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For my husband, Neil, whose spirit of loving generosity is a constant wonder in my life, and for my little daughter, Miranda. My peach. My angel.




Wilt Thou forgive that sin where I begun,


Which is my sin, though it were done before?


Wilt Thou forgive that sin through which I run,


And do run still, though still I do deplore?


When Thou hast done, Thou hast not done,


For I have more.


—John Donne





PART I



[image: Image]


Agatha





WICKLOW, IRELAND


1960–79


Wait


for the dawn to make us clear to one another.


—Eavan Boland


Is fada cuimhne sean leanbh


(An old child has a long memory).


—Irish Proverb
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MY MOTHER WAS NEVER EASY in the world of houses. She was a tinker, a traveler girl who had married a wealthy man. Her name was Agatha Sheehy. I don’t know her maiden name. There are silences all around my mother’s story.


People stared at her when we walked on the old road to Dublin or in the nearby fields on our way into town. She was an anachronism, like a vagabond who’d walked off with a wealthy woman’s traveling case.


A pretty, red-faced girl with long white-blond hair, she had about her a wild, unrefined grace, and a penchant for sequins and beads and things that glimmered. In the bright of morning, on her way into town to shop for eggs and rashers, she navigated the often sopping fields in opulence, dragging the hems of long silk dresses, raking her black boots in mud. Even the old women wore their practical woolen skirts near the knee.


She watched the eyes of the townspeople, choosing to read their silent stares as approbation or envy; but some days when her mood was more suspicious, a suppressed smile could send her scudding back across the field and into the house in a breathy tirade about the ugliness of the little ramshackle beach town of Bray, calling the Wicklow hills “lumps,” insulting the land as if it were inseparable from the people. She laughed at the Irish Sea, which we could see from the parlor window, and said that even at their most tumultuous, the waves were “demure” in comparison with the waves of the great Atlantic in the rocky west of Ireland, beating and spuming at the Galway crags.


We lived in an old estate house on Mercymount Strand, isolated between fields gone out of cultivation. Mrs. O’Dare, the woman who lived with us and did the cooking and cleaning, called it a “decrepit castle.” It had no central heating, just the “fires,” as the old woman called them: plug-in heaters too puny to heat the vast, high-ceilinged rooms.


Most of the house we left empty and unlived in, while my mother, twin sister, and I slept all together in the parlor and Mrs. O’Dare in a smaller, connecting room. In a pillowcase under her bed, my mother kept all the things my father had given her during their courtship, objects I took out secretly sometimes to wonder over. A glass sea horse with pearls for eyes. A porcelain Dutch girl holding a tulip. A pair of linen gloves with a mysterious blue stain on one finger.


In the one picture we had of my father, he was standing near a tree, squinting his eyes, his hair ruffled by the wind. The air around him was blasted with daylight so his face looked milky and blurred and I stared hard at him, struggling to read his expression.


Though I had never known him, I felt as if I knew more about him than I knew about my mother. With him I associated the area known as Dunshee in the west, straight across on the other side of Ireland; and I could imagine the great mansion in which he’d grown up, and where he’d brought my mother to live.


But my mother seemed to have come from nowhere.


•  •  •


The one story I knew about my mother’s life before I was born was how she and my father had met in the west. He had been thirty years old and suffering from heart disease. My mother had been fifteen.


He’d first seen her, standing on Ailwee Head, facing the noisy Atlantic. He’d just come through a week confined to his bed having experienced serious palpitations. She had not heard the engine of the car, deafened as she was by the booming surf on the rocks below. Frank Sheehy had the driver stop. He got out and stood awhile watching her push the hair from her eyes in the wind, her rough skirt stirring wildly at her shins.


He’d later tell his unmarried sisters with whom he lived that when he saw her he felt his heart steady in his chest, and a surge of strength come into his body. Overcome by a desire to take care of her, the world seemed a different place. The sun lit the backs of the waves and in the depths of him something vital stirred. He had a dream that same night that she came to live in his house, and he took this as a sign from God that he should find her. Every day after that he went along the beaches and headlands looking for her but a year passed before he saw her, to his surprise, from an upstairs window, driving three cows up a rocky road on the outskirts of his property.


Careful not to frighten my mother off, my father had his sister Kitty overtake her on the road and invite her to tea. Surprised and a little suspicious, she agreed, and Kitty Sheehy followed her as she returned the cows to the farmer who’d hired her to drive them upfield.


When she’d first come into the house her skin was windburned and her feet hard and black, callous. “More like hooves than feet,” Kitty Sheehy had whispered to her sister, Lily.


Before tea Kitty directed my mother to the lavatory to wash her hands. When she did not come back to the dining room, Kitty found her at the other side of the house having lost her way through the corridors.


My father was fascinated. At tea he stared at her unabashedly with a cocked half-smile on his face. If she expressed interest in any little object on the table he gave it to her. A porcelain salt shaker shaped like a windmill. A cluster of crystal grapes. A pink and gilt cup with a rose painted in the bowl of it. He offered her everything she touched, no matter that the things belonged to his sisters. Kitty and Lily held their breath tolerantly, seeing how she animated him, but behind the kitchen door they moaned about the smell of her, how her hair must be crawling with bugs.


Much to their distress my father insisted she stay in one of the guest rooms. They agreed so long as she let one of the servants bathe her and give her something clean to wear. My mother’d been horrified about the bath, particularly when the servant washed and pumiced her feet. And then she expressed uneasiness with staying on one of the upper floors so Mrs. O’Dare, who’d been working for the Sheehys at the time, offered her own room that was behind the kitchen.


Right away my mother took to Mrs. O’Dare. “I was the only one among them that treated her kindly. None thought they should be serving her.”


