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As if I were the ghost of the fog

—

EUGENE O’NEILL
Long Day’s Journey into Night


I

—


LEICA

—

There is a black-and-white photograph of Kenneth standing in sunlight beside a prairie railway station. He is loose-limbed and smiling, happy maybe, or at least unconcerned about the journey he seems poised to take. Slim, fresh-faced, all dressed up, he appears to be just a kid really, possibly leaving home for the first time. But nothing about his posture, or the atmosphere around him, suggests anxiety. He wants to get going, this young man, but he is not at all unhappy with, or uncurious about, the place where he stands. His shadow falls behind him, but the gesture painted by it is one of eagerness. He will never lose this alertness, this aura of keenness.

The station’s platform is dry and clean: there have not been any recent bouts of snow. But Kenneth’s overcoat, and his gloves and scarf, suggest that it is cold. There is also a winter clarity of sunlight and crispness of shadow on the cement under his feet, a full sun in a clear sky above him. And then there is this anticipation – that eagerness.

A cable telegraph sign is just behind his left shoulder: it could be he has sent or has received some sort of message, a declaration or a summons. Perhaps he will be gone from the place where he stands, and quite soon. Everything around him in this picture – shadows, the raised arms of the railway signal, the sky and the station – speaks of a departure to places larger and more complicated, a drift toward relationships more sophisticated than those unfolding in the town or village beyond the edges of the picture. An entrance into commerce, perhaps, or maybe sudden fame. It is not at all hard to imagine Kenneth gone, the quay empty, and the photographer, whoever he or she may be, turning away, walking back into a town that has already begun to fade.

But Kenneth is older than he looks in this image: he has already taken and abandoned several points of view. He has been to Paris, Milan, Madrid. He has been educated by museums and instructed by teachers. He has met – briefly – certain celebrated artists. He has visited important monuments and gazed at significant landmarks. He has gathered all of this together and has brought it with him to this stark place, along with a wife and two children. Yes, he is married and has children.

There is a grain elevator in the distance on the other side of the tracks. Some sort of field, far away, is almost hidden by Kenneth’s left elbow. He is not a prairie boy, but he has chosen this sky, this platform, and everything beyond it as a background to his daily life, and he has become familiar with returning to such a landscape after completing projects in the outer world. In spite of how things may look, this is a photo of arrival, one taken just after disembarkation, when the airport mural was still bright and alive in his mind, the paint on it hardly dry.

If he were to close his eyes now, the figures he has created would stare back at him – a questioning congregation – wondering where he has gone. His back is turned to the distances suggested by the converging lines of the railway tracks. The sky is utterly empty. Kenneth’s shadow is a thin ghost on the quay. But there are thousands and thousands of miles inside him.


IVERAGH

—

Just after midnight she walks out the door, steps over frost-stiffened grass, and approaches the grey shape of the Vauxhall. She slings her suitcase into the back seat, slams the door then opens the driver’s side, sits behind the wheel, pulls the door toward her. She turns the key in the ignition, places her palm on the cool, vibrating knob of the gear shift, and allows herself one moment of hesitation. Her white cottage, an unlit rectangle against a sky busy with stars, is as grey as the car. The turf shed is grey as well, squatting at the back of the yard. There is a moon somewhere, but she refuses to look for it. She flicks on the lights. She shifts into reverse.

The grass of her own lane flattens under the wheels, then, when she turns the car, an ill-repaired road with a ribbon of similar grass at its centre appears in her windscreen. Three miles of hedgerows accompany her to the crossroads at Killeen Leacht, with its single tavern, dark and empty, and its wide, slow river. Salmon are gently turning in their sleep under that shining water. Salmon and the long green hands of water weeds, shaken by the current.

Soon she is deep in the Kerry Mountains, disturbing flocks of sheep drowsing near potholes, and birds probably huddled in hidden nests. The car’s lights bounce on the stone bridges of Coomaclarig and Dromalonburt, then illuminate the trunks of last standing oaks of Glencar. She wants the constellation tilting in the rear-view mirror to be Orion, and when it follows her for some time along the hip of the mountain called Knocknacusha, she concludes that it is. Climbing to the Oisin Pass, she thinks about the ancient warrior Niall had spoken of, the one who had searched from that height for lost companions but not found them. He’d been gone for three hundred years, Niall said, but the woman he was with made him believe it was only three nights. He had lost everything, Niall insisted, for three nights with a woman.

She descends to the plain. Lough Acoose, still and dim under faintly lit clouds, slips into her side window. On the opposite shore the hem of a shadowy mountain touches the water. Ten minutes later there is the town of Killorglin, and then the Laune River, oiled by moonlight.

Goodbye, she thinks, to all that. Goodbye to the four flashing strands of the Iveragh Peninsula, to the bright path of surf in St. Finian’s Bay, the Skellig Islands freighted by history, the shoulders of mountains called Macgillicuddy’s Reeks. Goodbye to her own adopted townland, Cloomcartha, to the kitchens that had welcomed her, and to dogs whose names she had known. Goodbye to her own small drama – that and the futile, single-minded tenaciousness that had almost maintained it. The changing weather patterns, the gestures, the theatrical light.

An hour and a half later she reaches the smoother roads and quieter hills of neighbouring County Limerick. She accelerates, and as she does, she begins to visualize the abandoned peninsula unfurling like a scarf in the wind, gradually unwinding, then letting go, mountains and pastures scattering behind her on the road. “Iveragh,” she says out loud, perhaps for the last time. The landscape, she knows, will forget her. Just as Niall will forget her. What she will forget remains to be seen. She imagines her phone ringing on the table and no one there to answer it. This provides a twinge of pleasure until it occurs to her that it might not ring at all.

