingers moved across the titles, and I returned again to the Secretus Secretorum. It felt enormous and heavy. The man looked up at me over the round windows of his glasses as I carried it to a small table in the corner, where I sat down to look at it. Out of his view, I took a deep breath and found myself relieved that the image I’d opened randomly upon was not of a particularly horrifying nature. A man lying ill in a bed, a woman standing at his bedside gazing down at him. Out a window behind them, a black night sky filled with stars. Like many of the alchemical pictures, the image itself was framed by an elaborate mandala, at the corners of which were depictions of the four elements: billowing waves, flames, a tree growing from a plot of earth, a cloud. Fierce animal heads blew fire and swirls of wind from their mouths.

I read the text beside the picture.

The ores that are not gold are ill and require cleansing. Unless gold is acheived in the coupling of the metals, illness remains and the state of the world is such that the whole house and the generations that might follow are in the thrall of a great sickness.


A wave of nausea moved over me. I stared at the text but could not read more. I sat back from the book, and my eyelids grew heavy. I remembered that it had been this way before with these books. I had never been able to take in more than a few phrases of the written text at a time.

I could still hear the woman beyond the bookshelves at work rhythmically massaging the vellum. My eyes wandered around the room and then fell back on the text.

…houses in the thralls of terrible curses. As in the Greek houses, Atreus and Thyestes.


My eyes fell on another phrase:

It is an illness which separates body from soul.


I heard the squeak of the woman’s chair and in my peripheral vision saw an approaching shadow.

I heard her voice. “Are you all right?” She touched my shoulder. I started and looked up into her face.

“Yes,” I said weakly. I closed the Secretus Secretorum and stood.

The man was not at the front desk as I moved past to the door and descended the stairs.

Outside, the wind was up, and the snow, stinging my face, revivified me, bringing me back to the world. The gutters had gone to slush, and I could hear horses clopping on the main road along the quays. I turned away from the traffic and moved deeper into the maze of streets. It stunned me to see that the clock on the wall inside a shop said half three. The afternoon light was failing and some businesses had already lit the gas. The clock over the Ballast Office had said eleven when I’d left Sarah Dooley on Westmoreland Street. Was it while I’d been walking that so much time had passed, or was it in the bookstore? How long had I gazed at the picture of the man lying ill in his bed, his wife standing beside him? I had invited something dangerous close to me.

I could have asked someone for directions, but I felt fragile and shied from people’s faces. I kept wandering, remembering some ancient Greek story about a man killing his son and feeding him to his guests, the curse of that sin then to be borne by the generations that followed, and all the children to suffer with the sins of that parent, to be brought down with it into tragedy.

I began to make note of the street names: Ross Road, Bride Road. Bull Alley. I heard the jingle of harnesses, and an ambulance car went rushing past. When I saw the Carmelite Church on Whitefriar Street, I knew again where I was and found my way back to Dame Street, where I saw a stalled tram car filling with snow.

A woman shivered in the doorway of a vacant shop. “Two for a penny!” she cried out to me. I selected two banberry cakes from the wooden tray harnessed around her neck, then went on my way, but found I couldn’t stomach them.

It was late, almost six, when I finally reached Merrion Square, the arches flickering on the stately houses. The air smelled of burning coal, and plumes of smoke from the chimneys ascended high into the dark sky.

When I came in, Manus, Maighread, and Caitlin were sitting to supper. Their eyes were large, surprised looking when they saw me. I sensed a din on the quiet, the ring of unfinished conversation. My clothes were deluged, but it was my face they all seemed fixed on. Moving into the hallway I saw in the mirror my florid, fevered color.

Mrs. Daley peered at me from the doorway to the kitchen.

“Would Madam like tea?” she asked dryly.

“Yes, thank you,” I said.

I did not go upstairs to change, and was shaking faintly when I sat to join them.

