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Prologue

It is autumn and yet it feels more like summer. The sun is bright and warm, the sky a translucent, flawless blue. Ringed plovers and little terns cavort on the sand, and bees search for nectar in the purple bell heather, for the frosts are yet to come and the rays are still hot on their backs. Hares seek cover in the long grasses, and butterflies, hatched in the unseasonal weather, flutter about the gorse in search of food. Only the shadows are longer now, and the nights close in early, damp and cold and dark.

I stand on the cliff and gaze out across the ocean to the end of the earth, where the water dissolves into the sky and eternity is veiled in a mysterious blue mist. The breeze is as soft as a whisper and there is something timeless about the way it blows, as if it is the very breath of God calling me home. I can see the sweeping Connemara coastline to my left and right. The deserted beaches, the soft velvet fields dotted with sheep, the rugged rocks where the land crumbles into the sea. I look ahead to Carnbrey Island, the small mound of earth and rock that sits about half a mile out, like an abandoned pirate ship from long ago. The old lighthouse is charred from the fire that gutted it, leaving a forlorn white shell where once it stood proud and strong, guiding sailors safely back to land. Only seagulls venture there these days to pick at the remains of unfortunate crabs and shrimps trapped in rock pools, and to perch on the fragile skeleton of burnt timber that creaks and moans eerily in the wind. To me, it’s romantic in its desolation, and I remain transfixed, remembering wistfully the first time I rowed out to explore soon after we were married. It was a ruin even then, but just as I had hoped, the lighthouse possessed a surprising warmth, like a children’s playhouse that still resonates with the laughter of their games long after the children have packed up and gone. I remained captive in fantasy, oblivious as the wind picked up about me and the sea grew rough and perilous. When the skies darkened and I decided to row back to shore, I found myself stranded like a shipwrecked sailor. But shipwrecked sailors don’t have heroic husbands to rescue them in gleaming speedboats, as I had. I remember Conor’s furious face and the fear in his eyes. I still feel the frisson of excitement his concern gave me, even now. “I told you never to row out here on your own,” he growled, but his voice had a break in it that pulled at my heart. I pressed my lips to his and tasted the sweet flavor of his love. The lighthouse never lost its allure, and, to my cost, I never lost my fascination for that lonely and romantic place. It resonated with the lonely and romantic person that I was.

Now it beckons me across the waves with a light that only I can see, and I’m almost sure that I can make out the figure of a child in white, running up the grass with outstretched arms; but then I’ve always had a fanciful imagination. It could just be a large seagull, swooping low.

I turn suddenly, my attention diverted by the people now arriving at the gray stone chapel behind me. It is a short walk up the hill from the car park, and I watch with curiosity the mourners dressed in black, making their way up the path like a solemn line of moorhens. Our home is situated outside the village of Ballymaldoon, which boasts a much bigger church. But there is something special about this weather-worn little chapel, surrounded by ancient gravestones and shrouded in myth, which has always enthralled me. Legend says that it was built in the fourteenth century by a young sailor for his deceased wife, so that she could keep watch over him while he went to sea, but the headstones have all been eroded by the elements so that it’s impossible to read what was once carved into them. I like to think that the gravestone at the far end, closest to the sea, is the one that marks the remains of the sailor’s wife. Of course she’s not in there and never was: just her bones, discarded along with the clothes she no longer needed. But it’s a sweet story, and I’ve often wondered what happened to the disconsolate sailor. He must have loved her very dearly to build an entire church in her memory. Will Conor build a church for me?

The chapel fills with people but I keep my distance. I see my mother, pinched and weary like a scrawny black hen, beneath a wide black hat embellished with ostrich feathers—much too ostentatious for this small funeral, but she has always tried to look grander than she is—and my father who walks beside her, tall and dignified in an appropriate black suit. He is only sixty-five, but regret has turned his hair white and caused him to stoop slightly, making him look older. They have traveled up from Galway. The last time they made this journey was the year Conor and I married, but that time they were pleased to be getting rid of me. None of my six sisters have come. But I am not surprised: I was always the black sheep, and it is too late now to make amends.

My parents disappear into the chapel to take their places among the congregation of locals, and I wonder whether they feel shame in the glare of the people’s love: for I am loved here. Even the one man I was sure would not attend is sitting quietly in his pew, hiding his secret behind a mask of stone. Tentatively, I step closer. The music draws me right up to the door, as if it has arms that reach out and embrace me. It is an old Irish ballad I know well, for it is Conor’s favorite: “When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.” And I smile sadly at the memory of those helicopter journeys from Dublin to Connemara when we’d all sing it loudly together over the rumble of the propellers, our two small children with their big earphones on their heads, trying to join in but unable to get their tongues around the words.

Just then, as I seek refuge in the past, I am wrenched back into the present where the tall, shaggy-haired figure of my husband is making his way up the path. Three-year-old Finbar and five-year-old Ida hold his hands tightly, their small feet stumbling occasionally as they struggle to keep up with his long strides. His dark eyes are fixed on the chapel, his long, handsome face set into a grimace as if he is already fighting the accusations muttered against him behind hands and pews. The children look bewildered. They don’t understand. How could they?

Then Finbar notices a black-backed gull on the path ahead and suddenly drops his father’s hand to chase it. The little boy flaps his arms and makes a whooshing noise to scare it away, but the bird just hops casually over the grass, careful to maintain a safe distance. Ida says something to her father, but Conor doesn’t hear. He just keeps his eyes focused on the chapel in front. For a moment I think he sees me. He is looking directly at me. My heart gives a little leap. With every fiber of my being I want to run to him. I want him to enfold me in his arms like he always used to. I long for his touch as life longs for love. But his expression doesn’t change, and I retreat back into the shadows. He sees only bricks and stone and his own desolation.