She leaves the car in the airport parking lot, knowing it will be towed, stolen, or junked when it becomes apparent that no one is coming back to claim it. The sky, overcast now, is a solid black, echoed by greasy black macadam. It begins to rain in a half-hearted way as she walks with her suitcase toward the lights of the terminal, leaving, she hopes, such full preoccupation and terrible necessity. She is leaving the peninsula. Leaving Niall.

Ten hours later, the airliner on which she is travelling shudders, preparing to descend. The window is an oval, the shape of a mirror that once hung on a mother’s bedroom wall. A mother, she thinks, and a mother’s bedroom wall. What she sees through this oval is the blurred circle of the propellers, then a broken coastline, froth at the edges and rocks moving inland as if bulldozed by the force of the sea. Now and then an ebony ocean emerges between long arms of altostratus clouds trailing intermittent rain. Altostratus. One of the words Niall has slipped into her vocabulary, along with geomagnetism, cyclonic, convective, penultimate. Ultimate.

All night the hum of the engines has remained constant, but reaching this shore the sound changes, the Constellation banks, and the seascape below tilts to the left. There are caves and inlets, and the curve of a sudden beach like a new moon near dark water. The noise diminishes and the cliffs move nearer until she can see the ragged cut of the bitten periphery, then the uninterrupted northern forest, moving inland.

She searches in her handbag, finds a cigarette, and lights it while staring at the blue flame near the propeller, which for a moment echoes the reflected orange flame of her lighter. While she smokes, the roar of the aircraft intensifies then diminishes again, like an argument. One silver wing dips toward the sea, and she sees a freighter half a mile or so beyond the rocks of the coast. She believes the ship is fully lit and of a great size, waves cascading over its long deck, pale castles of ice on the bow in the full dark of a late December afternoon. But it is autumn, not winter, and the day is opening, not closing.

She cannot visualize the cockpit of this very domestic plane, this padded and upholstered airborne parlour called a Constellation. More than fifteen years have passed since the war, the Air Transport Auxiliary, and the intense relationship with aircraft that filled her then-vivid life. The young pilot she had been then, the young woman behind the controls, would have been disdainful of what she has become: a sombre person with the bright centre of her life hidden, her days unfolding in the pause that seems to define this half-point of the twentieth century. Fuselage, she thinks, instrument panel. These terms are still known to her, but she has, beyond her facile drawings of aircraft, no real relationship with them. She has become unknowable, and very likely uninteresting. She has blamed Niall for this, and for much else, though she knows it has been her own acquiescence that has caused her to become, in every possible way, a passenger.

Her younger self would have been disdainful of the clutter of what passes for comfort in this airborne interior: the seats that become beds, the blankets, the linens and tableware. She can remember evenings when, after a day of ferrying warplanes, the moon would sit complacently over the dark airfield and the makeshift bunkhouses where she and her flight companions would sleep. She can recall whispered confidences and bursts of laughter, the sense of guardianship, inclusion. And now, more than a decade and a half later, she is being flown into nothing but personal scarcity. She leans her head against the curved frame of the window, trying to bring the communal engagement of the war years back into her heart. But when she closes her eyes, the memory of a map falls into her mind.

Because it was drawn on a narrow slice of paper, she had believed Niall had placed a drawing of a river in her hand. Then she had looked at it more closely and had seen there was only one shoreline moving down the sheet, defining thumb-sized spots of blue. Bays, he had told her, the beginnings of open water in a cold climate. Whoever made it must have been working on the deck of a ship that was following the coast, he had said. It was one of the few gifts he had ever given her, and she cannot now recall the occasion that had prompted it: only that it had moved her, and she had not told him how much. She would never, now, be able to tell him how much.

She opens her eyes, turns back to the oval.

What she sees below is not quite arctic, is a mirror image instead of the sea cliffs that were visible after the takeoff from Shannon, except there are far too many trees now to mistake this country for Ireland. The cliffs appear to be wilder, though the surf breaks around them in the same familiar way. As the plane lowers more purposefully, making its final approach into Gander, Newfoundland, the pine forest approaches. Sea, rock, then acres and acres of forest. Like all transatlantic flights, the aircraft would refuel in this bleak, obscure place. The passengers would disembark for an hour or two.

Tam recalls the bright new American aircraft she had sometimes been instructed to pick up at Prestwick in Scotland: Mosquitos often, or Lancasters. Those planes had set out for the transatlantic part of the journey from the place that is now directly below her, as Ferry Command had been situated at Gander. She had always wanted to pilot a transatlantic flight, but it was understood that no woman would ever be invited to do so, regardless of her skills or accomplishments, so the idea of Gander had remained a vague point of intersection to her, situated between one important shore and another. Soon her boots will be on Gander’s transient ground, however: all these years later. You bide your time in a temporary place like this, she thinks. You make no commitment. This is the geography of Purgatory and the aircraft is about to touch down.

She had always enjoyed “touching down,” noise and power and forward momentum lightly brushing the ground, then settling in, becoming calmer, silencing. She recalls the satisfaction of a completed mission, the pleasure of performance. But now she believes that when she lands it will be as if an idea, something tonal – a full weather pattern, Niall would say – will have closed up behind her, and she will be in the final stages of leaving him.

In the mountains of the Iveragh, he had told her, there would always be times of scarcity. But the old people of the Iveragh knew the difference between scarcity and famine. There is hope in scarcity, the old people had said. She had heard them say it. They had said it to her.

There was no hope in her. Not anymore. From now on she would starve.

