

[image: Images]




            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            


    


[image: Images]





To my father, who left us before this book was published.


For him.





PROLOGUE


I’ve heard some writers describe it as “the tunnel.” Something that magically opens up in their heads that allows them to travel to a place where their stories, events, and characters come into crystal clear view. At that point, the writer need only act as a reporter for the events as he sees them. He writes or types as fast as possible so as not to miss a single detail before the door to the tunnel closes again. He watches his characters like a spy, observes their expressions, feels what they feel, and he tells us all about it afterward.


The nature of inspiration is similar for a musician. In my case, it’s something that “comes out of the sky.” Don’t ask me why, but I’ve always felt that “It” came from above, like a revelation. A melody is something anyone in the world can follow, but few can corral. If you picture it as an elusive butterfly, we composers have a butterfly net in our minds. Some nets are bigger and better than others, but we’re all out for the same thing: to capture that fleeting melody, that whisper of magic we can feel all around us, to seize it, and, as if it were a priceless antique, to try to restore it, paying careful attention to each tiny and marvelous detail that only a divine being could have designed. We are, in a way, like mediums who communicate with another world. A world of lovely and elusive phantoms. Phantoms who exist to remind us we are more than animals born of pain and destined for oblivion. Phantoms who may yet explain to us the origins of life, time, and the stars above.


—Peter Harper, Contemporary Music Writer Magazine





PART ONE






ONE


THE STORM, which some meteorologist with a fetish for biblical verse dubbed “Lucifer,” had been expected for days before it struck. It was going to be a big one, too, even by Donegal’s standards: look out for flying roof tiles and toppled streetlamps. The announcer from Coastal Radio broke in with an update every sixty minutes: “Make sure to fill up your generators with fuel. Do you have enough frozen food? Cans of baked beans? Don’t forget about candles and matches. To those of you who live near the coast, make sure to tie up your vessels. Dry dock your sailboats, if you can.”


That morning, they’d predicted fifty-five mile per hour winds and advised against trying to drive on the roads beyond the late afternoon. They’d said we should be ready for a powerful downpour and flash flooding inland. For everyone who lived on the coast it was going to be a night of hell on earth, they said.


I had gone to Clenhburran early that morning to run errands and to shop for some last-minute groceries. Clenhburran was a little town, the only one for miles around, which makes it significant when the only thing that ties you to the outside world is a narrow and tortuous stretch of road between rocky cliffs.


My first order of business that morning had been to take my lawn mower to be fixed at John Durran’s shop.


“Got your windows all boarded up, Mr. Harper?” he asked as I walked into his store. “You live over on Tremore Beach, right? Supposed to hit hard there tonight.”


Durran was one of the people in town lining his pockets thanks to the impending storm. Piled by the door on one side of his store was a stack of plywood six or eight feet high and hanging from the roof above a light-up sign cautioned his customers, “Protect your windows!”


Naturally, there were special offers on gasoline generators, candles, propane grills, and other survival gear. The few tourists or weekend residents who happened to be in town filled their shopping carts, and Durran rubbed his hands together in anticipation. Too bad—for him—we were still a month away from the official start of high season.


I told him I was hunkered down for the storm, though I hadn’t as much as boarded up a single window. Neither had Leo Kogan, my only neighbor on the beach, who had counseled me against it: “I’m sure it’ll amount to nothing.” He’s a veteran of the beach, and I’d always trusted his expertise until that morning. I confess, after witnessing the pre-apocalyptic tension at Durran’s and driving past homes completely shrouded in plywood, I started to get a little nervous.


I pushed the mower into the shop and told Brendan, the mechanic, that the day before I had again—for the second time this month—smashed into the same damn hidden septic tank drain, which was only partly covered by my lawn.


“Brand-new Outils Wolf and it’s already got four dozen battle scars, Mr. Harper. If you want, we can rig some kind of metal plate over that septic tank drain,” he said.


I told him the rental agency was supposed to do something about it—if, in fact, they ever got to it this millennium—and asked him when the mower would be ready.


“Well, we’ve got to change the blade and check the motor,” Brendan explained. “Maybe two or three days.”


I told him I’d be back for it then, and set off for a stroll down to the harbor. At the end of Main Street, I watched as the fishermen battened down their ships, and even Chester, the little old man who ran the newsstand, warned “something big” was headed our way tonight.


“Notice there’s not a single seagull around,” he said, as he placed my usual purchase into a bag: a copy of the Irish Times, a carton of Marlboros, and the latest best-selling mystery novel. “A clear blue sky and not a single one out hunting for food. That’s because they’re running from it, you know. The storm. They’ve all flown inland and right about now they’re probably shitting all over Barranoa or Port Laurel. If you ask me, there’s something big on the way. Haven’t seen anything quite like this since the big one of 1951. That night, tractors and sheep got tossed across the countryside. See that store sign over there? Wind caught it and my cousin Barry found it on the road to Dungloe a couple miles from here.”


But then I thought of my neighbor, Leo, who had insisted there was nothing to worry about. Just some sand spraying up against the windows, maybe a loose roof tile or two. Nothing major. He’d been living on the beach for more than three years now. He hadn’t even bothered to change his dinner plans for tonight. We’d made arrangements to have dinner together at his house more than two weeks ago and yesterday he’d called to confirm.