The desire to gather my children against my breast propels me into hell, and I realize then what hell is. Not a land of fire and torture in the center of the planet but a land of fire and torture in the center of one’s soul. My longing is constant and unbearable. I am unable to kiss their sweet brows and brush my lips against their skin and whisper my love into their ears. I am certain their little hearts would be lifted to know that I am close. And yet, I cannot. I am imprisoned here and can only watch helplessly as they walk on past me into the chapel, followed by the coffin and its six solemn bearers. The coffin, which contains within its oak walls the greatest lie.

I remain outside a while longer. Singing resounds from inside the chapel. The scent of lilies is carried on the breeze. I can hear the shrill voice of Conor’s eccentric mother, Daphne, who sings louder than everyone else, but I don’t feel a mocking sense of amusement as I usually would: only a rising fury, boiling up from the bottom of my belly because she is there to pick up the pieces and nurse her son’s broken heart, not I. I think of Finbar and Ida and the coffin that rests in front of them, and wonder what they are feeling as they face death for the first time in their young lives.

I have to find a way to tell them. There must be something I can do to tell them the truth.

I gather my courage like a warrior gathering arms. I never dreamed this would be so hard. I thought, at this point, everything would be so much easier. But I have brought it upon myself, so I will bear the pain bravely. It is my choice to be here, after all.

But now I am afraid. I step silently into the chapel. The singing has stopped. Father Michael takes to the pulpit and speaks in a doleful monotone, and I believe that he is truly sad and not just pretending. The congregation is still and attentive. I am distracted a moment by the enormous displays of tall-stemmed lilies on either side of the altar, like beautiful white trumpets lifting their muted lips to heaven. They vibrate with a higher energy that draws me to them, and I have to muster all my will to resist their pull. I am like a thread of smoke being drawn to an open window. I focus on my intent and tread noiselessly over the stone floor towards the coffin. It is bathed in a pool of sunlight that streams in through the dusty windows, like spotlights on a stage. I was never the famous actress I once yearned to be. But my moment of glory has come at last. Everyone’s eyes are upon me. I am where I have longed to be all my life. I should revel in their devotion but I feel nothing but frustration and despair—and regret, it is true: I feel a terrible regret. For it is too late.

I turn and face the congregation. Then I scream as loudly as I can. My voice reverberates around the chapel, bouncing off the ancient walls and ceiling, but only the birds outside hear my cry and take to the skies in panic. Conor’s eyes rest steadily on the coffin, his face contorted with pain. Finbar and Ida sit between their father and Conor’s mother, as still as waxworks, and I turn to the coffin wherein lies my death. My death, you understand, but not my life—for I am my life and I am eternal.

And yet no one knows the truth: that I stand before them as an actress who’s taken her final bow and stepped off the stage. The cliché is true. My costume and mask lie in that coffin, mistaken for me, and my husband and children mourn me as if I have gone. How could they think I’d ever leave them? For all the riches of heaven I would never leave them. My love keeps me here, for it is stronger than the strongest chain, and I realize now that love is everything—it is who we are; we just don’t know it.

I approach my children and reach out my hand, but I’m made of a finer vibration, like light, and they feel nothing, not even the warmth of my love. I press my face against theirs, but they don’t even sense that I am close, for I have no breath with which to brush their skin. They feel only their loss, and I cannot comfort them or wipe away their tears. As for my tears, they are shed inwardly, for I am a spirit, a ghost, a phantom, whatever you want to call me. I have no physical body; therefore, I suffer my pain in my soul. In a rage I fling myself about the church, hoping for some reaction. I tear about like a maddened dog, but I am as a whisper and no one can hear me howl but the birds.

The strangest thing about dying is that it’s not strange at all. One moment I was living, the next I was outside my body. It felt like the most natural thing in the world to be outside of myself, as if I had already done it a hundred times before but forgotten. I was just surprised that it had happened so soon when I still had so much left to do. It didn’t hurt nor did it frighten me. Not then, anyway. The pain was yet to come. What they say about the light and your loved ones who come down to escort you on is true. What they don’t tell you is that you have a choice; and I chose to stay.

Father Michael clears his throat and sweeps his moist eyes over the grave faces of his congregation. “Caitlin is with God now and at peace,” he says, and I attempt and fail to wrench the Bible from his hand and fling it to the floor. “She leaves behind her husband, Conor, and their two young children, Finbar and Ida, whom she loved with a big and generous heart.” He looks directly at my children now and speaks with grand authority. “Although she is gone to Jesus, she leaves a little of herself with them. The love they will carry in their hearts throughout their lives.” But I am more than that, I want to shout. I’m not a memory; I’m more real than you are. My love is stronger than ever, and it is all I have left.

The service finishes, and they file out to bury me in the churchyard. I’d like to be buried near the sailor’s wife, but instead I am laid to rest beside the stone wall a little farther down the hill. It’s farcical to watch the coffin lowered into the ground while I sit on the grass nearby, and it would be quite funny, were it not so desperately sad. Conor tosses a white lily into the trench, and my children throw down pictures they have drawn, then step back into their father’s shadow and cower against his legs, pale-faced and tearful. I am weary from trying to get their attention. A gull hops towards me, but I shoo him away, just for the pleasure of watching him react.