Niall had been born in a market town on the Iveragh Peninsula of County Kerry – the Kingdome, he called it – and except for university and a handful of years working for the Meteorology Service in Dublin, he had never lived anywhere else. Sometimes he would recite the ancient names of the peninsula’s townlands and mountains when she complained, as she occasionally did, of his silence, until, laughing, she would ask him to stop. Those names were tumbling around in her mind now, mixed with the sounds of the engines. Raheen, Coomavoher, Cloonaughlin, Killeen Leacht, Ballaghmeana, Gloragh. Beautiful places, as she had come to know, though diminished by the previous century’s famine and then by ongoing, unstoppable emigration.

Niall’s direct antecedents had survived the famine. Probably by their wits, he’d said. They had not perished in the mountains, he told her, but had made a life for themselves instead in the town. Nor had they later run up the slopes of mountains during uprisings or in the tragedy of the civil war, as those in the rural parishes had done. He had shown her the memorial plaques that were scattered here and there around the countryside at the places where rebels had been shot or beaten to death. He had had a sentimental, if not a political, sympathy for those desperate boys and the songs that were sung about them. “‘We’ll give them a hot reception,’” he had sung to her more than once, “‘on the heathery slopes of Garrane.’”

No one in the family had taken the boats from Tralee either, he’d told her. There were none of them in London or New York. Not until his younger brother, Kieran, of course. Kieran, who had been the first of the tribe to go.

Goodbye to Niall and his impossible, lost brother. Goodbye to the heathery slopes of Garrane.

Niall had himself once made the journey to America, seeking his brother. He had bought a ticket to New York and spent his holidays tramping through the streets of that city, from flophouse to flophouse. After this, he stayed away from her for more than a month, and his phone calls – the few times he made them – were brief and tense. When she did see him, he would not describe his life to her in any kind of detail. It was during periods like that, when he went silent, that she knew he associated her with everything that was dark and wrong. She was a mistake he had made or, worse, a crime he had committed. She was misdirection, shame, something for the confessional, though he never went to confession. At times like that she would begin to suspect that he had taken a vow against her.

So Niall too would have spent some time in this airport. She thinks about this as she descends the lowered steps that lead to the ground. He would have heard the hollow sound of his footsteps on these aluminum stairs, the slap of his shoes on this damp tarmac.

Now she is entering a cool room filled with yellow-and-orange leatherette benches, the tiles beneath them polished, light from the large windows mirrored on the floor like long silver pools. Certain details surface in the room, this waiting room: the four clocks announcing the time in distant cities, the acidic green of the plastic plants placed among the banquettes, hallways leading to washrooms and restaurants, and at one of these entrances, a sign with the black silhouettes of a man and a woman, lit from behind.

She walks down the corridor and pushes open the door of the women’s washroom. Inside she finds herself in a pink-tiled antechamber. There is a series of mirrors above a counter in front of which a number of stools are bolted to the floor. She sits on one of the stools and becomes slowly aware of her face in the mirror. By habit she takes lipstick out of her handbag and paints her mouth. She had sometimes felt that beauty was the one, perhaps the only, gift she could give him. She looks for a moment at her wan skin, her own exhausted eyes. Then she reaches for a tissue and angrily removes the colour from her lips.

Minutes later she stands at the end of the hall outside the washroom and gazes across the passenger lounge toward a colourful wall, only a part of which is visible from this vantage point. She wonders if what she sees is a large map, but as she walks into the room itself it becomes clear to her that she is looking at an enormous painting: oranges and greens and blues. It holds her attention for several seconds before she turns toward the window where the dark shape of the airliner can be seen, along with the fuel truck that is connected to it by a thick hose. A soft rain is falling now, but there is no hint of wind, no storm. The low light and the rain obscure the fir trees that had been so clearly visible at the end of the runway. The plane is lit from within. The line of yellow oval windows looks faintly yet ominously militaristic in the weak light, much more so, oddly, than any of the warplanes she had flown in the past. She turns away from the window, back to the mural.

There are children of various sizes, placed here and there across the painted surface. Some of them are toylike – not dolls exactly, more wooden and brightly coloured than dolls. They resemble nutcrackers, she decides, remembering the ballet she had been taken to as a child. In spite of their fixed expressions, they seem to be filled with an anxious, almost terrible, anticipation, as if they sense they are about to fall into a sudden departure from childhood. All around them velocity dominates the cluttered air. Missile-shaped birds tear the sky apart, and everything is moving away from the centre. How strangely sad, she thinks, that children should be affected by such abrupt arrivals, such swift departures. And their stance, the way they stare out and away from the frantic activity surrounding them, is resisting this. It is a kind of defiance. She turns back to the room, walks to an orange banquette, and sits down, facing the mural. But she is no longer looking at it because she is once again thinking of Niall.

Her Kerry kitchen had been closer to the earth than the rest of the house: two steps leading down into it from the parlour. She is seeing Niall now, sitting on the first of these steps early in the morning after one of their few full nights together. Behind him the morning sunlight was a path into the parlour. But he was turned toward where she stood, in the darker morning kitchen. How strange they were then, still tentative in their reunion after months apart. She recalls how she had walked over to him and pulled his head toward her hip, her hands in his hair, and how his arms were warm around the backs of her thighs. He was still stunned by sleep and it seemed to her that they had remained in this embrace for a long time. She couldn’t remember disengaging, or when exactly they had broken out of that moment. She couldn’t remember how they had moved through the remainder of the morning.