“You think it’s a good idea to be out tonight with the Apocalypse on its way?” I had asked him.


“It’s just two miles to my house, Peter,” he’d said with his usual cheeriness. “What could happen in the space of two miles?”
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AROUND SIX in the evening, when I awoke from a nap, the storm front had already rolled in like a carpet across the late afternoon sky. I lay on the couch watching it through the living room’s large picture windows: A titanic mass of storm clouds bloomed on the horizon, as deep as an abyss and as wide as the eye could see, advancing like an implacable army. Its darkened innards crackled with lightning, threatening an epic battle with the earth below.


I stood up and the so-called best-selling mystery novel—whose first fifty pages had managed to lull me to sleep—tumbled off my lap and onto the Aztec-patterned rug. I picked my guitar up off the floor, laid it against the throw pillows, and pulled open the sliding glass door to go outside. I was met by a furious gale that whipped across my lawn and shook the bushes like baby rattles. The white picket fence around my yard was bearing the brunt of it, as well. Down on the beach, sand swirled in giant clouds and pelted my face like needles.


Watching that monstrous storm fast approaching the coast, I felt like an insect about to be squashed by a giant. I thought back on John Durran’s plywood and instantly regretted not bringing home a few sheets. This goddamn storm was going to swallow the entire beach whole. Jesus, Pete, what were you thinking?


I ran back inside and slid the balcony door closed. The latch had never really worked, but I slammed the door hard until it was sealed tight. Relax, Harper, it’s not the end of the world. I went upstairs and made sure every north-facing window was shut tight.


It was a two-bedroom house: a master bedroom, a guest room with twin beds (which, in a few weeks, would welcome their first visitors: my children), and one bathroom. Beneath the tile roof was a tiny attic filled with dusty boxes and a few old pieces of luggage. I went up there for the first time in weeks just to make sure the skylight was locked. While I was up there, I grabbed a few candles, which I would spread throughout the house in case the lights went out in the middle of the night.


I unplugged everything and came back downstairs. The kitchen had just one window facing the sea, a double-paned glass that looked strong. I went out the kitchen door to the backyard, rounded up a few loose wooden chairs, and stacked them in the shed. Inside were several tools and planks of wood that some previous resident had bought. There was also a small ax, which might have been used to split firewood. I briefly thought about trying to board up parts of the house but just as quickly dismissed the idea. I’d probably only manage to hack off a finger or worse. And with no one to come to my aid out on this desolate beach, I’d bleed out and die alone.


Back inside the house, furious gusts of wind rattled the living room windows. Would they shatter? It was best not to risk it. I dug out a plastic cover to wrap my Steinway piano and figured it would at least keep the glass and rain off of it if the windows gave way. Once I’d wrapped the piano (a baby grand that was almost seven feet long and weighed nearly eight hundred pounds), I unlocked the caster wheels and rolled it as far as possible from the window. It left an empty space in the room, surrounded by notebooks, stacks of sheet music, pencils worn to the nub, and countless wads of balled-up paper. I shut my MacBook Pro and stashed it as high as possible on a bookshelf away from the window. I did the same with the electric keyboard I used for my recordings. That done, the living room was ready to receive the mother of all house guests, this impending storm. Raindrops started to pelt the window, and you could hear distant thunder, though I couldn’t see any more lightning just yet.


And then the phone rang.


I ran to answer it.


Leo said, “Evening, Harper. Looks like we’re about to get under way. You coming over or what?”


“Sorry, Leo, I’d totally forgotten,” I said, pacing toward the window with the phone to my ear. “Hey, so, do you still think we don’t need to board up the windows?”


His laughter calmed me down just a bit.


“Durran put a scare into you, did he? Trust me, Pete. Unless a meteor hits your house, I doubt anything is going to break your windows. Still, get over here before that huge thunderhead reaches the coast. They say there’s going to be a lot of lightning.”


I promised I’d be there in ten minutes. I hung up and chuckled at myself. So you wanted to live on the beach, huh, city slicker?


I went back upstairs and took a hot shower to try to wake myself up a little more. I’d barely slept the night before after getting a late-night call from my agent, Pat Dunbar, that had tied my stomach in knots.


Pat was fifty-six years old, morbidly overweight, a walking invitation to a heart attack, who had divorced and remarried a svelte twenty-one-year-old Russian girl. He lived in London though he tended to spend months at a time in a splendid villa in the Mediterranean. He smoked less than he had before, though he still drank just as hard. We had almost a father-son relationship, except I was (or, at least, he’d hoped I’d be) a son who brought a 20-percent commission.


“So I ran into Alex Wells at the BAFTA gala,” he said, after asking how I liked the desert-island life. “We talked about you a bit. He wanted to know what you were up to, if you had any availability. Turns out they’re filming a new series about Drake the pirate. Well, the Spanish called him a pirate, anyway. To the English, he was a hero or something. Anyway, it’s guns and boats . . .”


“Yeah, I know who Sir Francis Drake is,” I said, and felt myself tense up. I knew where Pat was going with this.