Time does not exist where I am. In fact, I realize now that time does not exist where you are, either. There is only ever now. Of course, on earth there is psychological time, so you can plan tomorrow and remember yesterday, but that exists only as thought; the reality is always now. So days, weeks, years mean nothing to me. There is only an eternal present from where I watch the disintegration of everything I love.

It is as if, with my death, the life has gone out of Ballymaldoon Castle, too. It is as if we have died together. I watch the men in big vans motor up the drive, beneath the burr oaks that crowd in over the road to create a tunnel of orange and red, their gossamer leaves falling off the branches and fluttering on the wind like moths. On either side a low, gray stone wall once hemmed in sheep, but there haven’t been sheep here since Conor bought the castle and surrounding land almost twenty years ago, so now the fields are wild. I like them that way. I watch the long grasses swaying in the breeze, and from a distance they look like waves on a strange green ocean. The lorries draw up in front of the castle where Cromwell’s armies stood four hundred years ago to seize it for an officer, as a reward for his loyalty. Now the army of burly men is here to take the valuable paintings and furniture into storage, because Conor is boarding up the windows and bolting the doors and moving into a smaller house near the river. He has always been a solitary man; creative men often are, but now I watch him retreat even further into himself. He cannot live here without me because I breathed the life into this place and now I am dead.

I loved the castle from the very first moment I saw it, nestled here at the foot of the mountain like a smoky quartz. I imagined its imposing gray walls once scaled by princes come to rescue princesses imprisoned in the little tower rooms that rise above the turreted gables. I imagined how swans once glided across the lake and lovers lay on the banks in the evening sun to watch their courtship. I imagined the three billy goats gruff trotting across the ancient stone bridge, unaware of the wicked troll lurking in the shadows beneath. I imagined the ghosts of knights and ladies haunting those long corridors carpeted in scarlet and never guessed that I would be one of them, imprisoned by the longing in my heart. I never dreamed I would die young.

I watch helplessly as most of the pieces I chose with such care are lifted and carried and piled high in the vans, supervised by our estate manager, Johnny Byrne, and his son Joe. It is as if they are dismembering me, piece by piece, and placing my limbs into coffins all over again; but this time I’m sure I can feel it. The George VI pollard-oak library table, the parcel-gilt mirror, the set of twenty George IV dining chairs I bought at auction from Christie’s. The marble busts, Chinese lamps, my maple writing desk. The ebony chests, the Victorian armchairs and sofas, the German jardinières, the Regency daybed, the Indian rugs: they take them all, leaving only the pieces of no worth. Then they lift down the paintings and prints, exposing pale squares on the denuded walls, and I cringe at how ungallant they are, as if these brawny men have robbed a lady of her clothes.

I fear they are about to remove the greatest prize of all: the portrait of myself that Conor commissioned a little after we were married, by the famous Irish painter Darragh Kelly. It takes pride of place above the grand fireplace in the hall. I am wearing my favorite emerald-colored evening dress, to match my eyes, and my red hair falls in shiny waves over my shoulders. I was beautiful, that is true. But beauty counts for nothing when it lies rotting in a casket six feet beneath the ground. I rest my eyes upon it, staring into the face that once belonged to me, but which is now gone forever. I want to weep for the woman I was, but I cannot. And there is no point tearing about the place as I did in the chapel, for no one will hear me but the other ghosts who surely lurk about this shadowy limbo as I do. I’m certain of it, although I have not seen them yet. I would be glad of it, I think, because I am alone and lonely.

Yet they do not take it down. It is the only painting left in the castle. I cannot help but feel a surge of pride when the doors are bolted at last and I am left in peace to contemplate the earthly beauty I once was. It gives me comfort, that painting, as if it is a costume I can slip on to feel myself once more.

Conor and the children settle into Reedmace House, which is built down by the river, near the stone bridge where the goats and troll of my imagination dwell, and Conor’s mother, Daphne, moves in to look after them. I should be pleased the children have a kind and gentle grandmother, yet I cannot help but feel jealous and resentful. She embraces them and kisses them in my place. She bathes them and brushes their teeth as I used to do. She reads them bedtime stories. I used to mimic the voices and bring the stories to life. But she reads plainly, without my flair, and I see the children grow bored and know they wish that she were me. I know they wish that she were me because they cry silently in their beds and stare at my photograph that Conor has hung on the wall in their bedroom. They don’t know that I am beside them all the time. They don’t know that I will be with them always—for as long as their lives may be.

And time passes. I don’t know how long. Seasons come and go. The children get taller. Conor spends time in Dublin, but there are no films to produce because he no longer has the will or the hunger. The empty castle grows cold as the rocks on the hills, and is battered by the winds and rain. I remain constant as the plants and trees, with no one to talk to but the birds. And then one night, in the middle of winter, Finbar sees me.

He is asleep, dreaming fitfully. I am sitting on the end of his bed as I do every night, watching his breath cause his body to rise and fall in a gentle, rhythmic motion. But tonight he is restless. I know he is dreaming of me. “It’s all right, my love,” I say, as I have said so often, silently, from my other world. “I’m here. I’m always here. Right beside you.” The little boy sits up and stares at me in amazement. He stares right at me. Not through me but at me. I’m certain of it because his eyes take in my hair, my nose, my lips, my body. Wide with astonishment, they drink me in, and I am as astonished as he.

“Mam?” he whispers.

“Darling boy,” I reply. “Is it you?”

“It’s me.”

“But you’re not dead.”

I smile the smile of someone with a beautiful secret. “No, Finbar. I’m not dead. There is no death. I promise you that.” And my heart lifts with the joy of seeing his face flush with happiness.