She glances at the clock, under which the phrase GANDER, CROSSROADS OF THE WORLD is printed in large red letters, then out the window toward the airliner. It is almost eleven a.m. The rain, intermittent upon landing, has settled in, and a dull shadow has darkened the fuselage and dimmed the lights of the plane. “A common greyness silvers everything”: that one line comes into her mind, Niall saying it in relation to literature and weather. Shelley, or was it Browning? He had told her that silver was the colour most often, and inaccurately, associated with weather, something about climate theory that, even when he explained it in detail, she had not quite grasped.

The plane is blurred, the runway has vanished.

There is no argument with fog. In its own vague stubbornness, it wields more power than wind, rain, snow, even ice. During the war, just a hint of it cancelled all plans, all manoeuvres. Having no access to radar, she and the other ferry pilots in the Air Transport Auxiliary had flown beneath the clouds, following roads and rivers, sometimes even a seam of limestone, from airfield to airfield. Once she had flown along Hadrian’s great wall in a wounded Hurricane that had coughed as it plowed through the air, a dangerous situation, but one not impossible to manage. Fog was impossible. There was no avoiding it, no manoeuvring around it. The flight here in Gander would be delayed.

All the children in the mural accept this. They do not intercede on behalf of themselves or anyone else. Neither their defiance nor their anxiety has anything to do with the world outside the painted landscape where they live. They, themselves, would never change, and are uninterested, therefore, in a world undergoing constant revision.

Whenever anyone asked her about her childhood, she would always reply with one word: temporary. No one had ever taken the conversation further, until Niall. “Isn’t everyone’s,” he had said, the words meant as a regretful statement of fact rather than a challenge. He did not ask for an explanation, which may be why she had provided one. “I felt trapped in it,” she said to him, “trapped in my body, which wasn’t aging fast enough to please me. I wanted out.”

“Of your body?” He laughed.

“No, I just wanted that to grow. I wanted out of my childhood.”

“I ran with a brilliant pack of boys all over the hill behind the town,” he said. “We’d only go home if the midges came out, and even then reluctantly, and only after the tenth bite.” He told her he still saw some of these boys – men now – in the Fisherman’s Bar in the evenings. They were labourers, he said. A few had gone to London, or New York, work in the parish being so scarce. A distance had developed between him and those who had either returned or remained, something to do with the stability of his own employment, he thought. His brother, Kieran, however, had neither returned nor remained.

There were things, she told him, that had made her childhood more livable. A dog, belonging to a boy she played with and whose house was connected to the walls that surrounded her father’s property, the little village her father essentially owned. She didn’t mention the boy himself, though he had made her happier than she knew. Later it had been the nearby airfield. She had hated it at first, this airfield. The whole village had been destroyed to build it. Compulsory purchase. Expropriation. Miles of Cornish dry-stone walls were bulldozed, she’d told Niall, ancient fields, and, yes, the whole village. It had felt to her as if some of her childhood had been destroyed at the same time because she had always believed that the good part of it had taken place outside, not inside, her father’s walls. “Since I was a toddler,” she said, “I’m certain I preferred to believe this.”

Niall had particularly liked her descriptions of her early life among a gang of village boys – the men’s club, her mother had called them. As she had grown older and other girls her age began to go to dances and house parties in the company of just one boy, the tomboy in her had remained stubbornly emplaced. She and the boys had on occasion tracked down couples parked in cars, interrupting their intimacies by jumping up and down on the rear bumper, chanting insults, then running away.

“Football with ‘The Boys of Barr na Sráide,’ the Upper Street,” Niall, the athlete, had said. He mentioned that there was a poem, one that had quickly become a song. “Back in the hills where my brother lived,” he added, “almost every story, even a simple anecdote, turned into a song.”

She remembers now that she had never heard the song about the Upper Street, “Barr na Sráide.”

A room full of leaf shadows and the two of them talking, explaining themselves: what had they looked like during their hesitant, first conversations? Very early in the morning, because it was often Saturday, when he had the afternoon free, a diagram of the day’s forecast would have been chalked up by him in the weather station near the town where he lived. He had spoken about this, as if he were embarrassed about the way he spent his days. “I am a meteorologist,” he said, almost shyly, “and in these parts that means I spend most of my time measuring rain.”

She told him about her war. Day after day she would have departed to fly somewhere with only a map and the predictions of the meteorologists to guide her. Likely she would have had an instruction manual in her hand as well, for the Mosquito or Spitfire or any of the other half-dozen aircraft she and the others might have been required to ferry on that particular day. “Forty-seven aircraft, I flew four dozen different kinds of planes during the war.” She added that there had been a number of women pilots, all quite young. On the final run of the day, one or the other of these girls would fly from airfield to airfield picking up the others who had delivered planes to different military locations or to factories. Once, returning to the base, seven or eight of them were seated in the back on the floor of an Avro Anson, knitting.

He had been entranced by this. “Was he any good, then, your weatherman? Had he predicted fine weather for the knitting?” She could feel his body shaking with laughter.

“No,” she said, smiling.

“But you trusted him, I expect, took his advice.”

“No, I did not.”

There was a good chance that the day’s weather had already been telegraphed from the Kerry Station by Niall’s boss, McWilliams, or by his own father, as bad weather arrived in the west of Ireland first. “It bursts in from the Atlantic,” Niall said to her, “like the front line of an army aching for a battle.” He opened his arms expansively. And then there was his laugh.

Aching for a battle, she thinks now.

There had been sun moving on the wall as they spoke, and now and then, when the wind shook the fronds of the sallies on the lane, it travelled across the pillow and into his hair, gold and red, so that when she thrust her hands into it, it was warm.

“Why was it you didn’t trust him?”