She hated using the toilet in the lavatory and crept from her room at night to do her water in the cold grass. The servants whispered about her odd ways. A rumor spread among them that she had been living in one of the caves in the sea cliff. A fisherman had reported seeing a dim fire flickering among the rocks each night until the tinker girl met my father.


My mother liked Frank Sheehy right away, gazing at him with the same gentle inquisitiveness with which he gazed at her. She was touched by his attention, and though it had never been revealed to her that he was responsible for her invitation to the house, she knew, and her warmth to him increased his affection for her.


Soon enough she realized the advantage he afforded her; that it was his word that was most important in a house full of women and servants. She sidled up to that and as she grew more comfortable, sneered at the reluctant servants and pushed her weight with them. Once, she deliberately spilled a bowl of oatmeal and demanded that a certain haughty kitchen servant clean it up.


Frank Sheehy asked questions. Where was her mother, her people? Why was a fifteen-year-old girl on her own so? She met his inquisitiveness with dismay and silence, and he did not persist, afraid of driving her away. She was not interested in talking much, except to ask about little glimmering objects. They went for walks together in the house the way most couples go for walks outside. They toured the house, him speaking with a gentle formality, pointing out paintings, statues. Decorative novelties. Her eyes shined. She touched his arm.


“The man’s besotted with the creature,” the servants whispered.


“Whatever’s wrong with his heart has made its way into his brain.”


One particularly stormy night she urinated in the water pitcher in her room rather than face the rain or the toilet. The servants complained to my aunts and my aunts approached Frank, wanting to know when she was going to leave.


Mrs. O’Dare remembered an argument behind closed doors. She saw my father storm from the room breathing fast. He stopped as he ascended the stairs and shouted to his sisters, “She’s keeping me alive.” In the middle of the night he had a mild heart attack. The week he was in hospital my mother kept near Mrs. O’Dare. My aunts went out of their way to be kind to my mother, promising Frank that she’d be there, well treated and comfortable, when he returned.


•  •  •


My father married my mother in a service in the conservatory in Drumcoyne House. She’d been put through a trial by the priest and had proven she was a Catholic to his satisfaction by reciting the Angelus, the Act of Contrition, and the Hail Mary. He’d asked her, “Who is God the Father?” and she’d answered, “The maker of Heaven and earth.”


Rumor among the servants was that Frank Sheehy had schooled her, but others cited the fervent Catholicism of many of the tinkers who loitered in the backs of churches on Sundays, earnest for the word of God.


•  •  •


My father died the following spring, almost a year after they’d married, and a few weeks before my mother discovered she was pregnant.


After his death, Drumcoyne House was a lonely place to my mother. She walked on the beach for hours. A few nights she stayed outside on the windy shore, sallying into the house after dawn, trailing damp sand and weather after her. The brocade and velvet skirts that had been made for her were torn or ruined from walking in the salty tides.


And she took things. Cups and saucers. Figurines. She took a small, very expensive bottle of perfume and a pair of sapphire earrings that belonged to Kitty Sheehy, the older, more nervous of Frank’s sisters.


“Your mother didn’t like Kitty Sheehy,” Mrs. O’Dare once told me. “She knew the woman had little patience for her.”


Kitty Sheehy said that she couldn’t take it, that her nerves were too frayed by Agatha’s presence. What would they do with the creature, pregnant as she was with their brother’s child?


Kitty floated the idea about sending Agatha east across Ireland to live at the family’s empty house on Mercymount Strand. Lily said they should wait until the birth but Kitty insisted that would be worse; that she ought to start a new life elsewhere; that they could provide her with everything, but elsewhere.


And so my aunts shipped my mother across Ireland, discharging the old woman to take care of her in the deserted house.
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VAST AND COLD, MOST OF the rooms in the house were empty. The walls were pocked and riddled blue with broken paint, wallpapered areas stained and swollen. In one room, cornices ran along the ceilings replete with stuccowork herons and angels. A piano, draped haphazardly with sheets, sat in a far corner. Before it, a dining table chair with a collapsed seat.


When we were barely three years old, our mother brought us to the threshold of the hallway that led into the uninhabited area of our house. Squatting down between us she whispered fervently, “You children stay out of those terrible rooms!”


The walls issued a damp, forlorn odor.


“What’s wrong with the rooms?” my sister asked her.


“They’re sad rooms,” she said, staring into the gloom with the same fear and curiosity that filled us.


When we were four years old, in an attempt to dispell our uneasiness, Mrs. O’Dare took my sister and me up that hall, the two of us squeezing the hem of her flannel skirt in our hands.


“They’re just empty rooms, for cripe’s sake!” the old woman insisted.


•  •  •


One night during a rain we heard a crash from somewhere down the hallway and Mrs. O’Dare went to investigate. Darkness swallowed the light from her batteried torch. We could hear the echoes of her footsteps and a snapping like twigs underfoot.


She came out complaining, saying that it was ridiculous that the rooms were left in such a condition. An old gas lamp had fallen from its fixture on a waterlogged wall.


Mrs. O’Dare was always on my mother about getting men in to wire and paint. It was a sore point between them, as was the fact that my mother had “lost” the only keys to the door on the second-floor landing that led to the upper house. Once Mrs. O’Dare had snuck in a locksmith who discovered that not only had nails been driven from the door into the walls, but something heavy also blocked it from behind. It was not his area of work to dismantle the door so he left.


Mrs. O’Dare said she was tired of the madness and threatened to telephone our aunts in the west to complain about the terrible conditions and ask them to arrange for repairs.


My mother’s argument never changed: she could only manage to live there as it was; in just the area needed and the rest shut off. It was just too big a house for her.


But Mrs. O’Dare came back, saying that it was perfectly fine for my mother to live only out of the kitchen and the parlor, but that the rest of the house should be cleaned and wired for electricity. It wasn’t safe otherwise. She had two daughters who should not be raised like animals.