“Will you never leave me?”

“I’ll never leave you, Finbar. You know I won’t. I’ll always be here. Always.”

The excitement begins to wake him, and slowly he loses me. “Mam . . . Mam . . . are you still here?”

“I’m still here,” I say, but he no longer sees me.

He rubs his eyes. “Mam!” His cry wakes Daphne, who comes hurrying to his side in her nightdress. Finbar is still staring at me, searching me out in the darkness.

“Finbar!” I exclaim. “Finbar. I’m still here!” But it is no good. He has lost me.

“It’s only a dream, Finbar,” Daphne soothes, laying him down gently.

“It wasn’t a dream, Grandmam. It was real. Mam was on the end of my bed.”

“You go back to sleep now, darling.”

His voice rises, and his glistening eyes blink in bewilderment. “She was here. I know she was here.”

Daphne sighs and strokes his forehead. “Perhaps she was. After all, she’s an angel now, isn’t she? I imagine she’s always close, keeping an eye on you.” But I know she doesn’t believe it. Her words satisfy Finbar, though.

“I think so,” he mumbles, then closes his eyes and drifts off to sleep. Daphne watches him a while. I can feel her sadness; it is heavy like damp. Then she turns and leaves the room, and I am alone again. Only this time, hope has ignited in my heart. If he managed to see me once, he might see me again.



Chapter 1

Ellen Trawton arrived at Shannon Airport with a single suitcase, fake-fur jacket, skinny jeans, and a pair of fine leather boots, which would soon prove highly unsuitable for the wild and rugged countryside of Connemara. She had never been to Ireland before and had no memory of her mother’s sister, Peg, with whom she had arranged to stay, under the pretext of seeking peace and solitude in order to write a novel. As a London girl, Ellen rather dreaded the countryside, considering it muddy and notoriously quiet, but her aunt’s was the only place she knew where her mother would not come looking for her—and the only place she could stay without having to spend a great deal of money. Having quit her job in marketing for a small Chelsea jeweler, she was in no position to be extravagant. She hoped Aunt Peg was rich and lived in a big house in a civilized part of the country, near a thriving town with shops and cafés. She didn’t think she’d last if she lived in the middle of nowhere with only sheep to talk to.

She stepped out into the Arrivals hall and scanned the eager faces of the crowd for her aunt. Her mother was tall and still beautiful at fifty-eight, with long, mahogany-colored hair and high cheekbones, so Ellen assumed Aunt Peg would be similar. Her eyes settled at once on an elegant lady in a long camel-hair coat, clutching a shiny designer handbag with well-manicured hands, and her heart swelled with relief, for a woman who lived in the middle of a bog would not be wearing such a stylish pair of court shoes and immaculate tweed trousers. She pulled her case across the floor. “Aunt Peg!” she exclaimed, smiling broadly.

The woman turned and looked at her blankly. “Excuse me?”

“Aunt Peg?” But even as she said it, Ellen could tell that she had made a mistake. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I thought you were someone else.” For a second she felt lost in the unfamiliar airport, and her resolve weakened. She rather wished she were back home in Eaton Court, in spite of having gone to such trouble to escape.

“Ellen!” a voice exclaimed from behind. She swung around to see a keen, shiny face beaming excitedly up at her. “Just look at you! Aren’t you a picture of glamour!” Ellen was surprised her aunt spoke with such a strong Irish accent when her mother spoke like the queen. “I knew it was you the minute I saw you coming through the door. So like your mother!” Aunt Peg looked like a smiling egg, with short, spiky gray hair and big blue eyes that sparkled irreverently. Ellen was relieved to see her and bent down to kiss her cheek. Peg held her in a firm grip and pressed her face to her niece’s. The woman smelt of lily of the valley and wet dog. “I hope you had a good flight, pet,” she continued breathlessly, releasing her. “On time, which is a boon these days. Come, let’s go to the car. Ballymaldoon is a couple of hours’ drive, so if you need to use the lav, you’d better go now. Though of course we can stop at a petrol station on the way. Are you hungry? They probably didn’t give you much to eat on the plane. I always take sandwiches from home. I can’t bear the cheese they put in theirs. It tastes like rubber, don’t you think?”

Ellen let her aunt drag her suitcase across the hall. She was quick to notice her sturdy lace-up boots and the thick brown trousers she had tucked into shooting socks. Aunt Peg lived in a bog after all, Ellen thought despondently. Judging by her coarse, weathered hands, she no doubt chopped her own firewood and did all her own gardening as well.

“You’re not at all like Mum,” she blurted before she could stop herself.

“Well, I’m much older for a start, and we’ve always been very different,” her aunt replied, without a hint of displeasure. The two women hadn’t spoken in thirty-three years, but Aunt Peg did not look like the sort of person to hold a grudge. Ellen’s mother, on the other hand, was the sort of woman for whom a grudge was a common complaint.

Lady Anthony Trawton was not a woman to be crossed. Ellen was well acquainted with the thinning of her lips, the upturning of her nose, and the little disapproving sniff that always followed. It didn’t take much to incite her disapproval, but being the “wrong sort” of person was the worst sort of crime. Ellen had been a rebellious teenager, unlike her golden-haired sisters, who were paragons of virtue at best and bland at worst. They hadn’t needed molding because for some reason they had come out just as their mother had wished: obedient, pretty, and gracious, with their father’s weak chin, fair hair, and slightly bulging eyes. Ellen, by contrast, had a wild and creative nature, exacerbated by her mother’s unreasonable objection to her independence, as if striking out on her own would somehow turn her into the “wrong sort” of person. With her raven-colored hair and rebellious disposition, she was the quirk in what might otherwise have been a picture-perfect family. But Ellen was hard to mold; her mother had tried, pushing her every which way through the hole designed for proper aristocratic young ladies, and for a while Ellen had acquiesced and allowed herself to be pushed. It had been easier to surrender and give up the struggle—a relief, almost. But a woman can go against her nature for only a limited time before unhappiness overwhelms her and forces her into her own shape again. Ellen couldn’t determine the exact moment when she had decided she had had enough, but her flight to Ireland was the result of a lifelong struggle for freedom.