“Good, perfect. I can skip all the historical bull. So when do we start? They’re looking for a composer and they need someone in place by the end of the month. I told him I’d talk to you. Would you be willing to meet him in London . . . say, next week?”


I suppose it was inevitable. Pat was my agent, not my mother.


“What, you think I’m calling to ask about your health?” he added.


“Pat, you know the deal,” I said. “I’m busy with something else—at least until September. I can’t leave it half-finished.”


There was a brief moment of silence on the phone. I’d known Pat for years and I’d bet anything that at that very moment he was mouthing my words and making a face.


“I’m not asking you to leave anything half-finished, Peter,” he tried again, softening his tone. “I respect your decision. I always have, haven’t I? I’m just asking you to check back into reality for just a minute, okay? To get out of that Buddhist temple of yours for one weekend, put on a suit, and have a cup of coffee with Wells and his producer. Hear him out. I know you, you’ll have the principal score written on a cocktail napkin within five minutes. What do you say?”


It was quintessential Pat Dunbar, master of the twenty-five cent psychological analysis, trying to pull off a motivational technique above his pay grade.


“Pat, there’s no point in meeting with Alex Wells if my heart’s not in it. You and I will both end up looking bad, and that’s not good for anyone. You know I’m right. Besides, I’m already working on a project . . .”


“And how’s that going?”


“What do you mean by that?” I asked, a little tense.


“I know you’ve been working on your personal project,” Pat said, “an ‘experimental album.’ That’s all I’ve been telling people for the last eleven months. ‘Pete’s taking some time for himself.’ Eleven months, man! You know what can happen to a career in that amount of time? I’ve already turned down . . .”


“I know, Pat. You’ve run down the list for me a million times: two six-figure jobs for video game companies, one feature film, and this will be the third TV series I turn down.”


“I’m going to be honest and tell you something you might not want to hear. People are going to forget you, Pete. You’re starting to get a reputation as an eccentric, a wild card, and that’s a hard stink to wash off. For all your BAFTA awards, the Golden Globes, the Oscar nomination, you’re still no Elfman or Williams or Zimmer. I’m sorry to be an asshole about it, Pete, but I think you need to hear it from somebody. You’re not at the point where you can take these kinds of luxuries just yet.”


And there it was. This argument had been a long time coming. I’d finally worn out the patience of the ever-insistent Pat Dunbar.


The line fell silent for a few short beats. We both caught our breaths.


“Look, Pete . . . I know you’ve been dealing with some stuff. I’ve been divorced, too. I know the shit storm you’re dealing with. Clem screwed you over, and now you’re pissed off at the whole world. But you have to help yourself here.”


“That’s what I’m trying to do, Pat.”


“By hiding from the world?”


“I’m not hiding. I just need some peace and quiet. To get away from it all.” To get away from you, too, I thought. “Besides, I was only producing crap and you know it.”


“It was not crap. You were just affected by the divorce. Call it an accident. Those jokers are always in a rush; they don’t wait for anyone. You know I fought like hell to keep you onboard . . .”


Here we were again, discussing the disaster that—among other things—had caused my exile. The movie I hadn’t been able to finish. FOX studios. Their lawyers. Just another tumble for Mr. Harper and his finances after the divorce from Clem.


“Listen to me, Pat,” I said. “I know you’re speaking as my friend. I know you mean well beyond your precious twenty percent, but I can’t go back now. I feel like I’m about to take a huge step forward, about to shed this skin. The thing with Clem, this nightmare, I think it was meant to help me in some way. But I need time.”


And now I could picture Pat leaning back on his couch staring at the ceiling, thinking, Well, I tried everything.


“Okay, Peter. I’m not going to push you. I’ll break the news to Wells. I’ve always trusted your instinct. Keep at your album, get better, and let me know when you’re ready to work again, okay?”


We hung up. His “get better” rang in my head.
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IT WAS TRUE. Who was I kidding? I didn’t dare meet with Alexander Wells because I wasn’t sure of myself anymore. Pat knew it. FOX knew it. The BBC knew it. The whole damn world knew it. I’d compose a piece of music, listen to it, and toss the crumpled notes into the garbage. Deep down, I should be thankful to Pat for continuing to risk his reputation on me.


Over the last three months, my creative life had been a frustrating bout of agonized trial and error. A manic-depressive spiral in which one night I might think I had something brilliant, the melody that would mark the end to my creative drought, and listening to it the next morning would make me want to vomit. (Mostly figuratively, though a couple of times it did inspire dry heaves.) I’d desperately leap up from the piano and have to leave the house to keep from exploding with rage—rage that led to drinking. So I’d stalk the beach, looking for crabs as a way to distract my mind, each time childishly wishing that a massive tidal wave would crash down on me and end my suffering. Or I’d walk along the cliffs toward the ruins of the Monaghan monastery, where I’d pray that God would send me some kind of sign. Mostly I ended up in the backyard, mowing the lawn, which had become the richest form of entertainment in my monastic life.
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AFTER SHOWERING and shaving, I put on a clean shirt and blazer. It felt good to get out of what had become my uniform, jeans and a T-shirt, at least for a little while. I grabbed the bottle of Chilean wine I’d bought that morning at Andy’s, turned off the lights, and headed for the door. The keys hung from a hook. I grabbed them and shoved them into my pants pocket. When I took hold of the doorknob, I could feel the evening cold transmitted through the metal. It trembled lightly in my hand amid the pounding wind outside.