I saw a Kilorglin postmark on a letter beside Manus’s plate. When he saw me looking at it, he pocketed it. I looked at Caitlin, but she would not hold my eyes. Mrs. Daley came in with my tea. I drained my cup and set it back on the saucer. I was dizzy and not inclined to speak to them or to ask about the letter. I stared at the silver tureen centerpiece and saw through it, and through the table beyond it. I focused on flecks of wetness on my nose and eyelashes, entranced by the way they glinted in the lamplight.

 

After the meal I went into my little back room, not caring that the hem of my dress left a damp trail behind me.

I stared at the vase that I’d left on the shelf. It was made of liquid, I thought. It had been poured. Viscous, dark blue liquid. It caught and made distortions of everything in the room. How, I asked myself, had I ever imagined I could draw such a thing?

A gust of wind blew the shutter open suddenly, and a bit of powdery snow flew in through the screen. I went to the window and stood in the blast of it, a south-blowing wind. I could smell ice on it, just as I had been able to smell the glaciers on the Greenland current when I was a child living on the Blasket. That wind caused grain and grass to stream steadily in one direction. In spite of its coldness, it was a fertilizing wind that blew the spores of plants and trees on the island, displacing them, carrying them into unexpected places, so an ear of barley might appear close to the beach, or a lone potato plant on the windy summit, growing impossibly between stones. Thus was the strangeness such winds encouraged. Things growing in isolation, blown away from their like.

I left the window open and sat before my drawing pad. The gust caused a loose strand of my hair to graze against the nape of my neck. I fancied that Caitlin had come into the room and was touching me with the tips of her fingers. I pressed the point of my pencil to the paper, afraid to turn and look. Instead I looked at the angel in the painting, coming suddenly upon the Virgin when she was alone; how the Virgin must have heard the angel first or sensed it there before she’d turned to see it. How she must have been afraid. Did she sense the Holy Ghost above her? Did it change the smell of the air? The temperature of it? Did it send the errant hairs grazing at her temples and neck?

I had a sudden intense desire to have a child inside me; a child not of Manus’s body but only of mine. A child between me and this wind; a crumb of fecund fire blown to me on its back.

I thought of my daughters and closed my eyes, picturing the quiet estuaries of selfhood in their eyes, intense privacies that excluded me. And I knew then that I could not have borne to have such intimacy again and to lose it.

 

From the beginning it had been difficult with Maighread. On the third day when my milk had come in she’d sucked a bellyful, then begun to shriek, turning her head side to side, then spit it all up.

“Some babbees cannot drink mother’s milk,” Mrs. Grey, the midwife, had said to me. But I had refused to believe and had tried again to the same result. The third time I’d offered Maighread my breast she’d refused it, red and shaking, understanding my milk to be poisonous to her; the shrillness of her screams, outcries against me.

It would be weeks before we found the right formula for her. She could not take cow’s milk, and we came at last upon the milk of a certain kind of goat that she could stomach. It had to be brought in special for her from Drogheda.

Maighread cried when I held her, vexed and impatient, her arms trembling, and one afternoon, beside myself with grief, I called Mrs. Grey close and asked her in a fervent whisper if she would keep Maighread and care for her.

She did not understand, and she admonished me in a harsh whisper. “Some babbees have fierce constitutions, but they are as soft and helpless as any infant.”

After Maighread’s birth, the pious contemplative face I had shown Mrs. O’Breen was shattered. Maighread had exposed the weakness of my nature. I almost didn’t rise to the challenge of her.

I remembered a babbee I’d seen dead on the Blasket, put to rest in a little wooden box after having suffered with a terrible illness. I remembered my grandmother’s words, “Ah, sure. Nothing can hurt that child now.” I had thought of how safe it was under the ground in quiet, perpetual sleep. I wished Maighread dead sometimes that her suffering might stop.

In her third month she evened out, and I breathed a deep sigh, the difficulty riding away like the tides of a storm. But that beginning and my fear that I was wrong for her would always live between us. And it would always be there in the air between Mrs. Grey and me, that I had offered her my girl. And it would always be in my own thoughts that I’d wished my girl the peace of the grave.