It had taken a moment to remember that they had been talking about her war-time meteorologist. “Because our weather person was a woman,” she told him. “And, yes, I trusted her completely.” He laughed again, his face opening with delight, when she told him that the woman’s nickname was Wendy Weather.

She walked outside with him that day into the dampness of the late afternoon. Two fields away toward the mountain, they had seen a heron rise from the marshlands, then fly purposefully in the direction of the lake. “He will have a nest there, Tamara,” Niall said, “or she will.”

She preferred the single syllable of Tam. But the sound of her full name carried by his voice, the formality of that, drew her to him in a way that surprised her.

Sitting now in the airport, looking at the Constellation cloaked in mist, then back toward the sun yellows and night colours of the mural, she thought about his and her own resistance. She had always run away. But after the fact of him, what they were to each other, she had come to an uneasy sort of rest. “I’ve nothing to make you want to stay,” he had said to her, more than once. “Nothing but trouble. You could step into desperate trouble from something like this.” When early on she had asked about his children, he explained that it hadn’t been possible or, at least, that it had never happened. “Sometimes,” he said, “it is as if he was my child and I somehow lost him.” When she asked, he was astonished that she hadn’t known he had been speaking about his younger brother.

The house where Niall’s brother had been raised still stood near the heathery slopes of Garrane, looking as if it had grown out of the rough pasture. Beside it, one of the Iveragh’s disordered burial grounds tumbled down the hill toward the bog below. The brother had lived there in his later childhood, and into young manhood under the care of the country woman that Niall would refer to as Kieran’s Other Mother, and was happy there, Niall had said, in a way he had never been in his own home. Niall had shown her a newspaper clipping concerning his brother, and two black-and-white photos, one with the brother astride a bicycle, grinning. Kieran was a chancer, Niall said. You never knew what he was going to do.

“Dead?” She asked gently, having noted his use of the past tense.

“I hope not,” he said, not looking at her. “I don’t think so. In England or maybe America, for a long time now. He just vanished in the night. Working, or so they say, on building sites or perhaps the motorways.”

Later he would begin to look for his brother in the most desperate of ways. It was my fault, he said. My fault.

It is even darker outside the window now, as if the fog is trying to cancel the struggling light.

 

NIALL’S BROTHER, KIERAN, HAD BEEN SO FIERCE IN his entry into the world that their mother’s pelvis was broken by the birth. “Who could ever completely forget, or be able to bear the memory of such a night?” Niall had said. The whole house, the street outside the door, the empty butcher shop, the rain pounding down on the estuary, even the stars above the church had seemed to be in agony. Pain was everywhere.

But Niall’s mother had resisted even a loss of consciousness. As if pain were a relationship she was refusing to leave. As if she had married it. During the lengthy ordeal, Niall had looked through the partly open door for as long as he could manage. The tendons of his mother’s neck were visible, he told Tam, as taut as strings on a musical instrument. For some reason this had horrified him even more than the unearthly noises she was making. She had been almost singing the anguish, verse after verse after verse of it.

In the farthest corner of the room, Niall’s father, a man who as county meteorologist would have foreseen and explained all manner of extreme systems, was swaying back and forth, his hands over his ears. His lips were moving, but he was not able to endure the full sound of his wife’s pain even long enough to pull the rosary from his pocket, as the feverishly praying midwife had done. It was the first time, Niall said, that he had witnessed a grown man’s weakness. He would never forget it.

In his boy’s mind he felt that he had disappeared, could not even be recalled. There would have been nothing he could say, no amount of sound that he could have made that would cause him to be noticed, so he remained quiet. He was walking back and forth in the hall, his bare feet moving soundlessly from one red triangle on the carpet to another, draughts made by winds outside the walls moving up his pyjama legs. He was nine years old.

The doctor had finally swung around. He crossed the room and grabbed the father by his upraised wrists, shaking him into attention. “For God’s sake, man,” he said, “go wake the chemist. Tell him to bring morphine. Now!” Niall remembered him saying this. “Now,” he repeated to Tam, his fist slamming into the palm of the opposite hand.

“Have you none in your bag?” Outside the door, Niall heard his father ask this question, his voice querulous and childlike, filled with tears.

“Would I be asking you if I did?”

A scream had torn the air in half. Niall could feel the muscles in his back and down his arms clench. He stepped from one red triangle to another, moving back and forth between the walls of the hall. Then, he admitted to Tam, he had begun at last to cry.

The doctor pushed his father out the bedroom door. “Throw a rock through the man’s bedroom window if you have to.”

His father had thundered down the stairs, moving straight past his quiet son, who stood entirely still now in the hall. There was an electric lamp on the hall table and behind it a glass bell that covered an arrangement of stuffed, dead birds. Niall had thought that he had become completely invisible until he saw that his own limbs were elongated in the reflection on the curved glass, his face smeared, and then he believed that the horrors of the night had left him distorted and askew. He was unrecognizable, and his father was running frantically into the night, as if caught in the midst of burglary.

He could hear his mother moaning in response, he half believed, to the sound of the closing door. The dim light in the hall looked to the boy like smoke, the colour of pain. Even the carpets on the floors and the faded birds behind the glass were drawn into this dusk, this sound. He discovered he could no longer remain upright so he crouched on the floor, listening to the doctor’s voice but not to what he was saying. Abruptly his mother began to shout as if calling out to someone in anger. The silence that followed the shouting filled the boy with dread. But then the smoke cleared, became absence.

“Jesus,” the doctor finally said, “you little bugger.”

And Niall heard the baby’s cry. He was furious with the baby. It was an intruder, an outrage. How dare it cry? It was damage and torment. It had been trying to kill his mother.