Aunt Peg hadn’t attended either of Ellen’s sisters’ weddings, even though Leonora had married an earl and Lavinia a baronet—anything less would have provoked a substantial snort from their mother—and her name was never mentioned. Ellen had picked up enough snippets of conversation over the years to know that there was some sort of estrangement. The Christmas cards and letters that arrived from Ballymaldoon every year were met with a disdainful sniff and promptly tossed into a bottom drawer in her mother’s study. Unable to restrain her curiosity, Ellen had once or twice leafed through them and learned that her mother had a secret past, but she knew better than to ask her about it. The cards had always aroused her interest, and sometimes, when she caught her mother staring sadly into the half distance, she wondered whether her wistfulness had anything to do with them. Perhaps, like the nostalgic smell of burning leaves in autumn, the letters gave off a fragrance that seeped through the drawer and pulled her back to her past. Now, when Ellen had needed somewhere to run, the letters had given her all the information she needed to find her aunt, thanks to the little address stickers stuck to the top of the page, which included her telephone number. Excited and a little afraid, she knew she was about to discover what her mother had hidden away all these years. She didn’t dwell on the terrible consequences were she to be found out. She looked down at Peg’s rough hands and thought of her mother’s smooth white fingers and perfectly painted nails. Her mother had married well; Peg had not. Their lives were clearly very different. But why?

“You surprised the devil out of me when you telephoned,” said Peg. “But it was a lovely surprise. It really was. Of all the people to call out of the blue, it was you! I’d never have believed it.”

“I hoped you wouldn’t mind. I just needed to get out of London. It’s far too busy and noisy there to think.”

“Not the right environment for a budding novelist, I agree. I can’t wait to hear all about your writing. What a clever girl you are.”

Ellen had always loved words. Every time she looked out of the window she felt compelled to describe what she saw. She filled journals with poems and stories, but it wasn’t until very recently that she had decided to change the course of her life, realizing that happiness comes only from doing what one really loves, and that if she didn’t try to write a novel now, she never would. Her mother ridiculed her aspirations of becoming a “scribbler,” but Ellen’s desire to express herself was stronger than her mother’s desire to snuff out her creativity. Connemara would be the perfect place to be true to herself.

“I’m not just here to write, Aunt Peg. I’d like to get to know you. After all, you are family,” Ellen added kindly. The rate at which her aunt was talking gave her the impression that she wasn’t used to company.

“That’s very sweet of you, Ellen. I don’t imagine you’ve told your mother you’re here.”

“No.”

“I thought as much. So, where does she think you are, then?”

Ellen pictured the note she had left on the hall table, beneath the oval mirror where her mother arranged her hair and makeup every morning before going out to her ladies’ lunches and charity meetings. She would have found it by now. No doubt it had aroused a monumental snort. She wondered what would have upset her more: the fact that Ellen had disappeared without telling her, or the fact that she had said she might not marry William Sackville after all. Her mother might have needed to sit down after reading that line in the note. Although William was neither baronet like Lavinia’s husband, nor earl like Leonora’s, his family was very well connected and owned a large grouse moor in Scotland. Her mother insisted that they were very distantly, but quite discernibly, related to the late queen mother. “I told her I was going to stay with a friend in the country,” she lied.

“Ah, you’re a bold little devil,” said Peg. “Now let’s see if I can remember where I parked the car.”

[image: images]

After scouring the rows of shiny vehicles, Peg cheerfully made for the dirtiest car in the building. It was an old Volvo, designed like a sturdy box. “Excuse the mess, but it’s usually just me and Mr. Badger.”

“Mr. Badger?”

“My sheepdog. I left him at home. You’ll have the pleasure of his company later.”

“Oh, good,” Ellen replied, trying to sound enthusiastic. Her mother had a tiny papillon called Waffle, which looked more like a toy than an animal, although its neurotic yap was only too real and very irritating. Leonora and Lavinia insisted on buying little dogs at Harrods, which they could carry around in their handbags, not because they liked dogs, Ellen thought, but because they were fashionable accessories like Smythson diaries and Asprey leather key rings. If they could have bought their babies at Harrods, she imagined they probably would have.

Peg climbed into the car and swept the newspapers off the passenger seat. Ellen noticed the dog hairs clinging to the leather. “Where do you live?” she asked, all hope of a civilized town with elegant shops and restaurants now fading at the sight of the mud on the mat.

“Just outside Ballymaldoon, a delightful town near the sea. You’ll find it very peaceful to write your book.”

“Is it deep countryside?”

“Oh, yes, very deep. I have lots of animals. I hope you like animals, Ellen. You might have noticed my country attire. It gets very cold there on the west coast, and damp. Did you bring any other boots, pet?”

“No, just these.”

“They’re very elegant, Ellen, but you’ll ruin them in a day. Luckily, I have a spare pair you can borrow.”