Caitlin came a year later, mewing like a lamb, a soft, temperate cry. She nuzzled up to my breast within an hour of her birth. For weeks I’d lie easy with her, startled from dreams, confused as to whether she was inside or outside me, so woven together were we two. She was a pet, smaller than Maighread had been and marbled red with tufts of fair hair and a tiny pink mouth that puckered to a star shape when she sucked. She could not get enough of the milk from my body. She loved to be in my arms, yet there was a strength to Caitlin. She had more resources in herself. It confused me, and it took me years to understand that Maighread, the one most vexed with me, needed me the most. She had nightmares, and in the throes of half sleep clung to me with desperation that moved me like nothing else ever had, the darkness between us filled with a kind of passion.

But children grow out of love with you. Slowly, their growing is a process of cleaving away. It was meant to be this way, Sarah Dooley once told me. They wanted the far reaches of the day and the night.

Once my children had not seen me as separate from themselves, invoking me constantly. But now, like their grandmother and their father, they saw the truth of me.

The memory of infant Caitlin at my breast seized me with a sudden visceral power, and a flux of dampness soaked through my dress at both breasts. I could feel again the strength of her suck, and I could hear Maighread’s little suffering cry and smell her newborn skin, like dark, warm honey.

I hunched forward and wept.

 

I did not feel the hours pass, though I remember the dark deepening in the room, and for a while my pencil cast an elongated shadow over the paper where it lay. Mrs. Daley found me sitting in the dark, my head at my chest. She called Manus in, and he led me out and up to my bed.

I fell ill that night. For three days I dreamt about empty rooms, my sickbed in the drafts of Celluris Memorium, a dove coming in the window circling me, a panic of wings.








Three



At fourteen years old, my parents’ deaths were an explosion to my senses, the singular blast that unsettled the particles of the world.

My grandmother refused to dismantle their great bed with the iron headboard but kept it as a monument to the two of them, the curtain always drawn around it. “So they’ll have their privacy,” she used to say, as if their return was expected, even after they were under the sod.

The cottage we lived in was a single room and the yellow curtain around the bed they slept in the only partition. I recall hearing one night, the wind charming the latches to sing and the soft shuffle of their steps coming into the room. The embers deepened suddenly, and the smell like the smell after a storm, cold and sweet and gusty, filled the house. “Aaaahhh…” the whole room seemed to say, faintly like a chorus of children’s voices, pulling me back from the threshold of sleep and the straw shifting behind the curtain. I lay in a paralysis without breathing, every nerve at attention, the curtain moving almost indetectably. And I do not know if I really heard her saying it or if I was just anticipating it so intensely, the thing my mother used to say to my father in a breathless moment of tenderness: “Is braithim as titim an saol.” The world is falling away.

Why, I had always wondered, and would continue to wonder all my life, had she said such a thing in joy?

 

There was something stunning and misbegotten about what had happened to my mother and father. And the shame of it had been great. A priest brought in from Ventry refused to bless their bodies and said they must not be transported across the sea for a Christian funeral but buried in the island graveyard, a place for vagabonds, nameless sailors, and unbaptized babies.

I’d been the one who’d found them, and it was whispered among the islanders that no one, child or adult, should have witnessed what I had.

If my grandmother spoke I cringed from her, and it took a few moments before the sense of her words became clear to me, my hearing deranged after the death, all sound coming to me a few beats after the visual in the way thunder always follows after lightning. Somewhere within myself, I had decided I could not live close to that memory. I would always be putting something between myself and it. I watched the moods of my grandmother’s grief with terrific caution. A flicker of nerves in her face warned me that she might grow convulsive with tears.