Some minutes later the tall man who was the town chemist walked in the front door with Niall’s father. His night clothes were drenched with rain and he held two bottles, one in each hand. Though he looked up at the landing as he climbed the stairs, Niall knew he did not see him. He believed now it was the baby that had cancelled him out. His father was sitting on the bottom step, deflated, as if he were one of his own weather balloons damaged by storm.

In the room, the boy followed the tall man to his mother’s bedside, not even looking at the despised, dangerous baby or the midwife who held it. The doctor thrust a syringe into one of the bottles. He turned then and plunged the needle into the mother’s arm. Her mouth was a circle of pain: there was neither breath nor voice in it, but her eyes were bright and open, alive with suffering. The noise of the newborn was everywhere, shrill, demanding. Niall was certain that the baby had stolen his mother’s voice.

The baby quieted and something in the room changed. Kneeling by the bed, the chemist picked up one of his mother’s clenched fists, which he held in both of his hands for several moments while looking down at her face on the pillow. Then he bent toward her. “Not too much longer now and the pain will be moving away,” he whispered into his mother’s ear, and as he said these words, the silent howl began slowly to melt from her mouth.

She was broken. Rags and bones tossed on a bloody bed. Her loose hair shone with sweat and her thighs and knees, still open, were smeared with crimson. But she turned her face toward the whisperer.

Niall would always remember the way the man uncurled his mother’s fingers, one at a time, the left hand and then the right, and the way he smoothed those hands, with the palms of his own, into the wrinkled sheets of the ruined bed.

“Who are you?” she asked, and the question was one long exhalation of breath.

They had known each other two years before Niall had spoken to Tam about his mother. By the time he finished, he was pale, exhausted, and the bottle on the table between them was empty.

“Was that how she died?” Tam wanted to know.

“No,” he said, “not like that.”

—

The way she was pulled back to being with him, the way she submitted to the force of his personality during their times together, astonished her over and over. As the years passed there were times when she suspected that he walked unwillingly to a meeting knowing there could no longer be anything new for her to bring to him: the same room, the same caresses. Had not everything already been said, touched? Sometimes he would appear at her door like a bewildered Magi, one who had travelled too far, much too far for this small spate of comfort, the brief awakening, if it could be called an awakening, to pleasure. Sometimes, if it was winter, he would have to remove a coat, a hat, and these he would place gently on the arm or the seat of a chair, and while he did this, he would comment on the weather in the most ordinary of ways as if he had no scientific knowledge whatsoever concerning the rain he had shaken from his sleeves.

There was always that one moment she waited for when he would place his forehead at the intersection of her neck and shoulder and she would feel his body relax against hers, a full stop, an ending to everything outside of them. The rest of her life without him vanished; then language, then geography until there was only the white rectangle of the bed and how they moved there. There was the soft zone beneath his ribs at the place where his waist met his hips, and her own waist twisting in his hands, his breath entering her throat.

Goodbye to all that, she thinks now, looking at the entranced children in the mural here in the passenger lounge.

They are not interested. There is no active drama left in them.

—

Niall’s boss, McWilliams – he of the much-admired encyclopedic mind – was someone he cared about and quoted. McWilliams might have told him something new about the weather in Croisset during the week that Flaubert was completing page 216 of his Bovary, or the effect of fog on Victor Hugo’s thirty-second chapter of Les Misérables. There was a much-told story concerning the path of Halley’s Comet on the day of Mark Twain’s birth, and its reappearance the day before the same author’s death. He might have rhymed off some of the meteorological questions put by God to Job. Hast thou entered into the storehouses of the snow; or hast thou beheld the treasures of the hail are the only two she remembers. There were parhelia, and fogbows, famous gales, and bog bursts. A shower of orange snow, the village of Sneem upside down in the sky. There were Sun Dogs – even Moon Dogs. He could chart the history of a snowflake through the structure of its crystals. He was very fond of meteor showers, international date lines, undersea ridges, and the kind of low pressure systems that determined the outcome of battles.

Sometimes she ventured her own opinions about weather, even about literature, but Niall would barely register these, was more interested in the segments of her life that he considered to have been truly hers. Her memories of her English childhood fascinated him, he having limited first-hand knowledge of that country beyond a series of weather patterns. What did she remember of butlers, he, a P.G. Wodehouse fan, wanted to know, or of Hardy country, or Constable’s cloud studies, which he had heard about from McWilliams? They would see these things together, she had told him, knowing, even as she spoke, that this would never come to pass.

“And the two of you?” she had asked once, about the brother. “What happened?”

“There was the living apart,” he eventually told her. “And then a kind of betrayal.”

He told her that Kieran had moved in full-time, or at least as close to full-time as he could manage, with their housekeeper, the other mother, Gerry-Annie. “He was impossible for my father to control at home,” he said, “and knowing where he was, more or less, my father let him go to her.” Kieran soon had a bicycle – where he got it his family never knew – and had sped around the parish and finally the whole county on it.

“He had the gift or the curse of charm, though no one but Gerry-Annie knew this in the beginning. But when she made such observations, she spoke them in Irish, and in such a declarative way! So we didn’t really understand whether they were good or bad, which was what she wanted, I imagine.”

“A sort of Irish Nelly Dean,” he said then, adding that Wuthering Heights was one of McWilliams’ favourite books because of the weather in it. She was their maid, came in from the country daily to help look after them when Kieran was small. Her name was due to the way country people of the parish occasionally identified a woman. “There would be many Annies, many Marys,” he said. “And most of them were either O’Connells or O’Sullivans. This particular Annie had been married to Gerry O’Connell: hence Gerry-Annie.”