“The rooms are full of echoes,” my mother pleaded.


“Echoes can be driven out with fresh air and good rugs and curtains.”


“No, Missus! You can’t do that,” my mother cried. “You have to leave the dead a place to themselves.”


“What, love?” the old woman asked, looking inscrutable into her face.


“The dead, Missus,” my mother said softly.


“Agatha, stop! The dead are in your mind and not in those rooms.”


“If you open and light the rooms you’ll drive them into the rest of the house and we’ll have no peace from them. You’ll drive me out into the fields to sleep!”


•  •  •


Only in the kitchen with its low, off-kilter ceiling did my mother feel truly comfortable. It was a misplaced, aboriginal room that contained a hearth, a turf fire burning in the grate. She’d told the old woman that she did not trust the little plug-in ranges, the steady orange light glowing through the grills. She did not trust a fire that did not tremble as it burned.


Before my sister and I were born, our mother had Mrs. O’Dare move a bed in so that she could be near the hearth. The old woman called it the “buried bedroom,” dark as it was with only one small window high up on the east wall, but level with the earth at the back of the house.


•  •  •


My sister and I were born in the buried bedroom within half an hour of each other on February first, the feast of Saint Brigid, the night that ends the darkness of the Irish year. “Like peas in a pod, the two of you,” Mrs. O’Dare said with emotion, remembering the night, points of sweat appearing on her great red brow. “Everything the same down to the veins in your tiny temples! And isn’t your sister still your thinner, sadder replica?”


My mother had refused to go to hospital when she started her labor and Mrs. O’Dare had been unable to find a doctor or a midwife so she’d sent for her sister, a Kildare nun who had, during her novitiate many years before, worked as a nurse’s assistant.


I was born first, drawing in a great gust of air and clamoring loudly. The moment the blood had been wiped from my eyes Mrs. O’Dare was sure to God that I was waiting for my sister to follow.


Mare was born with no instinct to breathe, and only after gentle tormenting from the nun did she open her eyes and attempt to pull at the air.


“Like a tiny wheezing banshee, the sound of her,” Mrs. O’Dare said, pressing a hand to her bosom. “Never had I heard so godforsaken a sound as that wee creature trying to breathe.”


Even when I was alone running in the field fronting the sea, it was as if my sister were breathing into my ear. The misbegotten noise was recorded in my own cells. “And you, dear Clodagh,” Mrs. O’Dare had said to me time and again, smoothing my hair, “you’re so hearty. In that way the two of you are as different as night and day.”


But her words were of little comfort to me. I felt faintly ashamed of my heartiness and thought of Mare’s frailty as a kind of saintliness.


Mare had been alive nearly an hour when, after a sudden riotous fit of breathing, she exhaled and went quiet. Sister Veronica prodded and pressed at her until she drew again uneasily at the air.


And each time Mare seemed to stop breathing altogether my mother wept aloud, demented with the panic. Once she cried out: “She’s not ready for the world yet, Missus. Put her back in me, for the love of God!”


Sister Veronica, the only one managing to keep her head, pressed an ear to my sister’s chest and said to my mother, “She is breathing, but ever so quietly. Her lungs may be confused, dear, but her heart is as sound as a bell! Just listen to it when you’re afraid she’s disappearing.”


It was on that first night of our lives that, with all the weeping and invoking of the Holy Mother, my sister was named Mary. In the days that followed, the name Margaret was added to it. “Whatever might strengthen the petition to God to keep the wee creature alive,” Mrs. O’Dare had said. “Mary Margaret. The Holy Mother and a great Virgin martyr standing together.”


When we first began to speak, I could not manage the four syllables of my sister’s name so I called her “Mare.” For me it would always be her name.


“A mare is a horse,” my mother would complain.


But that was a delight for Mare, constrained as she always would be from physical exertion, and she’d imagine herself freely galloping the fields.


Air would always confound and imprison Mare. It struggled to separate her from me. And the fear was ever present in our house that one day air would be all she’d be composed of, eluding and containing her.


•  •  •


For the first five years of my life my mother woke repeatedly every night to check on my sister. I must have tuned myself early on to the rhythms of her fitful sleeping because I remember lying anxiously in wait for her, feeling her stir and seeing her shadow loom. Until I was two we were still in the buried bedroom, the dying turf light flickering on her face as she peered at my sister. And then she’d bow over me so I could feel the sweep of her hair on my skin, and hear the gentle bumping of her heart as she pressed an ear to Mare’s chest.
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THE RAIN WAS INCESSANT EARLY in our sixth spring. even when it broke for an afternoon, the air was dismal and misty and the sun shown only faintly on the horizon like lamplight through curtains.


We were five, trapped inside too much of the time, the grounds of our crumbling house gone to muck and saturation, the limestone walkways lichened. My mother stood at the parlor window, arms crossed at her chest. The sea and sky were gray and diffused, inseparable. Through the screen of the open window we could hear the nervousness of the water and smell the iodine-rich kelp stranded on the shore.


“I’ve seen this weather before,” my mother said to Mrs. O’Dare. “A spring that refuses to flower.”


“Spring will come in its own time, Agatha,” Mrs. O’Dare said.


“It feels like it never will, Missus. It’ll be dark again this day by four.” She looked uneasily at Mare, who dozed in the soft little chair my mother had fashioned for her out of bed pillows and bits of tired silk from old slips and blouses.


For days Mare’d been lethargic and our mother blamed it on the dismal weather. At night she’d loom over Mare, looking at her as if the turning of the world depended upon her. Some nights she’d carry her, sleeping, into the kitchen where she’d light a turf fire in the hearth, then sit before it rocking my sister in her arms, the smell of damp, burning earth wafting through the darkness of the house.


“Come sit down, Agatha,” Mrs. O’Dare said.


Mare stirred, drawing a noisy, labored breath, and my mother clenched as if it caused her physical pain.