Ellen glanced at Peg’s sensible leather ones and balked. “Thank you, but I’m fine. I probably won’t go out that much.” Peg frowned at her then laughed heartily. “Now that’s the funniest thing I’ve heard all week.” Ellen wondered whether her mother had fallen out with any other relations who might perhaps live in Dublin.
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“So, how is Maddie?” Peg asked once they were on the road. Her voice was steady, but Ellen noticed that she gripped the steering wheel tightly and kept her eyes on the way ahead.

“Maddie?”

“Your dear mother?”

Ellen had not heard her called by that name, ever. “She’s Madeline to her friends, you know, and Lady Trawton to everyone else. . . .”

“I bet she is. She always was rather grand. I suppose she still speaks like a duchess?”

Ellen was too impatient to hide her curiosity. “Why did you two fall out?”

Peg squeezed her lips together. “You’d better ask your mother,” she replied tightly.

Ellen realized she had to tread more carefully. “I’m sorry, it must be painful to talk about it.”

“It’s in the past.” Peg shrugged. “Water under the bridge.”

Ellen thought of the letters and cards tossed thoughtlessly into her mother’s bottom drawer and felt sorry for her aunt. She had an air of loneliness. “It must sadden you not to see your family.”

Peg flinched. “Sadden me not to see my family? Jaysus, child, what’s the woman been telling you? It should sadden her not to see her family, though I don’t suppose it does. We haven’t heard from her in over thirty years.”

Ellen was stunned. She had taken Peg for a spinster. “Oh? I thought . . .” She hesitated, not wanting to cause offense. “Do you have children, Aunt Peg?”

Peg faltered a moment, and her profile darkened, like a landscape when the sky clouds over. “I have three boys, all in their thirties now, working. They’re good boys, and I’m very proud of them,” she replied softly. “Maddie and I have four brothers. I don’t suppose you know that?”

Ellen was astonished. “Really? Four? Where are they?”

“Here in Connemara. We’re a big family, a close family. You have loads of cousins.”

“Do I? I never imagined. I’ve only ever heard Mother mention you, and that’s when I wasn’t supposed to be listening! And you send Christmas cards every year.”

“Which I suppose get thrown in the bin!” Peg added bitterly.

“A bottom drawer.”

“Well, Maddie and I were once very close. We were two girls in a family dominated by boys, so we stuck together. But it was her decision to leave Ireland and break with her kin, not the other way around, and in so doing she broke our mother’s heart. I don’t feel it’s wrong to tell you that. The boys never forgave her.”

“I never met my grandmother.”

“And sadly, you never will.”

“She’s dead, is she?”

“Yes, she died ten years ago.”

“I don’t suppose Mother made peace with her before she died.” Peg shook her head and drew her lips into a thin line. “And my grandfather?” Ellen asked. “Do I have a grandfather?”

“He died in a car crash when we were small. Mam took over the farm and raised us single-handed. Maddie hated getting her hands dirty, but I’ve always loved animals. When Mam died, Desmond, our oldest brother, took over the farm. I made a little farm for myself. It’s the only thing I know how to do. Do you mind if I smoke?” She suddenly looked exhausted, as if the excitement of meeting Ellen had taken the energy out of her.

“You smoke?” Ellen asked, suddenly feeling more optimistic.

“I do, I’m afraid. I’ve tried to quit but I think I’m just too old to learn new tricks.”

“Smoking is a dirty word in our house. I have to sneak about and lean out of the bedroom window for a puff.”

“It’s a dirty word everywhere nowadays. The world is a duller place for all the policing. The best parties are the ones on the pavements.”

“Oh, I so agree with you. I’m always standing freezing, puffing away, but in the very best company. Although I acknowledge I’d be an idiot not to try to quit. I just need a good reason to stop.”

“Have a look in my handbag and you’ll find a packet of Rothmans. Help yourself and then light one for me, there’s a good girl.”
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“Don’t tell me you still live at home, at your age!”

“I’m thirty-three.”

“Much too old to be living with your parents.”

“Well, I didn’t always live with them. I went to Edinburgh University, then when I came back to London I lived with Lavinia before she got married. Mother persuaded me to return home when I got into financial trouble. It seemed silly to turn away the offer of free accommodation, especially when the house is so big and they were both rattling around like a couple of beans in a box. Mother’s been trying to marry me off for years.” She thought of William and cringed. She had sent him a text but hadn’t dared turn on her iPhone to see if he had replied. “It seems rather outdated to mind so much about marriage.”

“Well, Prince William’s gone, so Maddie must be very disappointed. Though there’s always Harry, of course.”

Ellen laughed. “You’re not wrong, Aunt Peg!” As she rummaged around in Peg’s carpet bag she told her about her sisters’ excellent marriages. “In Mother’s eyes, you’re not a ‘proper person’ until you’ve married well. Lavinia and Leonora are both extremely ‘proper’ now.”

“Good heavens, Maddie must have been beside herself at that result!”

“I don’t think she’s too happy about me, though. I’m the eldest, so, technically, I should have married first. Trouble is, I’m not sure I want to marry the sort of man my mother wants for me.”

“Follow your heart, pet, and you’ll always be happy. Large estates and titles don’t mean anything in the light of true love. In fact, I think they only bring trouble. A lot of hard work and responsibility. Life is better when it’s simpler.”

Ellen lit a cigarette and handed it to Peg, then lit one for herself. She opened the window a crack and the smoke snaked its way out into the soggy February air.

“So, is there a Mr. Peg?” she asked, inhaling deeply and feeling the tension in her shoulders melt away.

“There was a Mr. Peg a long time ago, but we went our separate ways.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Oh, don’t be. I have my youngest son and my brothers to look after me.”