When Kieran went off to school, Gerry-Annie had come down to clean only two or three times a month. But after their mother died, she was, again, regularly in the house. Niall had liked her well enough, but Kieran took to her wonderfully. So, a year or so after their mother was gone, off he went with Gerry-Annie into the mountains. “It was only five or six miles,” Niall had explained, “but a completely different world, and Kieran became a part of that.”

Descriptions of Tam’s tomboy childhood always made him laugh – the runaway in her, and her fascination with planes. Sometimes she felt she was performing for him, but she carried on, eager to make him happy. He would offer accounts of Gaelic football victories, and all the training that took place in every imaginable kind of weather. He had been a sort of local hero, he admitted. There were cups and trophies and the townspeople caught up in a number of victorious homecomings. She’d pictured him riding on the shoulders of cattle drovers and shop clerks and recalled for him the beginning of a poem concerning an athlete dying young. “Who wrote that?” she asked.

“Houseman,” he’d said. He never would have known about this, he confessed, were it not for McWilliams. “Wenlock Edge” was a particular favourite. “‘Tis the old wind in the old anger,’” he quoted. Then, after reciting these words, he had taken her open hand and had placed it over the left side of his face, as if instructing her to silence him.

He had read science at university in Dublin, and after graduate work in meteorology, he had accepted a position at the Dublin Weather Office. A few years later there was an opening at the weather station where his father worked, and he’d come home for that. “And to get married,” he said.

He measured rain, the movements of the magnetic North Pole, and the fluctuations of solar wind. His father launched the daily weather balloons. “Every day,” Niall said, “right on time. He did this every day until he retired.” He mentioned that his father, who could have afforded to send him to school in England, did not.

Except for the artificial wind, created, she believes, by the rendered velocity, the mural she is looking at is oddly without weather. It is all oranges and yellows and reds, the colour of sun, the colour of heat and fire. Parts of it are blue. But no ocean, and no weather. There is full grey now beyond the window glass, and full silence. Calm and erasure. She is thinking about the fog in these terms. But when she whispers the words calm and erasure, the sound is like that of a wave pulling up a golden Kerry strand and then withdrawing.

She is remembering a winter afternoon, the fire banked high, the wind pushing rain against the glass of the west-facing windows, and Niall speaking in surprising detail about his lost brother’s life as a child. He was establishing the actuality of Kieran, what he had been, what he still might be. She was moved by this, by the fact of him giving her, through the brother, at least this one path into his past. She hadn’t seen the pain yet. That would come later.

“There is a natural secretiveness in my family” – he had lifted his hand, making a point – “that is to say, a natural discretion.” He looked at her then and smiled, his face flushed. She had loved this in him, his shyness.

But in Kieran there had been a level of fearfulness added to this. “It was as if,” Niall said, “having found what he wanted, he felt anyone would try to take it from him.”

Niall had been preparing to leave and was standing, reaching for the jacket he had placed on the back of a chair when he had entered the cottage. Two empty glasses rested side by side near a half-finished bottle. She would drink the wine later, alone, after he had gone.

“He was out in the bog and up in those mountains in all seasons, any kind of weather. He afforded himself no protection.”

Niall had bent over and reached for Tam’s hand across the table.

“The girl I married had no links at all to a life like the one lived out in the country,” he said. “The smell of the turf and the animals would have put her off, I think. There was nothing in her life like that.”

“I’m glad you became a cyclist,” she said, looking at the bicycle that he had, as always, brought into her house and that he would soon walk to the door. She did not want to talk about his wife.

He had joined the Dublin Cycling Club on a whim while he was at university, he told her, and it had stuck. He had liked the long stretches of training, how there would sometimes be a full day of it, unlike the football practices that would often be over in a couple of hours. “I was, I still am, the opposite of my father, never fully took to quiet times in the house.” He reddened again, as if suddenly realizing the irony of what he had said and where he had said it.

 

KIERAN HAD GONE QUITE WILLINGLY TO SCHOOL IN the beginning, walking solemnly beside his older brother, under the shadow of the large church, past several pubs, the bank, the food stores, the hardware store. Other boys drifted down from the High Street and joined them at the tower house, so named because of its round wall and curved windows. He was able to see himself in the glass of those windows, the uniform too large for him and his socks crumpled at the ankles. Girls passed them as they moved toward the school, dressed in their own uniforms, heading for the convent at the opposite end of the town. His brother, Niall, so much taller, older, would turn toward the Upper School, leaving him alone but filled already with a clear knowledge of his differences.

He learned to read quickly, and with considerable enthusiasm – he was delighted by anything that included a story. Early mathematics, for example, that involved children with a limited amount of money being sent to a shop to buy a specific number of apples. These children were, to him, rich with the all-frightening and wonderful possibilities of drama, and how that drama would move through their lives – even at that early age he was aware of the branching of narrative. There would have been a house of many rooms attached to each of the children who set off for the shop, and in those rooms there would be barely understood conversations taking place among adults wielding unequal degrees of power. He thought of the different voices his mother used when she spoke. How sometimes he couldn’t break through her preoccupation no matter what he said, and how that preoccupation was centred on something he felt he would never find. He knew that she had been a child once, and that there had been a whole lived childhood when she hadn’t known his father, hadn’t known his brother, Niall, or him. This fascinated and disturbed him.

The early years of his childhood had passed in a fairly orderly and ordinary manner. He formed friendships with a couple of other boys; the relationships mostly revolving around board games. He liked the progression of the men along the straight lines of the board, the suggestion of a journey being taken, and how the arbitrarily chosen card could change the course of things, the place where a marker stood. But he was indifferent about winning and confused by the disappointment he saw in others when they didn’t win a game. Group sports didn’t interest him at all. Out of doors he preferred to be alone, or to walk through the streets in the company of one silent dog that did not belong to him and whose name he did not know but who was almost always present and available.