“She’s off again in one of her dreams, poor Mary Margaret,” Mrs. O’Dare said softly.


My mother knelt before my sister’s chair, smoothing her hair. Through her sleep Mare grew earnest about the eyes, as if she were dreaming that like the spring, she was about to disappoint our mother.


“The rainy weather can’t hurt her, love,” Mrs. O’Dare said, leaning forward in her chair. “There’s nothing at all about fresh rain that’s bad for weak lungs.”


“But if she gets too cold in all the dampness . . .”


“She’d be on fire in an icestorm with all the cardigans and shawls you keep the poor creature wrapped in!”


My mother shot her a pained look. “You don’t understand how the dismal light is driving her to the end of herself. Bloody sun, holding out on her so.”


“Come and sit down now and have a smoke, love,” the old woman said soothingly, and my mother obeyed. Mrs. O’Dare lit a cigarette and blew out the match. A little black ghost from the flame escaped, wriggling upward on the air.


She passed the cigarette to my mother, wincing as she straightened her legs. “I’m crucified with the arthritis,” she said, leaning back in the chair. She was not a large woman, but soft and lumpy like pillows. What would she fix for tea? she wanted to know. There was a bit of bacon left. Would she boil that with cabbage and potatoes? She didn’t want to be driving out to the shops in this dismal weather to fetch anything like chops. She watched my mother’s eyes, which were set on the bleak sky outside. Graceful nets of smoke climbed the air.


I went to my sleeping sister, lacing my fingers through hers. I knew Mare could feel me through her sleep. I could feel her softness coming back at me.


Her forehead was round and hotter than the rest of her face, her eyelashes gold at the roots and feathery brown at the ends. She slept with her mouth open, her head leaning to the side, her body faintly humming. Her eyes opened ever so slightly as I touched her, a little damp light glistening at me from a distance.


“Leave her be, Clodagh!” my mother said.


I stiffened, but with soft defiance continued to stroke my sister.


“She’s hurting nothing, Agatha,” Mrs. O’Dare protested.


My mother was quiet for a little while but I could feel her watching me.


“Leave her be, Clodagh! Give the poor creature a bit of privacy!” she cried out with a fierceness in her voice, as if I were the source of Mare’s suffering.


“Agatha . . .” the old woman began in my defense.


“Stay out of it, Mrs. O’Dare!” my mother cried. “Stay out of what’s between my daughters and myself!”


•  •  •


When we woke the next morning, rivulets of rainwater dripped down the walls of the vestibule, forming puddles in the uneven dips in the floor. One of the walls was soft to the touch and issued an ancient smell. As my mother and I huddled in the parlor doorway looking at the mess, a chandelier crashed to the floor, bringing with it chunks of waterlogged plaster.


“Sweet Mother of Jesus!” my mother cried.


Mrs. O’Dare came running out at the noise. When she saw the disaster, an angry, self-satisfied flush burned her cheeks. She telephoned workmen, looking imperiously at my mother as she did.


When they arrived they had to break down the door to the upper house. A dank smell descended the stairs, filling my mother with dread. Each time there was a boom of footsteps above us or a banging of hammers, she cried out to the Mother of God.


Mare’s breathing grew more dissonant and drawn, and her cry strange, like the bleat of a weakling lamb. As my mother loomed over Mare, I touched her arm and she stiffened. She made Mrs. O’Dare take me, saying that she had enough on her over my poor sister.


•  •  •


That first day with the workmen upstairs, Mrs. O’Dare took an oil lamp and a broom into the dark hall. With my mother and Mare locked behind the parlor door, I helped the old woman sweep, her lamp casting an ambery church radiance over the broken walls.


“Your mother can fight me if she likes but I’m opening the house. The men will replaster and do the wiring in here once the leaks are taken care of.”


After she cleaned she left the oil lamp still lit on the floor in the usually dim hallway, and my mother, on her way to the kitchen, stopped in her tracks when she saw it. Mrs. O’Dare was standing nearby, ready for a fight, but my mother did not give her one, just stayed awhile where she was, staring.


The next day was Saturday and the men did not come. Mare and I played quietly with dolls in the morning and when she drifted off to sleep I went into the kitchen looking for my mother but did not find her there.


Mrs. O’Dare had relit the lamp and left it burning in the dreaded hallway in a determined attempt to get my mother used to the idea of renovation. I stood at the threshold, drawn in by the lamplight, which emanated a warm fragrance of burned minerals.


From a place where the corridor turned I saw the smear of a shadow and every muscle in my body tensed, but released again slowly when I saw that it issued from my mother, who stood looking into a room, one hand touching the frame of the door. Her face was lifted as if with expectation, and I had the distinct sense that she was looking for someone.


As I moved closer to her, the floorboard stressed under my foot. She froze but did not turn. Her terror and expectation flooded the air between us so I thought I would swoon, and it was as if I felt her heart bumping under my own in the soft of my stomach.


She turned slowly, and her face, beatified by terror, darkened when she saw me. “Jesus,” she cried. “Christ on earth! Can you not leave me a moment of my own, Clodagh?”


My throat constricted and tears heated in my eyes.


She turned from me, and moving up the hall, looked around even more earnestly. Who was she searching for? Was it my dead father? Once I’d heard her say to Mrs. O’Dare that ghosts listened and watched, remembering for you the things you let yourself forget.


While retracing her steps, her body grew heavy. She stopped a moment and stared at the floor, then walked from the hallway, the flame in the lamp stirring the shadows on the blue, decrepit walls as she passed.


Breathing in the cold dankness of the air, I remained in the shadows where she’d left me, listening to the din in the silence.
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BEFORE BED I WALKED UP to My mother, folding My hands as if praying, and looked into her face. “Forgive us our trespasses,” I said.