Then it happened. A moment I’d think back on so many times.


Don’t leave the house. Not tonight, I heard a voice say.


It was a sort of disembodied voice. Like a phantom hiding behind my ears. A whisper that might easily have been the wind. Don’t open the door. Not tonight . . . I froze with my hand on the doorknob, my feet glued to the tile floor.


I looked back into the darkened living room. In the distance, lightning flashed over the ocean and for just a moment, the entire room was flooded in cold, blue light. Of course, there was no one else there. It was no specter’s voice but my own. It had risen from somewhere deep inside of me.


Until that moment, I’d only ever heard that voice once before. So sharp, so clear in its message . . .


No, it can’t be. I was only frightened last time, I told myself. Just like tonight. Don’t be stupid, Peter Harper. There’s no such thing as . . .


(But wasn’t the voice right last time?)


“Don’t be a wimp,” I said out loud this time, in the quiet of the living room.


I turned out the light, stepped outside, and shut the door with a slam, as if that could frighten off the spirits.





TWO


I DROVE amid the dunes through a confusing swirl of sand, wind, and rain, up to the top of the hill that separated my house from Leo and Marie’s. The neighbors called this high point “Bill’s Peak,” in honor of a legendary local smuggler. They also say it was the beach where the Nazis landed to unload arms for the Irish Republican Army during the infamous Plan Kathleen of the last world war. Although, like every other story they told in Clenhburran, you could find no trace of it in any book to either confirm or deny it. It was simply up to you to believe it or not.


An old, twisted elm—whose branches revealed centuries of damaging winds and storms—was the only barricade for the thirty-foot drop down a small ravine onto the beach below. It was also the place where the road forked: toward Clenhburran through the marsh, or toward the only two houses on that entire beach. Peter Harper to the left. Leo and Marie Kogan to the right.


I stopped on the ridge for just a beat. Through the darkness, I could see white-crested waves crashing onto the beach. In the distance, lightning pounded the black ocean. It was a spectacular view against that darkened coast, with not a single light in sight other than the golden beam of a lighthouse on a faraway cape, occasionally sweeping over the night sky.


Five minutes later, I came upon the lights from the Kogans’ house, which was built at the very edge of the beach, where a band of black shale marked the boundary between the smooth sand and the jagged and dangerous reef beyond. It was a compact little house on which they’d built an addition (illegally, Leo confessed to me later) for a garage that connected to the kitchen.


I parked my car by the fence—next to a Ford minivan I’d never seen—and walked through the driving rain that pounded me in waves, particles of sand that prickled my skin like thousands of angry needles. Leo must have seen my headlights and came to get me with an umbrella.


He was about my height with an athletic build that was enviable for someone in his sixties. Strong jaw, white hair clipped to a buzz cut, and an easy smile. He ran toward me, dodging puddles that had formed around the flagstone steps through his front yard. We met halfway, greeted each other with a clap on the back amid the deafening wind, and ran together toward the house.


“I thought you were going to back out on us,” he said as soon as we reached his covered porch. “Just a couple of raindrops, is all.”


“Sure,” I said, “just a little sun shower.”


We looked back at the horizon and squinted against the swirling sand. The imposing storm front was just five or six miles off the shore now. Lightning pounded the sea with impunity.


Leo grabbed my arm.


“Let’s get inside before we end up as fried chicken.”
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LEO AND MARIE’S HOME was a comfortable space, not ostentatious, decorated to give it a rustic feel but for the Bang & Olufsen flat screen television, an upright piano that Marie had been learning to play over the last few years, and bookshelves packed with travel books and a fantastic photography collection. Above the doorways and against bare walls were beautiful watercolor landscapes of Ireland, signed by Marie (“M. Kogan”). I had one over my fireplace that she had given me a few months back.


Marie came to say hello the moment we were through the door. She was a tall, svelte woman who exuded elegance. I’d always thought she came from money or aristocracy until the day she told me her parents had owned some kind of wholesale business in Nevada. She was a perfect match to Leo, who looked like he’d made a deal with the devil for that physique. My friend, Judie Gallagher, had joked that maybe they were vampires because Marie had a smooth complexion that rivaled hers at twenty-nine. No doubt she was a woman who still turned heads among the men in town.


Also invited to the get-together were the O’Rourkes, Frank and Laura, who owned the flower shop and antiques gallery on Main Street. Marie had become friends with them recently, though I only knew them from seeing them around town. Leo confessed that he thought they were a little full of themselves—“they love to hear themselves talk and inveigh against the townsfolk as if they weren’t one of them”—but he admitted sometimes you had to make an effort to socialize, especially in a community as small as Clenhburran, where the winter population thinned to barely one hundred fifty people.


Marie kissed me on each cheek and introduced me to the O’Rourkes, who were lounging on a couch by the fireplace, praising a brandy Leo had just poured them, a glass of which was soon in my hand as well. Laura stood up the moment I came into the room. She laced her fingers together, as if in prayer, and said it was “a real honor” to meet me: “I have all your albums and love all the songs. They’re . . . they’re . . .” she said, sighing and sitting down, patting the seat for me to sit next to her. “I have so many questions for you! Leo tells us sometimes you play for the two of them,” she said, gesturing toward the piano. “Perhaps you could honor us, as well.”