In the place where the memory should have resided, what I saw was whiteness, a kind of celestial blizzard, streaming over landscape and sea. Their passing caused remarkable changes in the laws of the natural world. I took to wandering outside to escape the vagarious moods of my grandmother’s sorrow, and sitting on the rocks, marveled that I could not hear the sea, though it exploded before me and I felt the shiver and rush of it in my bones.

People seemed afraid to touch me. They squinted in my direction and turned their faces obliquely as if they, too, saw the blizzard within me, horrible and too bright to look at. From their doorways, they watched me pass. I had become something both less and more than human, a strange, isolated being that had, because of some fateful mistake, remained on the wrong side of death.

 

A month or two after the tragedy, my grandmother and I left the island for good and went to stay in Ballyferriter, with her sister, my great-aunt.

Now and then at that time, I was overtaken with flashes of one or the other of my parents’ faces. I had come to feel their death as a singular one. They had succeeded in becoming one abstract idea; one shadowy, faceless creature. But the startling appearances of their faces reminded me that they were differentiated beings. Whichever one I saw before me in a particular moment shimmered there, piercing me, so I felt the loss to the very quick of myself, and grew breathless with sadness. After it dissolved I could not recall it. Even still, for a day or two after I’d seen the face, I felt the presence of that parent, sharply real to me, more real than the stones and the walls, the spoon and the porcelain bowl, things I could not always feel when I touched them. But mostly my parents remained dark, difficult to concentrate on.

Eventually, I invented faces for them. They were strongly boned, fierce and romantic looking, and edged with light. I saw their figures always leaning into gales of wind. Unbearable feelings gave way to a kind of ecstatic idea of who my mother and father had been.

And that is when I began to listen to my grandmother talking to her sister, telling her the life story of Molleen Mohr, my mother. It felt safe to listen if I kept the face of the romantic figure in my mind.

My grandmother went over certain details, as if she were struggling to put order to things; revising, organizing her memories in such a way that she could live with them.

Molleen Mohr had adored her own father. After he drowned during the run for mackerel when she was six, she stopped speaking and gave herself over to daydreaming, lying on the pallet on the floor all day, staring up at the ceiling, captivated by what she saw moving across her field of vision.

When my mother was fifteen a certain schoolmistress came to the island, a widow, Mrs. O’Hearne, and her son, the splendid young man named Macdarragh, who was a mute. They came in summer to settle themselves in preparation for the school year coming.

Immediately Macdarragh was disliked by the island men, the way he left his mother to do her own fetching and carrying and getting settled into the cottage, not making himself useful in the usual ways of an island man.

He had soulful eyes that looked deep into a person, and a strange self-containment. He seemed never to be thinking beyond the moment he was in and walked slowly, contemplating the flowers and the rocks and the sea. He preferred the soft company of women, who were, in turn, drawn to him.

He was eighteen and fair and lovely of form. The men said he was too soft, that he thought himself a woman. But they were wrong about him. He posessed a manly grace not to be denied, a strong sexual undercurrent. Even one of the older island women, Kate Beg, in her fifties, pragmatic and careworn, took to wandering after him. And so the men hated him more because the women had gone dreamy since he’d come, pining for some unlived desire in themselves.

From the first moment Molleen Mohr met Macdarragh face-to-face near the Way of the Dead, a pure recognition was evident between them. And if the constraints of society and propriety had not held, they might have conveyed themselves into each other’s arms like long-lost friends. So strong was the sympathy between the two that some even said that Molleen’s voluntary muteness at six anticipated Macdarragh’s coming. Other young women who’d had their eye on him may have felt a tremor of jealousy, but the power of the connection between Macdarragh and Molleen Mohr was not to be denied; the disappointed girls became her ladies-in-waiting.

After that day my mother and Macdarragh were always together, and my grandmother did not worry about Molleen being compromised, though the two might wander off, because they were never completely alone, women and girls always following after, standing in the peripheral fields, enchanted.