She blinked, taken off guard. Color rushed into her face. I reached for her and hesitantly she put an arm around me before withdrawing it, and saying in a low voice, “Off to bed with you now.”


In the throes of that agony, I went in the car with Mrs. O’Dare to the shops the next afternoon. Driving south we passed a group of northbound tinkers going to settle in a field, their caravans moving slowly toward us, some people walking with their horses.


Two wild, freckled girls ran alongside a slow-moving car with their hands open.


“Please, a few pence,” one cried in a shrill voice.


The driver threw some coins into the grass on the roadside and they ran to gather them, laughing. Having found them they turned together in a circle, dancing a reel. I watched, envious of the way they fell laughing together and rolled in the grass, fascinated to think they slept at night in a caravan that creaked in the wind.


My own mother had been such a creature. A sun-speckled girl with dirty ankles and wild hair, bleached with weather. People who moved along roads and fields. My mother’s people. Uneasy with houses.


“They run in herds,” Mrs. O’Dare said thoughtfully, puffing on her cigarette as she drove. “Like horses.”


“The rain must have thrown them off course, poor desperate creatures,” Mrs. O’Dare said. “Tinkers don’t usually arrive to this field until summer.”


A tall thin girl passed us with damp staring eyes and I thought of the dark-eyed seals that came in the summer riding the surf.


“These are not the same tinkers that usually come through here. I’ve never seen any of these before,” Mrs. O’Dare remarked.


A woman with an infant at her breast walked toward us at a steady pace, holding out her hand.


“Where’s that poor woman’s shame?” she asked softly. “Suckling an infant in the light of day. Walkin’ along the road as if ’twere nothing. There could be men in this car and do you think she’d hide her naked breast?”


The tinker woman held the infant in one arm, her long freckled hand wrapped gracefully around its bald head as if it had been made for only that purpose. As we came up close to her I pressed my face to the glass of the window. “Give her something, Missus!” I cried.


“Why, Clodagh! I’ve nothing extra to give her,” Mrs. O’Dare said.


“Give her something, please!”


“I have nothing, love.”


When we passed her I knelt on the seat, looking out the back window. The woman turned and met my eyes. My heart drummed hard. She had the same pink speckled skin as my mother, though her hair was a coarse dark rope flopping at one shoulder. The infant trembled and shifted as the woman twisted further round to look at me. Staring after the woman, I was filled with an urgency for her. “Missus,” I whispered. In a moment she was lost among the gathering on the roadside.


I opened the car window for a better smell of the fire in the field. The same smell that was carried toward the sea every summer when the other tinkers arrived in that same field. The smell that agitated my mother.


Mrs. O’Dare had slowed the car and was watching me, a crease forming between her eyes as she looked into mine. “What are ye thinking, lass?” she asked.


Silence filled the car. I was confused by my longing for the dark-haired young mother. My face heated with shame.


•  •  •


After we made our purchases in the shops, Mrs. O’Dare took me to a tea shop for biscuits and a lemonade. The place was mostly vacant, it being an off hour. We sat at a table near a big window that looked out on an ascending street of houses with rough, gray walls, three or four bicycles leaning against one of them.


Our table was covered with a cracked, plastic cloth, a bright pink plastic flower in a bud vase in the center. After we ordered and the woman disappeared into the kitchen, Mrs. O’Dare sighed and sat back on her chair. “It’s nice to sit so in the quiet and have another bring you tea.” She smiled, the lines softening on her forehead as she looked out at the houses on the damp road.


“Why don’t tinkers live in houses?” I asked.


“On still about the tinkers, are you?” she said, rolling her eyes.


“Do you know why, Missus?”


“I suppose they’re suspicious of houses,” she said, sighing. “That they have strange ideas about houses, like your own mother not having the rooms properly wired and cleaned.” She ran a hand through the coarse gray of her hair, smoothing it in place.


From the inland-facing windows at the back of our house we could see the distant field where the tinkers camped in summer. Sometimes my mother stood outside watching the light and smoke from their fires.


“But how are they so different from the rest of us?”


“They’re rough people,” she said, lowering her voice. “Impoverished.” A mysterious, wild-sounding word. “Impoverished,” I whispered. Like the noise the wind made in the hawthorn tree.


“Your mother’s an odd one, though. She was all alone when your father saw her in the west. Too young to be on her own. She’s a mystery, lass.”


“Did my mother beg on roadsides?” I asked.


“I don’t know, lass. And don’t you dare ask her such a question.”


“Why not?”


“Your mother’s ashamed of what she comes from.”


“Why?”


At that moment the woman returned from the kitchen with my biscuits and lemonade, and when she left I had to ask my question again.


“It’s nothing to be proud of, Clodagh, being a tinker. There’s hardship in that life.”


“Where is her own mother?” I asked.


“She’ll not breathe a word on that subject. Not a peep about her life before she met your father. And you mustn’t dare mention anything I’ve told you.”


“She’ll get angry?” I asked. I felt a pang in my stomach when I thought of how easily, how unwittingly I could upset my mother.


I took a bite of a biscuit but it was stale tasting, a simple water biscuit. I’d forgotten to ask for chocolate or jam-filled biscuits.


I put it down, thinking of the tinker woman. “Did my mother once hold me to her breast the way the tinker woman held her baby?”


“Yes, lass. That woman was feeding her child. Suckling it.”


•  •  •


Before tea that night I took some coins from my mother’s purse, snuck quietly from the house, and crossed the field and the old Dublin Road in a light rain. I walked to the tinker camp to find the woman with the infant. I looked into each face peering out of open caravan doors or from under the tarp where the fire was lit. They were all quiet, their eyes on me. But I could not see the woman. The women I did see had fierce faces and none had an infant at her breast.


As I ran home across the field and the road I saw my mother standing behind the house, her hand shielding her eyes from the rain.