I shot Leo a furtive, murderous glance that he responded to with only a stonelike smile. So I dug deep and located the most magnanimous part of me to answer all of Laura’s questions, waiting for her husband, Frank—a man with a thin face and glassy eyes—to play his role as social moderator and counsel his wife not to overwhelm me with all her questions. But that didn’t happen. No, seated next to her with my glass filled to the brim with brandy, I received Mrs. O’Rourke’s full-on barrage. “I remember seeing you on television two years ago during the BAFTA awards. You came out to get your award and were holding hands with Darren Flynn and Kate Winslet. Oh my God, and look at you now, sitting on the couch right next to me!” She put her hand on my knee and unleashed such a belly laugh that it made me laugh, too. Leo laughed along and Mr. O’Rourke downed his brandy so he could assure himself a refill. “So, Mr. Harper, tell me, what is Kate like in person . . . ?”


I did the best I could, spinning one tired anecdote after another, aware that each story belonged to my previous life from two years ago, until Marie called us to the dinner table. It couldn’t have come too soon.


“It’s getting ugly out there,” I said, desperately changing the subject as we sat down to dinner. “I think I heard them say we’ll see hundred-mile-an-hour winds.”


“It’s not unusual to get fifty-five-knot winds. Even a little bit more,” Leo said. “But not with these kinds of fireworks. I radioed over to the Donegal weather service and they said it’s going to be like this all night.”


“Shortwave radio fan, huh?” Frank O’Rourke said.


“Not really. I use it every now and then to talk to the local authorities or with Donovan and the other fishermen. It’s really more of an emergency thing. Phone service can be iffy out here.”


“It’s bad in Clenhburran,” Frank agreed, “I can’t even imagine how spotty it is out here.”


“How do you like living in such an out-of-the-way place, Mr. Harper?” Laura jumped in to ask. “Aren’t you ever afraid? Though there’s really nothing to worry about. Nothing ever happens out here.”


“I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “Actually . . .”


“Although recently there’s been some trouble,” she said, taking advantage of my brief pause. “Someone broke into the Kennedys’ house last year. And I also heard someone ransacked a house down near Fortown while the owners slept. Sure, they were isolated incidents. But they say nothing like that ever happened around here before. Some gang of Eastern Europeans, they say. Though Frank thinks it’s a cock-and-bull story the alarm companies made up.”


“And I agree with him,” Leo said. “I don’t think a thief would come all the way out here to steal a television. I, for one, am not worried.”


“Hear, hear,” I said.


“What about you, Marie?” Frank asked. She’d been quietly staring into her wineglass. “How do you like living out on this lonely little beach?”


“I hadn’t thought about it, really,” she said. “We’ve lived in far more dangerous places and nothing’s ever happened to us. Well, except some minor theft or a mild scare. No, I agree with Leo. Who’d come all the way out to this deserted little corner of the world for a heist? There are plenty of better targets for a band of thieves.”
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OUTSIDE, THE STORM was gathering strength. Lightning seemed to strike every minute now. The lights went out for stretches inside the living room. At times, we were plunged into darkness except for the fireplace glow. Other times, thunder cracked overhead, interrupting our jokes and laughter.


But even that wasn’t enough to deter Laura. No sooner had the first course ended than she resumed her interrogation. “How did you come to choose Clenhburran to get away . . . ?” “Do you think you’ll stay long . . . ?”


Wine and appetizers loosened my tongue. “I grew up in Dublin,” I said. “I used to come to Donegal with my parents as a boy. The place still puts me in a good mood, makes me feel protected. I guess it reminds me of happier times from my childhood.”


The second I closed my mouth I knew I was in trouble. I’d touched on a dangerous topic I had no interest in discussing. Laura saw it clear as day.


“Your kids will be here in couple weeks, right Pete?” Leo said.


“Yeah, they’re coming to spend the summer. I hope they like Donegal,” I said.


“Oh, of course they will. They’ll love it,” Marie was quick to say.


Laura’s face lit up like she’d struck gold. She put on her Cheshire cat grin and asked the question all of us knew she would ask.


“So, you’re . . . married, or . . . ?”


“Divorced,” I said, flatly.


“Oh. Oh, I’m sorry. It’s terrible, especially when there are children involved, I’m sure. My cousin Beth . . .”


Leo moved quickly to serve more wine and to try to change the subject, and as Marie brought out the second course, exquisite steaks with mashed potatoes and a side of green beans, Laura turned her attention to the Kogans. She’d heard they were from Portland, Oregon, and she had a cousin living there. When did they decide to move to Ireland? Was it true that they’d lived in Asia for years?


I supposed a lot of stories swirled around town about us, the “newcomers.” Maybe it was a matter of survival. A community this small had to protect itself, and to do that, it has to stay informed, know who everyone was and their backstories. Laura O’Rourke was just following her instincts when she bombarded us with questions. Leo was much more generous with his answers. And with a few glasses of wine in him, he easily regaled us with stories of his life and world travels.