Macdarragh wore, under his jacket, a piece of armor, a knight’s tunic. And on mild summer nights he took off his overshirt, walking along the headlands in the heather, he and my mother holding hands and girls and women following easily after. The lowering sun glowed on the facets of the metal, igniting it, and the strangeness of such a thing was eclipsed by the very romance of it.

Molleen began to speak, her voice at first creaky. She became Macdarragh’s mouthpiece. One day she explained, translating Macdarragh’s signs to the women, who sat in a circle all around him, why he wore the armor. Because of a certain affliction, he had fallen once and broken a rib.

One day in the company of five women, including my mother, Macdarragh was seized by a fit and fell, beating the ground with his fists, a terrible thing to see him convulsing and drooling, making wild noises like some agonized animal, half-bird half-horse. The women encircled him, fretful, uncertain about what should be done.

“We wait!” Molleen cried, shaking with emotion, having been given instruction by Macdarragh in case this should ever occur. “We watch that he doesn’t hurt himself and help him as best as we can. But we wait!”

Eventually the convulsions slowed and his eyes were the only thing fluttering, and all the women around him stroking his wet temples, smoothing his hair, chanting. “Gra mo chroi.” Sweetheart.

And rising up exhausted, it was as if he were returning from battle, a kind of hero, a resurrected look to him. Molleen, more alive than ever since her da’s passing, descended the hills supporting him in her arms.

It was near September when the fit came again upon Macdarragh, and this time he fell and broke a leg. A storm started up suddenly as his mother and two island men were taking him across the bay to a Ventry doctor, and the boat went down.

My mother took again to her pallet on the floor, squeezing in one hand a little brass figurine that Macdarragh had given her at the pier before his boat had departed; a little centaur, half-man half-horse, that she would treasure all her life.

The dead were the longed-for ones. Death rendered Macdarragh more beloved than ever. Women gathered heather from the warrens and left it in clumps at the door, treating Molleen as if she’d been his wife. The island women had a great affection for dead men: husbands, brothers, sons. And the newly dead, especially. In Macdarragh’s death, he belonged to each of them.

 

Three years would pass before Molleen would happen out of the house for a rare walk up the hill and come upon the man who would be my father, Liam O’Coigligh, who had left the island as a boy but was now returned. A man who kept mostly to himself, and who cut turf sometimes alone on the north face of the bog; a splendid, lonely figure of a man. Over six feet tall and as straight as a candle.

He was famous for climbing in the crags and the screes, lifting thrushes from their nests, reaching into the crevices of the cliff rocks and capturing the whippeens and bringing them in by the bunches, twenty or thirty birds tied to the ropes around his body.

That day she’d ventured out, Molleen saw him descending the hill with thirty dead birds tied around his body, a feathered, uncanny figure. She stared at him with her jaw dropped, and in response he raised his arms strangely and squawked. Molleen recoiled, terrified.

“Ah, Love, no! I’m fiddling with ye only!” he said softly to her and then unraveled the rope from around his body to show her he was human. But she was not fully convinced; bloody feathers stuck to his flesh. She undertook to remove each one, carefully between her thumb and forefinger, a bold, intimate gesture for two people who did not know each other. He kissed her out near the screes, and she came home smeared with blood, the color up in her face. Liam O’Coigligh married her within the month, and to my grandmother’s joy, there was always a bird or two roasting in the house. Liam’s hands were often torn and streaming with blood from their bites and their claws, though he hardly noticed it. My grandmother clucked at him as she washed and tended his cuts.

When they’d married and he’d moved into the cottage, he brought with him an iron washstand and the headboard, something an ancestor of his had dredged up from the shallows of the sea floor west of Woman’s Island. There’d been much speculation about the origin of the iron furniture. Maybe an Armada ship, maybe a Danish one. It was impossible to say. Over the centuries so many south-sailing vessels had wrecked in those precarious and unexpected rocks, so far out in the waters from the mainland.