“What in God’s name were you doing?” she cried out.


I stopped a few feet from her, my heart pounding.


“I was looking for a lady.”


“What lady?” she cried.


“There was a lady with a baby that I saw when I was in the car with the Missus.”


“And what did you want of that lady?”


“To give her something.”


“Give her what, in the name of God?”


I opened my hand and revealed the coins.


“Where did you get those?”


“From your own bag,” I said.


“Little thief!” she cried. “Give them here.”


I gave them to her and she stood quiet, her mouth tight. “I want to know what you wanted with that woman!”


“I wanted to talk to her.”


“Why?”


“I wanted to ask her something.”


“Ask her what?”


I did not know how to answer her. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to ask the woman.


I shrugged and she let go a soft, involuntary laugh. But the gravity returned to her eyes. She looked away from me, uncertain of herself.


“Come in out of this weather,” she said, and I followed her inside.


•  •  •


In the middle of the meal my mother looked up from her food and said that tinkers were a dejected lot. Her face flushed so the ginger-colored hairs of her eyebrows grew indiscernible. She watched the quiet that passed between me and Mrs. O’Dare. Her breaths came quickly through her nose.


“What have you been telling her about me, you old cow?”


•  •  •


Lying in bed, I tried to imagine the night of my nativity. Maybe there was a clue in the buried bedroom that might lead me to remember how it had happened; how I had made the passage so intact; how Mare had never fully left the water of our mother; how she breathed in air like she was drowning.


I did not understand that my sister and I had come of a slow process within our mother’s womb. Mrs. O’Dare had told me once that identical twins like Mare and me had begun as one baby that split into two. I imagined that Mare had been the original, that I had come from her body the way the priest described Eve coming from a bone in Adam’s body. Perhaps, coming from her as I had, I’d taken too much of her heartiness and left her with none for herself.


I went to Mrs. O’Dare’s room and woke her up. She startled and put her arm around me, shaking faintly. “What’s the matter, lass?” she asked.


“Why is Mare so sick?” I asked.


It never occurred to Mrs. O’Dare that Mare’s affliction was my fault. “God makes mistakes sometimes as if he were as human as the rest of us,” she whispered, and made the sign of the cross.





· 5 ·


MY SISTER AND I GREW used to the comings and goings of the workmen, their tools and tarps and ladders left out, but our mother never did. She was nervous and fidgety over the bumping in the walls.


Once they’d finished upstairs, they replaced the demolished door. My mother took charge of the keys and once again the upper house was inaccessible.


Then they began work on the first floor, uncovering the windows so that the dark, once forbidden hallway was now flooded with soft gray daylight. They ripped down moldings and door frames, replacing water-damaged support beams and replastering, careful not to damage the existing stuccowork designs. Once they wired they put in electric fixtures and bulbs so that the rooms looked vast and unearthly.


They’d grown used to Mare and me, our timid, peering presences. At first they spoke to us, asking our names and such, but we never answered and then they were quiet when we appeared, hammering, turning a screwdriver, swishing a paintbrush. Two men with brown beards and one with a red one.


Most of their labor was concentrated in the rooms farthest to the back and we were free to visit the piano room, to sit side by side on the bench and explore the sounds of the keys.


Mrs. O’Dare knew a few songs. “Mary and Her Little Lamb,” and a fragment of one she called “Clair de Lune.” Mare leaned into the old woman, studying the movement of her stiff hands, demanding to see the pieces played again and again, understanding just by looking at the relationship of the keys on the piano that they ran in scales, that she could mimic the melody in a lower or higher register. The two simple pieces rolled from Mare’s hand within half an hour and she was frustrated for something more complex.


Mrs. O’Dare said she might be able to produce fragments of a piece that required both hands, something she called “The Turning Sea,” or “Sea Turns.” She couldn’t remember.


Mare picked it up quickly, revising the old woman’s mistakes, elaborating new sounds. Mrs. O’Dare left us to ourselves. I sat to Mare’s left and she labored with me, teaching me the lower notes to the piece, her hands so restlessly adept, so in tune with the gradations of sound.


I breathed the humid warmth Mare issued, everything she learned flowing to me. Like thoughts that were nonexistent one moment and there the next.


The lower notes, the ones I played, evoked the boom, the under-rush of the sea, and she played the melody, the higher pitch of the waves, the mood and the yearning, the sparkle of the spume. We held hands, my right and her left, the two resting between us on the piano bench.


Over many rainy days waiting for spring to come, the music grew into a kind of breathing, her hand moving in a graceful side crawl, her fingers strangely independent of each other, quickening, flexing and slowing. She was the force that sent out and drew back the tides of my playing. Her left hand sweat in my right. She squeezed my fingers. We had grown accustomed to finishing the piece by softening our pressure on the keys until we barely grazed them, and found ourselves in silence, the vast heights of the room remembering the brilliance of the music, vibrant and awash above us.


I pressed the side of my face to hers. My original. My beloved, knowing in the heat from her hand and shoulder that she was about to draw me after into “Sea Turns” again.


•  •  •


One day in the middle of May, with still no sign of spring, the men were working in the piano room. Mare was restless and fidgety, wanting to play a hiding game. To keep her from exerting herself, my mother suggested that instead we defy the weather and take her out in a wheelchair, rigged up with umbrellas and an oilcloth tarp. But the wheels sank in the blackened ruts of the road and we had a terrible time pulling it loose.


Inside Mare asked again to play the hiding game, begging until our mother agreed. Mrs. O’Dare and my mother went to the kitchen and counted to twenty-five.


In the vestibule were two closet doors, one of them a “dummy.” In various places throughout the house niches and closets had mates: one useful, one dead-ended, put there apparently to give the appearance of symmetry in the architecture. Mare was fascinated by these oddities. She stood before the dummy door, opening and closing it. “This is the tiniest room in the house,” she whispered, “but we can fit inside it and they’ll never know to look for us here.”