At twenty-five, he hung up his boxing gloves. Instead of fighting in the Nevada slums, he took a job in San Antonio in private security. Marie was already his girlfriend at the time. She’d been dancing at one of the big Las Vegas hotels on Friday nights and performing as a backing singer for headliners such as Tom Jones. They took off together and never looked back. They never lived in the United States again, except for a three-month stretch when Marie’s mother died and they both officially became orphans—alone in the world but for one another. Later, when they reached the age where they “had earned the right not to have to do anything,” he said, they started looking at places to retire to. “For some reason, we always came back to Ireland or Scotland or Thailand,” Leo said. “I knew a lot of old folks who’d retired to Thailand. After fifty, you can get a permanent visa to live there. And with a solid pension, you could retire comfortably—if not lavishly. But Marie always talked about Europe and the ancient coasts of Ireland . . . and . . .” Leo went on into the tale of his arrival in Clenhburran, a story I’d already heard a few times, and my mind started to wander. Other thoughts rushed to occupy my mind . . . above all, that voice. The voice that had spoken to me from deep inside before leaving the house . . .


Another glass of wine?


“Still with us, Mr. Harper?”


I opened my eyes—or rather, I snapped back to reality—and saw Laura O’Rourke tipping the wine bottle toward my empty glass.


“I was asking if you’d like some more wine . . .”


“Uh . . . no,” I answered, coming back to my senses. “No, thank you. I think I’ve had more than enough.”
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BY THE END of dessert, I was tired and bored of Laura O’Rourke. The five of us were having tea by the fire. Laura stood with her tea and went on and on about Marie’s paintings. She asked when Marie might start offering classes for the town’s women.


“Actually, I’m self-taught,” she said. “Besides, I don’t think I’d make a very good teacher.”


Laura did not look pleased by the answer. She added that she’d love to have one of Marie’s paintings and had “just the spot for it” in her living room.


“You know, Marie could paint a portrait of you,” Leo added. “Aside from painting landscapes, she’s an excellent portraitist.”


“Is that right, Marie?” I asked. “If I’d known, I’d already have put myself on the list.”


“Well, actually, I used to make a living at it,” she said shyly. “In the hotels where Leo used to work, I’d paint some of the clients and . . .”


“She painted one for François Mitterrand’s wives, no kidding,” Leo said proud on his wife’s behalf. “She painted Billy Crystal, too. Paid for half the house, it did!”


“But all the ones I see here are of Ireland,” Laura said, scanning the walls. “Don’t you have others from your travels?”


Marie shook her head.


“I’ve sold or given away most of them along the way. When I got to Ireland, I didn’t have a single painting with me. And now look at this place. There isn’t a place left to hang one. I’m thinking of donating some to the church.”


The storm and the lightning had let up and the lights had been solidly on for a while. Laura had mentioned the piano for a second time, and though I’d managed to play dumb, I knew she wouldn’t let go of it. I figured it was the perfect time to slip out and head home. I stood up from the couch and apologized for being a party-pooper on a Friday night.


The O’Rourkes said they’d host a dinner soon and would love to have me over. “Maybe when your kids arrive, we could go out on Frank’s sailboat.”


I accepted their offer diplomatically and thanked Marie for a stupendous dinner. I threw on my coat, and Leo saw me out.


It had stopped raining, but the wind continued to howl. Leo, who’d gotten a little tipsy, let slip his opinion on the O’Rourkes: He said he felt like he was being interrogated every time he was with them. I laughed and said I knew the feeling. Just as we got to the car, I noticed Leo staring at something in the sky. I lifted my head and saw it.


A monstrous thunderhead hung over the beach. Moonlight that managed to creep between the clouds highlighted its gigantic silhouette. It was a thick and roiling sheet of cloud more than a mile-and-a-half wide that churned and sprouted tiny tornadoes within it.


“Well, that doesn’t look good,” I said, staring upward.


“You’d better get going before that thing unloads, Pete,” Leo said. “You sure you wouldn’t rather stay a while longer?”


I stared up at that writhing thunderhead, pregnant with blackness like some angry ancient goddess about to unleash its wrath. It seemed to float on the horizon, directly over Bill’s Peak—precisely my path home.


Don’t go, Pete.


I wish I’d had a good reason not to leave. Maybe, if I were lucky, my car’s engine wouldn’t turn over. Or maybe Leo would insist I stay. Or maybe . . .


“No . . . I think if I hurry, I can make it home before it rolls in,” I found myself saying as I patted Leo on the arm. “You take care. Get back in there. I’m sure your new friends have a million questions for you.”


Leo laughed as I hopped down the steps into his front yard. I ran to my car and jumped in. Leo stood by the door, waiting to see me off. I slid my key in and started to turn it. Sometimes, the old Volvo stalled out and sometimes, on stormy nights, car batteries lose their charge. Then, maybe your friends will insist you stay over and spend the night . . .


The engine started right away.





THREE


I DROVE SLOWLY up the narrow gravel road between the dunes as the wind tossed around my three thousand pound Volvo V40 as if it were made of papier-mâché. My headlights cut into the darkness like narrow lightsabers. I kept a keen eye on the road since, as you leave Leo’s house and climb toward Bill’s Peak, the path narrows and twists along the edge of a cliff, with nothing to shield you from a precipitous drop but some wild shrubbery along the shoulder.