Liam’s great-grandmother had used the headboard to dry fish on, and his grandmother had used it as a trellis for viney flowers in her garden. In spite of its roughened black texture, the dovetailing curves of iron had always caught my father’s fancy. “The headboard of a bed for a king and his queen,” he told my mother, sanded it, and painted it the pale lilac color of her choosing.

“Liam Baun, I called him,” my grandmother said. “Fair Liam. For wasn’t he the flower of men!”

According to my grandmother, he couldn’t take a step to the right or the left unknown to my mother, for the shafts of Cupid had pierced her to the quick, and those days in Ballyferriter, I remember thinking, as my grandmother talked about him, that the same affliction was on herself.

“But even after he’d roused her up from her daydreams, Molleen was never a help at cleaning the hearthstones or cooking the food, for she was off following him, climbing the screes in her purple dress. He made a hunter of her so. I was washing the blood out of her purple dress every night, the two of them on the cliffs of the island in all weather.

“It was another sort of thing he woke in her. A thing of the body,” my grandmother whispered to my great-aunt, the two drinking together that night, the porter running as freely as my grandmother’s mouth. Lowering her voice, she said, “They had a way together behind the curtain with the breathing and the sighs. And wasn’t I after hearing every day from one soul or the other that they’d been seen sporting indecently in the heather, or washing one another in the rock pools in nothing but their skins. And even still I was praying the rosaries to myself one after the other with all the times they woke each other in the hours of one night.

“That first spring they were married all the eggs the hen lay in the straw had chicks in them, and Molleen remarked that the cock had been busy, and I said then that every cock in this house was busy, and Molleen had narrowed her eyes at me but Liam had smiled, not a bit of a blush on him. I thought he’d made things right for her, and it should have been so. But it hurt to look at her, the way she loved him, every sinew of her straining toward him. I tried to tell her he was hers, what more was she wanting when she had him so in her bed as her husband. The love she had with him, rousing a kind of devil in her. She mistrusted happiness. That’s what it was,” my grandmother said, sucking at her pipe and sending up a cloud of smoke. “Afraid of happiness, she was. Blind as a herring leaping in the bay, inviting sorrow into her life, so. God forgive me for saying it, though I love him with my heart, I wish Liam Baun had not come to us. When we were at peace in our boredom and me railing at Molleen to get up off the pallet and make herself useful.

“If he’d be gone a few hours she’d go demented and be off after him. There was a terrible uneasiness on her over him, like she thought the sea would take him from her like it had taken Macdarragh and her own da.”

But when my grandmother started in about the unhappiness that the two had wrought between themselves, how my mother had taunted my father with her love for the dead Macdarragh, and I heard mention of the Skellig isles, the birds screeching and circling, I turned away from her and wound the music box I’d brought with me from the island, my parents’ music box, a wedding gift bought in a Dingle shop, from my grandmother to the two of them. The melody added to the romance of who they’d been, so as I listened, I kept them splendid and mythic in my thoughts.

 

I woke to hear my grandmother weeping one night and saw my great-aunt getting up, starting a rush light from a glowing cinder in the hearth. My grandmother said she had seen the two of them, Liam and Molleen in the darkness, Liam throwing a brace of birds down before her and asking her to cook them and eat them, because the food of the dead had a lovely, unearthly taste.

“’Twas a dream only, Peig!” my great-aunt cried, and she brought the fire up with a bellows and the two huddled in close to it.

I pretended to be asleep still, and I heard that night my grandmother confide to her sister that she could not keep me. I was the relic of Molleen and Liam’s sadness, she said. I would always drag them after me. If she kept to me, she said, she’d have no peace the short time she had left before she was herself under the sod.

And it was that same night in Ballyferriter, after making certain to her satisfaction that I was asleep, that my grandmother told my great-aunt about the dreadful thing I’d done myself. The thing that had made it unbearable for us to remain on the island. The thing that made her worry that I was stone mad and that I’d go on to break her heart as they had. The dreadful thing I did, which would draw prayers and astonished noises from my great-aunt.
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