We could barely close the door. I thought they’d find us right away with the noise of Mare’s uneven breathing, amplified by the tight space. But again and again we heard our mother’s bewildered footsteps passing our hiding place, and her calling out, “Where are you? Where are my lambs?”


Long after I was ready to come out, Mare held me back, lips tight, suppressing her laughter. “She can’t find us!” Mare whispered. “She can’t find us!” Even when we heard anguish in our mother’s voice and the urgent echoes of Mrs. O’Dare’s nailed shoes as she searched, too, Mare was giddy over the deception.


“I hate her,” Mare whispered, looking elated.


“You don’t,” I said, stunned.


She snorted. “I don’t, but I do!” I had to pry her hand loose of the knob to open the door and once I did she seemed relieved, disoriented as she stepped out.


“We’re here!” I called out, and our mother, followed by Mrs. O’Dare, rushed in to us from the parlor. Our mother took Mare in her arms. “You’ll keep to your little chair the rest of the day, love. Promise me that,” she said.


Mare rolled her eyes.


“Promise me!”


“Yes!” Mare said.


•  •  •


But all that day my sister was restless to play. In the afternoon when the men had gone, our mother walked across the damp field into town and Mare and I visited the piano room.


They’d finished painting now and the walls were a clean apricot color, the moldings and cornices bleached: fat, snow-white infants peering through vines.


While Mare stood before the piano moving her hands softly over the high keys, I asked her, wasn’t it an odd thing that our mother had once lived in a cave in the wall of a cliff in the west and that our father had brought her into his house; that she was a tinker and never wore shoes so she’d had dark, leathery feet that had to be scrubbed, and bugs that had to be washed from her hair?


Mare listened thoughtfully, tilting her head, her fingers running a quiet scale. I reminded her about the two tinker girls who had begged on the roadside and the freedom they’d had to play. I asked her, wouldn’t it be a wild, free life, sleeping outside at night? I described the way they’d rolled about in the grass, and saw my own exhilaration reflected back at me in her face.


She lay down on the floor and rolled from one end of the room to the other while I jumped over her, both of us giddy. Breathlessly I described the reel the tinker girls had danced together and we held hands spinning until the air swirled around us like water. We had both fallen to the floor joyful, the earth shifting wildly beneath us, when we heard Mrs. O’Dare’s nailed shoes echoing in the hallway. Finding Mare lying on the floor without cardigans and shawls, face flushed and eyes damp with exhilaration, Mrs. O’Dare lowered herself painfully to her knees. “Ah, lass, you’ll not let your mother see you so. Quickly now, let’s fix ye up before she’s back.”


She settled Mare in her chair in the parlor, admonishing us softly the entire time.


That night at tea Mare reached for my hand under the table, squeezing it with the pleasure of our secret. She leaned into me and whispered, “We are wild tinker girls.”


But for that afternoon of joy, my sister paid with a night of labored breathing, and me awake beside her feeling helpless, the air moving effortlessly in and out of my lungs.


•  •  •


The next morning my mother sent me from the room when Mare had a breathing fit. I sat in a chair in the vestibule listening to the chaotic gasping behind the closed parlor door. Whenever Mare suffered I held myself very still, closing my eyes, my mouth filling with a brackish taste, a pain concentrating itself at the soft point under the arc of my ribs. When I heard her quiet I got up and ran dizzily into the room. Mare’s face was sweat soaked, and though my mother hovered over her, Mare kept her focus on me. I reached with my right hand for her left and heard my part in the “Sea Turns,” and soon felt Mare accompany me.


Afterward when she slept I lay with my face beside hers on the pillow, and smoothed her hair. Watching nervously from the doorway, my mother told me to leave her, but I wouldn’t get up. I told her I was tired too, and closed my eyes. There was in me, that day, a wildness to be near Mare; an unquenchable loneliness for her. With “Sea Turns” between us we were almost one; and on the verge of sleep we remembered who we once were: something singular and faceless. Drenched in light.


•  •  •


The doctor came and examined Mare that afternoon. Afterward when he sat down in the foyer, Mrs. O’Dare gave him a cup of tea. He sighed, holding his cup in one hand, his saucer on the palm of the other, gazing distantly at the wall as if he were staring out the window.


My mother waited for him to say something and when he didn’t she pleaded, “Will she be all right?”


He turned his head, and the daylight coming through the vestibule window pooled on his glasses, obscuring his eyes. “She’s weak. Keep her comfortable, Mrs. Sheehy.”


When he left my mother fretted and sighed, guilty over having let her play the hiding game.


•  •  •


After helping Mrs. O’Dare do the washing from breakfast, I stood before the parlor door. Mare sat on the bed while my mother knelt at the foot of it, ransacking the drawers of her small oak chest, usually forbidden to us.


When she’d first come to Mercymount Strand my aunts in the west had, over the telephone, set in place for my mother an account at Rafferty’s Antiques and Acquisition Shop in Bray so that she might furnish the mostly empty house. But instead of buying furniture she had bought knickknacks and crockery and jewelry; little charms and novelties of all kinds, and hoarded them in chests and presses.


From the doorway I could see a selection of her precious keepsakes laid out before my sister, my mother leaning with her elbows on the perennially unmade bed, examining something in her hand, speaking in a whisper as if she were in church.


“Clodagh! Come in here,” Mare cried. A shadow crossed my mother’s face when she saw me, but she looked back at the object in her hand.


The window was open a crack, the air mineral-smelling from dim blasts of lightning breaking over the sea. I came in slowly and stood near the bed.


The object in my mother’s hand was a watch with a cracked crystal and a little garnet like a bead of blood over the twelve. The metal that encased it had turned green.


“It doesn’t tick,” Mare said when my mother offered it to her.