He was contented enough. He and the dog had discovered that the streets of the town led to roads in the mountains, and he imagined that these roads led to other roads, other worlds. Inside his home or at the school it was always warm and dry. The prospect of his own discomfort had not yet occurred to him, though he sensed the disquiet in his mother and, at certain times, in the way his father looked at his mother when she was sealed behind the wall of that unknowable preoccupation.

What is it, Deirdre? his father would ask softly. But she would shake her head and look away from him. She would not answer. No one in the house had ever heard her complain.

One day when he was about eight, Kieran had walked alone into the house after school. He had removed his wet shoes and had gone silently down the tiled hall, stopping by the parlour door when he heard a male voice that was only faintly familiar. Looking into the room he saw the profile of the town chemist outlined by the low afternoon light coming through the bay window. His mother sat in a chair near the window, one arm falling across her lap, the other bent, and her forehead resting in her open palm. The air of the room was liquid with dusk and both his mother and the chemist were caught in it, perhaps drowning. No one had lit a lamp. It was only when his mother spoke that the boy knew she had been weeping, was perhaps still weeping. “I know,” his mother said, “I know.”

“And it will always be so,” the man said. “And we can do nothing.”

The boy instinctively withdrew, walked backwards to the front door, opened it and closed it noisily, then waited for his mother to call to him as he knew she would. “Niall, Kieran,” she sang, “come into the parlour. Mister Keating is here and he has brought your father’s Christmas gift … a new electric razor. But you mustn’t tell him.”

“It’s only me,” Kieran called back. “Niall’s at the football.” Then he ran over to the stairs and up to his room. There was something about the brass rods that fixed the carpet runner to the groin of each step that he would always remember in relation to this, and it put him off brass in any form, for life. He did not come down until dinnertime, when there was no one in the parlour at all.

After that he was aware of secrets and distances in the house. There was that thick, impenetrable air, and his father rarely talking but watching his mother closely.

His mother had become like an ocean to the boy, vast and unknowable, with faraway shorelines he could never see, could not even imagine from where he stood but that he nevertheless sensed were vivid and real. He could read his father’s helplessness yet nothing at all in his mother but an ocean, then waiting and indifference. When he was older, and she had been gone for many years, he would wonder if she had been waiting for her life to pass.

He had his first tantrum two weeks later in the midst of a class devoted to arithmetic. The children who had gone to the shops to buy a specific number of apples with a limited amount of money had been banished from the blackboard and from the page for a couple of years at this point and he had missed them, finding he had been unable to force himself to care about the empty numbers that replaced them. When he asked about the disappearance of the stories, one of the Brothers who taught him had laughed out loud and had told him that he had discovered the difference between pure and applied mathematics. “You’re a right little philosopher, you are,” the man had said. But this compliment made no difference to Kieran. He could not find it in himself to care about addition and subtraction when it was detached and free-floating and only about itself. Soon he began to fall behind and there was no more laughter in the classroom.

One afternoon, while staring at a column he had made himself in his notebook, he felt something large and dark moving inside him, as if he had swallowed a sizable animal that was struggling to burst out of his body. Soon he found himself wondering where the noise was coming from, why his books were on the floor, his chair overturned, and his arms and legs moving in an aggressive manner. With his eyes closed he saw a collection of piercing beams almost exactly like the swords of blinding light that made him squint and turn away from the sea on a clear January day. He was small for his age and easily overtaken by the strength of the Brother, and in no time he found himself panting in the hall where he was told to stand for the remainder of the morning. An outburst, the Brother called it, and indeed Kieran himself was terrified by what had happened, what had burst out of him.

All that winter the house seemed to fold in on itself while the dark and the rain pressed up against the windows. Niall, who was now seventeen, had gone mad for Gaelic football and was often not there after school, busy instead on a drenched field, in the company of a group of noisy teenaged boys of his own age and height. When he came home, it was as if he brought the fresh sea wind with him. This energized their father, who would talk then about the tournaments of times past in places as far away as Clare or even Donegal. This talk sometimes set off a tantrum in Kieran, though he wouldn’t have been able to say why. But even when he was at his worst, his mother would remain in her chair so that her husband and Niall, if he was home, would be required to deal with him.

Still, sometimes, on a Saturday or a Wednesday afternoon when there was no school, he would walk quietly beside his mother in the town so that he could help her carry whatever she bought at the food store or the butcher shop. Once or twice they went to the chemist to buy seltzers for his father’s indigestion or plasters for Niall, whose knees were often a mess because of the football. The man Kieran had seen in the parlour was courteous but unsmiling. Behind him was a collection of small wooden drawers, each one bearing an unpronounceable name, Plumbacet, Capcisi, Ichthyoc. Will that be all, Mrs. Riordan? he would say, solid in his white coat, handing a white paper bag to her over the counter. His mother said nothing. She put the payment beside the cash register, placed the package in Kieran’s hands, then turned toward the door. Once, the chemist had run after them, shouting, and Kieran’s heart had become huge and demanding in his chest, but the man had only wanted to give them change for the punt note his mother had left behind. The boy saw the coins dropping from the man’s naked, freckled hand into his mother’s gloved palm. “Deirdre,” the chemist began, but she took Kieran by the shoulders, pointed him in the direction of home, and they both began to walk. He could hear the sound of the man’s footsteps then, becoming fainter and fainter, moving in the opposite direction.
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