“One can never tell whether or not a marriage is going to last. Mum and Dad seem happy enough, but there’s no guarantee.”

“Well, you never know what life is going to throw at you and how you’re going to react. Some things bring you closer while others set you apart.”

“Do you ever see your ex?”

“No, he emigrated to America. The boys go and visit him, of course. He married again, a much younger woman, and had a little . . .” She paused and took a long drag. “A little girl,” she said softly, and her voice broke as if those words had caused her pain. “Well, she won’t be little now. Still, he’s got no reason to come back.”

Ellen noticed the air change in the car. It grew suddenly heavy with sorrow, as if the damp from outside had come in through the open window. Ellen felt sorry for her aunt, for she had obviously been very hurt when her husband married again and started another family. “Tell me about your boys,” she said cheerfully, changing the subject.

Peg smiled and the atmosphere lifted. “Well, they’re good boys,” she began. “Dermot, Declan, and Ronan. Dermot and Declan are married with children and come and visit from time to time, but Ronan, well, he’s still in Ballymaldoon and doesn’t look likely to settle down any time soon.”

As they drove into the heart of Connemara, Ellen let her aunt rattle on about her sons. She watched the landscape change, and the beauty of it took her by surprise. She found herself drawn to the wild, sweeping landscape of rocky mountains and wet valleys, where rivers trickled through the heather, and ruined stone dwellings stood like skeletons on the hillsides, exposed to the wind and mists that rolled in from the sea. There was something melancholic about the sheer vastness of the wilderness, as if human beings had been defeated by its untamable nature and thrown up their hands in despair, abandoning their homes to seek a safer existence in the towns and cities. There were no pylons, few telephone masts, little but the long, straight road that cut through the bogs and long grasses, and the rugged hills that rose up into the sky, their peaks disappearing into cloud. Ellen had never seen anything quite like it and watched in fascination and fear as the civilized urban world with which she was familiar was replaced by this defiantly silent land.

At last they drove down the valley into the town of Ballymaldoon, and Ellen caught sight of the ocean twinkling in the distance, as vast and untamable as the Connemara landscape. Aunt Peg would have bypassed the town were it not for her niece, who she felt would enjoy a brief viewing. “Not that there’s much to see,” she remarked as they motored down a quiet street of pastel-colored houses neatly positioned in a line behind stone walls and shrubbery. The town was dominated by a large Gothic church, which sat regally on an incline, shielded by tall sycamore trees and rock. “I don’t go to church,” said Peg. “Father Michael thinks I’m ungodly. He’s wrong, of course; I feel God with me all the time, but that priest irritates the hell out of me, always has done. It’s as simple as that. So you don’t have to go if you don’t want to. It’s all the same to me.”

“Mother goes to Mass every morning in London, would you believe,” said Ellen.

“Oh, I would. But I don’t think God has a great deal to do with it.” They both laughed.

“Ah, a pub, now things are looking up,” Ellen exclaimed as Peg slowed down alongside the Pot of Gold. “Is it any good?”

“Full of locals and family. I prefer the quiet life, myself. But the boys will take you, if you like.”

“Your sons?”

“No, I mean my brother, Johnny, and his eldest son, Joe. Johnny is estate manager up at the castle, and Joe works for him. I think Johnny and Joe can be found at the bar most evenings. Go with them. Joe will introduce you to everyone you need to know. Like I said, you have loads of cousins. They don’t all live here in Ballymaldoon, of course, but there are plenty who do. You’ll be amused by the Pot of Gold. I think you’ll find a few characters for your novel in there.” She chuckled to herself, as if she already had a few in mind.

Peg drove down to the harbor, where fishing boats were tethered to the quay or tied to buoys, a little way out. Mounds of lobster pots were piled on the stones, and one or two rugged-looking fishermen in thick jerseys and caps sat smoking and chatting as they mended their nets. A skinny mongrel lay on the cobbles, shivering in the cold. Ellen thought it wouldn’t be long before the men set off to the Pot of Gold for a Guinness and the dog for a warm place beside the fire. Ballymaldoon was a pretty little town, but there were obviously no decent shops to tempt her. Just as well, she thought, for she hadn’t saved much money, and she couldn’t ask her parents after the note she had left them. She had certainly burnt her bridges in that respect. She wondered how long it would be before she suffocated down here in Nowhere and returned to London, gasping for excitement like a fish out of water, repentant and compliant. As pretty as it was, there was evidently not a lot going on.

Aunt Peg drove on through the town and out the other side. A mile or so farther down the coast she took a turning onto a farm track and motored up the hill between gray stone walls and lush green pastures dotted with sheep, until they reached a pair of modest white farmhouses at the top. “It’s not much but it’s home,” she said cheerfully, drawing up in front of the cottage on the left. Ellen was disappointed. She had rather assumed her aunt would have a bigger house. But it was quaint and picturesque, with a high thatched roof into which little dormer windows had been cut, their frames painted red to match the door. There were no trees to protect it from the elements, only the low stone wall, and Ellen imagined it had been built stout and sturdy in order to withstand the ferocious winter winds.

The house might have been a disappointment, but when she stepped out and turned around, the view took her breath away. There, twinkling through the evening mist, was the ocean, and right in the middle, looming out of the twilight like a phantom, were the charred remains of a ruined lighthouse. She stood a moment and watched it. The sun had sunk below the horizon, and the sparkling lights of Ballymaldoon could be seen way off to the right, blending with the first stars that peeped through the cloud. Slowly, the lighthouse faded as the night and fog closed in around it, and then it was gone, as if it had never been there.