Overhead, the great Goddess of the Storm had begun to stir, roiling in labor pains.


I leaned into the gas, a bit. I didn’t want to still be on the road when this mother started bearing her young, unleashing them on the earth below. But just as I crested the hill, something up ahead made me slam on the brakes.


A tree branch in the middle of the road.


It was an enormous branch, one of the four or five main ones from the lovely old elm at the top of Bill’s Peak. One of the ends of the branch was charred and still smoking, and I guessed it had been severed by a bolt of lightning. The gale-force winds must have tossed it right into the middle of the road.


I ducked my head and peeked up through the front windshield. The thick blackness overhead had started to rotate directly over my car. There were flashes from deep within it and thunder that rumbled like a sleeping giant who’d been abruptly awakened.


If I had driven a Land Rover Defender like Leo’s instead of a Volvo V40, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it: I’d drop it into low gear and climb over the thing. I’d worry about coming back to move it tomorrow. But the domesticated underbelly of my station wagon wasn’t having that. I’d bust a wheel or an axle, for sure. Plus, the O’Rourkes would be coming down the path later, and they might not see it before it was too late.


So I decided to act as quickly as I could.


I hopped out of the car and as soon as I did, I realized how dangerous this was. Everything I knew about lightning storms told me I was in exactly the wrong place: at the top of a hill, next to a tree, right below a storm cloud that was ready to burst.


Not tonight, Peter.


I remember hearing somewhere that you were safe inside a car (as in an airplane) during a lightning storm, that electricity from a lightning strike grounded itself without affecting anyone inside. I was about to sit back inside. Maybe it’d be easier to drive around it . . . dammit. Come on, Pete. Stick your chest out and be a man.


The wind gusted furiously. I looked up at the ancient elm, mutilated and still smoldering, and I could smell a burning in the air. But not the smokiness of a fireplace or barbecue, rather the electric char of a short circuit. It reminded me of the time my daughter, Beatrice, stuck her finger in an electric socket when she was just four years old. The lights in the entire house flickered and when we found her, her eyebrows were standing on end. That’s what it smelled like tonight.


Overhead, the writhing, twisting darkness let out a powerful roar that shook the earth beneath my feet. I looked up and noticed some kind of light coming from deep within the storm. A twister of blue light.


Lightning never strikes the same place twice, I told myself.


Still, the quicker you get out of here, the better.


I grabbed one end of the branch but the damn thing weighed more than I had imagined. I started pushing it as if I were trying to move the minute hand of a giant clock, turning it toward the side of the road. Behind me, the beach was shrouded in darkness. Only the white breakwater could be seen crashing onto the shore.


I pushed until the branch was parallel to the side of the road. That should do it. I let it drop with a thud, and I dusted my hands on my jeans. I took one step toward my car, and that’s when I noticed something all around me.


Light. Too much light.


At first, I thought it was the Volvo’s headlights. Maybe I’d flicked on the fog lights by mistake? All I knew is that it was suddenly very bright—almost too bright.


A little dizzy, I started to walk back toward the car, and then I noticed something else. It felt like an electrical wave was running over and through my body. A tingling that snaked from my neck to my backbone, down to my fingertips. I looked down at my arms and saw the hair standing on end, perfectly straight, like the quills of a sea urchin. It was as if someone had hung a magnet directly over my head. . . .


Over my head . . . ?


I looked up one last time. The whirlwind of blue light twisted above me, picking up speed, like a record spinning at a thousand revolutions a minute. Lightning never strikes the same place twice.


I felt something in my temples. My car’s headlights suddenly seemed too bright, hurting my eyes and becoming an all-encompassing whiteness. I had just enough time to realize what was happening. It was just a moment, and I think I even tried to run for the car, but I never made it. And that’s when I felt it: something bit me; my face, my shoulders, my legs. It shook me like a rag doll and tossed me aside.


It felt like a thousand-pound safe had landed squarely on my head, knocked me to my knees, and exploded as if it had been filled with dynamite. My eardrums were overwhelmed. They simply shut off, faded to white. . . .


I felt I was screaming and falling in slow motion, waiting for my body to hit the ground with a thud. But it never came. I fell, and continued to fall, into an endless sea of darkness.





FOUR


I OPENED MY EYES and felt a terrible nausea. Where was I? Wherever it was, the world here was spinning.


“Look! He opened his eyes,” someone said. I recognized the voice: Marie.


I was in a car racing at top speed.


“Marie . . . pull over, I need to throw up.”


I felt the car screech to a halt. I reached toward the door handle, holding back the rising bile, opened the door, and let it all out.


Other doors opened. I heard footsteps. They came closer.


“There’s a bottle of water in the trunk. And paper towels. Bring a few.”


I felt someone patting my back.


“That’s it, son. Let it all out.”


Someone handed me an opened bottle of water. I sipped it. It made me feel better. Someone else handed me a paper towel. I blew my nose and wiped my mouth. I had a sickening taste in my mouth. Even so, I managed to say thank you.


I tried to open my eyes, but they felt too heavy.


“Is he conscious?” another voice said. I recognized it as Frank O’Rourke’s.