“It doesn’t matter, Mary Margaret,” my mother said. “Look at the beauty of the thing.”


“Yes,” Mare said and passed it to me.


I did not see the beauty of it. I must have made a face because my mother took it from me and said, “You have to develop a taste for beauty.”


She held it again, seeming to cradle it in her hand. Everything about her slowed down. It seemed to be the stillness, the steadfastness of the thing, that captivated her. And I thought then that if it had ticked she might have liked it less.


Her mood and the soft noise of Mrs. O’Dare sweeping in the hallway made me feel sleepy.


“A beautiful thing like this will outlive us all,” she said, holding it to the globe of the lamp. “Such little things are slow to change.”


I wanted to understand her reverence for things kept in the locked chest, taken out into light only on occasion, fawned over and returned to airlessness.


In Mare’s lap I saw a hair comb with a satin ribbon attached to it, and the porcelain Dutch girl my father had given to my mother. My heart constricted in my chest. I knew somehow that my mother had given these things to my sister. But I told myself that Mare deserved special treatment. Her tie to the world was so tenuous and mine so strong. She deserved the tenderness of our mother. And I told myself that whatever our mother gave to Mare she also gave to me because the cords that once connected us in the womb still kept their phantoms in our sides. In spite of all these thoughts, my face burned.


I ran my fingers roughly over the tangle of necklaces and jewels on the bed and my mother stiffened.


“Stop that now!” she admonished in a harsh, quiet voice.


I looked angrily at her, holding back tears, stirring the necklaces again roughly before withdrawing my hand.


The rain deepened outside and the light from the sea seemed bright and dark at once, the shadows of the rain moving over the bed where everything lay, and making the little novelties on my sister’s lap appear to shiver.


•  •  •


That night while Mare slept I went into the kitchen where my mother and Mrs. O’Dare sat at the table smoking.


“Clodagh!” the old woman said when I appeared in the doorway in my nightgown.


The back of my mother’s chair was against the wall. She leaned one arm on the table and her legs were crossed. I approached her quietly, watching her face. “Can I have one of the presents my father gave you?” I asked.


“What?” she asked impatiently.


“You gave Mare the Dutch girl.”


“You’re rough with things, Clodagh,” she said, looking away from me and puffing on her cigarette.


“I’m not,” I said.


She would not look at me.


“I’m sorry if I was rough with the necklaces,” I said.


“Go to bed now, Clodagh,” she said.


But I did not move, hungry, uncertain.


“Agatha, love!” the old woman said. “Give the poor creature a kiss!”


My mother stiffened. “Go to bed, Clodagh!” she said in a soft, angry voice.


I walked from the room and stood in the darkness of the hall listening to them.


“Why must you always intervene between myself and that one?” my mother cried.


“For the love of God! Don’t you see how much that child needs you?”


“Yes, I see it! I bloody well see it. She watches me like a cinder that won’t go out.”


“Why can’t you offer her any comfort?”


My mother let out an exasperated sigh and the certainty left her voice, replaced by something faintly desperate, regretful sounding. “I don’t have enough in me for the two of them, Missus.”


A moment of silence passed before the old woman said, “You do, love.”


“Things’ll be better when we have a bit of sunlight again, Missus. Mare will get better and I’ll be better in myself.”


I crept up the hall and got into bed.


A few minutes later I heard the door creak open. “Clodagh,” my mother whispered and I sat up. She put her arms around me and I felt her heart beating against my throat.


“Good lass,” she said in a light, high-pitched voice, tender with guilt. She kissed the top of my head. I lay down and she pulled the blanket up around me and moved away in the dark to her own bed.


•  •  •


Mrs. O’Dare drove to the shops in the morning for fresh bread and sausages. She stopped at Bourke’s, the newsagent’s for the Irish Press, and after breakfast she read it at the table, muttering, making little interested sounds as she turned the pages.


“Bless us, Holy Mother! It says here that the weather is about to turn!” she announced.


“I’ll not believe it until I see it,” my mother said, her voice still softened by confusion as if the old woman’s words from the previous night had not left her. She looked plaintively at me, then away.


“The seasons always change, Agatha,” Mrs. O’Dare said.


“No, Missus,” she said and gazed into her teacup. “There was a spring once in the west of Ireland . . . that did not flower.”


“Maybe there were no flowers in the very rocky places . . .”


“Even in the rocky places the maidenhair ferns and the little purple flowers come up between the stones,” she said slowly. “But one year I was there they never came up at all.”


“I don’t remember that,” Mrs. O’Dare said.


“ ’Twas before I met you, Missus,” my mother said softly.


The old woman lowered the newspaper from her face and gazed at my mother.


“That particular year the rain destroyed the Brigid’s Beds,” my mother said.


“Brigid’s Beds?” the old woman asked.


“Have ye not heard of such things?” my mother asked.


“No, love,” the old woman breathed.


“A grave for an unbaptized child. The rain was terrible that year, exposing the infants in their awful privacy, sending them adrift in the washes.”


Mare fidgeted in her chair.


“Tell us, love,” Mrs. O’Dare said. “Was it before you were alone in the cliffs?”


My mother held her breath. For a moment she looked so much like my sister that I could have believed Mare was her own twin and not mine. She seemed to be considering how she might answer and if the old woman’s voice had not suddenly rushed with insistence, maybe she would have.


“Tell us, love,” the old woman piped, leaning toward her. My mother’s forehead tightened and the graceful vein that ran there appeared and imposed itself, casting a shadow.


“You’re full of tricks, you old cow!”


“What could be wrong with wanting to know something of your girlhood?”


“I had no bloody girlhood,” my mother cried, her anguish now turned to anger.


“Your language, Agatha!”


“Let me ask you a bleedin’ question, Missus! If you never had children o’ your own why are your legs swollen and spidery with the veins?”
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