“Looks like it,” Leo said.


I turned my head and tried to look at them but could only make out silhouettes.


“What happened?” I asked aloud.


“You passed out, Peter, but you’re doing okay. We’re on the way to the hospital.”


“The hospital?” I asked. “Are you kidding?”


“It’s no joke, bud. We think you were struck by lightning. Now, lie back down. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”


I’m not sure how long we drove. I kept fading in and out, and the last thing I remember was arriving at the hospital (Dungloe Community Hospital, I’d later learn) and being carried in by Leo and Frank. A pair of nurses rushed from their station to heave me onto a gurney. Marie held my hand and told me everything was going to be all right as the gurney rushed down a hall.


You’ll be fine, Pete, a voice said.


I closed my eyes and passed out again.
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MY DOCTOR WAS NAMED Anita Ryan, a pretty, stout, redheaded woman with freckles who spoke quickly and assuredly. She read my pulse, listened to my heart, and checked my pupils with a penlight.


“Do you know why you’re here?”


“I think I got hit by lightning.”


She started by asking me a few simple questions. My name, my age. “How did this happen, Mr. Harper? Where did you feel the impact? Does it hurt anywhere?” I tried to explain what I remembered. The car, the tree branch in the middle of the road, that blinding white light. The blue whirlwind overhead. It felt like something had clocked me on the head . . . and now I had a pounding headache and nauseating dizziness. Even my skin hurt.


The doctor said I’d need a brain scan. She injected something into my arm, and I lay back down onto the hospital bed. I was wheeled down another corridor into an X-ray room. They fed me into the belly of an enormous scanner, and I lay still, listening to indistinct thumping and whirring all around me. My headache eased a bit and the tingling in my skin subsided. I figured whatever sedative they’d given me had taken effect.


An hour later, the doctor met with me again. Everything was fine, she said. They hadn’t found anything I needed to worry about. My brain scan was clear. I was “lucky,” she said, although she still seemed worried I’d felt the blow on my head.


“Now . . . I want to show you something,” she said.


She asked me to sit up on the edge of the bed and take off my shirt. When I did, under the florescent hospital lights, I discovered something unbelievable. The left side of my body, from my neck to my chest, going down to my thigh, was flushed red and covered with a series of strange markings. The shapes looked like the leaves of a fern, and they were so perfectly shaped that it looked like someone had spent weeks tattooing red ink onto my skin.


The doctor called them “Lichtenberg figures,” named after the German physicist Georg Christoph Lichtenberg who had discovered them. He hadn’t been hit by lightning but had studied electrical currents. Those “tattoos” were the result of capillaries bursting as the electricity passed through my body. The good news is that they would fade in a few days. The doctor told me she’d only seen one other case, a fisherman who’d been struck and marked with the shape of a starfish on his back.


“He survived, too, thank God,” she said. “Actually, despite what people often say, it’s not rare to survive a lightning strike. It all depends on the amount of energy in a particular bolt, where it impacts the body, and which path it takes. There’s always an entry point, a particular course it travels, and an exit point. The electricity singes everything in its path. How the bolt travels or what organs it hits determines whether it’s fatal. It looks like you were lucky, but you’ll still need to stay overnight for observation.”


[image: Images]


LEO AND MARIE were waiting for me when they wheeled me into my room for the night. The doctor had filled them in. They offered me their phones in case I wanted to call anyone.


“No . . .” I said. “I’ll be fine. The doctor said it’ll just be overnight. I don’t want to alarm anyone.”


“Not even Judie?” Leo insisted. “I think she’d like to come and see you.”


“I’m sure,” I said. “I think it’s better I’m alone, what with my painkillers and this hospital smell all over me. Besides, Judie’s busy at the hostel. She told me yesterday they’d just gotten a group of German backpackers in. But, before you go, tell me what happened.”


It turned out the O’Rourkes had left a half hour after me, and they were the ones who found me. My car was still running with the lights on. When they saw me lying in the mud, completely drenched, they thought I was dead. Laura was so shaken that they had to give her a sedative when we arrived at the hospital, and Frank had taken her home.


“Please thank them for me when you see them.”


“We will do. But get ready to be the new talk of the town,” Leo said, smiling. “Leave it to Laura O’Rourke to be the town crier.”


“Oh, I can only imagine . . .”


“You two are terrible!” Marie scolded us.


They insisted on staying, but I finally convinced them to go home. “I don’t plan on dying tonight, don’t worry. Besides, I’d never ask a friend to spend the night in one of those torture devices,” I said, pointing to the uncomfortable chairs.


“I’m going to leave you my phone,” Leo said, placing his cell phone on the side table. “Have a good night and don’t flirt too hard with the nurses.”


Marie smacked Leo on the back of the head. She kissed me on the forehead and said goodnight. “Sweet dreams, Pete.”
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THAT NIGHT, electricity must still have been coursing through my body, because I couldn’t sleep a wink. My head started pounding again.


I lay awake imagining the hours ticking away. Beyond the door, I could hear the rumblings of the hospital: a patient whimpering, a nurse pacing, the television blabbing in some other insomniac’s room. It had been a long time since I’d spent the night in a hospital. When was it? I could remember it clearly.
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