Ellen was drawn out of her gazing by the scampering sound of little paws. She turned to see Mr. Badger, a black-and-white border collie, followed by a grunting ginger pig.

“I hope you like animals,” said Peg as she returned to the car to fetch Ellen’s suitcase.

“Of course,” Ellen replied, not knowing whether to pat the pig or run away.

“Don’t be alarmed by Bertie, he’s a good boy and house-trained. See, he likes you,” she added as Bertie thrust his nose between Ellen’s legs and grunted. Ellen jumped back in panic. “Just stroke his ears, pet, he loves that.” But Ellen ignored her aunt’s advice and hurried into the house.

Inside, it was warm and cozy and smelt of damp dog. The hall was tiled with square gray stones, the walls painted a soft white, decorated with amateur watercolors of the sea. In the kitchen a dusty brown beanbag lay against the island for Mr. Badger. A straw mat was placed in front of the yellow Stanley stove that was pushed into the chimney breast beside a neat pile of small logs. Ellen presumed that was Bertie’s bed, if pigs had beds. The sideboards were cluttered with mugs and utensils, pots for tea bags, coffee, and pens. An old-fashioned-looking teapot sat on the Stanley, waiting to be boiled. Peg looked at the clock on the wall and smiled. “I suppose it’s too early for a wee drink. Would you like a cup of tea, pet? You must be hungry. I have ham and freshly made soda bread.” She opened the fridge. “I made stew for your tea, but how about a snack now? There’s nothing like a long journey to give you an appetite. Or would you prefer to see your room first and freshen up?”

“Yes, that would be nice, thank you,” Ellen replied, watching Bertie trot into the kitchen and take his position on the straw mat.

“Come on, then.” Peg hauled her suitcase up the stairs in spite of Ellen’s protestations that she should carry it. “I’m as strong as an ox. This is nothing compared to the sheep I’ve lifted.”

She opened the door into a floral-decorated bedroom with a low ceiling of old wooden beams, a big pine bed, wardrobe, and chest of drawers. Striding across the carpet, she opened the window to let out a maddened fly that was buzzing against the glass. “You have a view of the sea.”

Ellen’s heart lifted. “With the lighthouse,” she said.

“Yes,” Peg replied, her voice wary.

“It’s a ruin. I love ruins.” She joined her aunt at the window.

“That’s a very tragic one. A young mother died there five years back in a fire. Though what she was doing there at that time of night is nobody’s business.”

Ellen stared through the darkness but saw nothing. “How sad.”

“Joe will tell you all about it. He’s full of it. The girl’s husband, Conor Macausland, moved out of the castle after she died into a smaller house on the estate, but Johnny and Joe still work there, keeping the gardens nice. She was a very keen gardener.” She lowered her voice. “There was talk that she was murdered.”

Ellen was horrified. “By who?”

“Her husband.” Peg closed the window and drew the curtains. “He was the prime suspect for a brief time. The garda were all over the case like ants, but they found no evidence whatsoever to prove that he did it. Some believe they found no evidence to suggest that he didn’t.”

“How awful! What do you think?”

Peg sighed. “I think it was a tragic accident, but some people won’t be satisfied with that. They enjoy a bit of mystery and murder.” She smiled wryly. “You see, it can get a bit boring down here, and people like to embellish things for entertainment. Personally, I like a quiet life.” Peg walked towards the door. “Your bathroom’s down the corridor, second door on the right. Don’t go opening the first door, mind, because Reilly’s asleep in there.”

“Reilly?”

“A squirrel I rescued just before Christmas. I couldn’t have been given a nicer present.” She smiled fondly, as if speaking about a small child. “He’s been hibernating in the laundry cupboard ever since. It’s warm beside the boiler, so I thought he’d be cozy. He’ll wake up in a month or two, and then I’ll try to tame him. If you need clean sheets at all, ask me first because I know which shelf he’s on.”

Ellen smiled back casually, as if a squirrel in the laundry cupboard was a perfectly normal occurrence. “Sure,” she replied. “Any other animals I should be aware of ?”

“Not inside. Only mice and bats in the attic, but they won’t be bothering you. Bertie won’t come upstairs, but if you go into the kitchen in the middle of the night, he might fly at you thinking you’re an intruder. He rushed at Oswald when he was a little piglet and managed to fracture his leg, so imagine what he’d manage to break now!”

“Who’s Oswald?”

“My dear friend. You’ll love him. He rents my cottage next door and comes in most evenings to play cards.”

“Does he help on the farm?”

Peg snorted a little like Bertie and laughed. “No, if you knew Oswald, you’d appreciate how funny that sounds! Oswald is a retired English gentleman who paints in a three-piece tweed suit, no less. Those watercolors downstairs are his. They earn him enough to pay the rent but not much more. He does it for pleasure, I think. He’s a dear friend. You’ll like Oswald.” Her eyes sparkled as she said that, and Ellen wondered whether she wasn’t a bit in love with this English gentleman.

“I look forward to meeting him,” said Ellen.

“There’s a nice little sitting room downstairs for you to write in. I’ll light the fire, and you can snuggle up in there while I’m out. Freshen yourself up now and come down when you’re ready. I’ll wet the tea.”

[image: images]

Ellen pulled her telephone out of her handbag and switched it on. After a few moments it rang with two messages and two texts. Two were missed calls from her mother, but Ellen deleted the voice mails without listening to them. One text was from William: Darling, what is this all about? I don’t understand. Please call me so we can discuss. His coolness didn’t surprise her at all. William was the type of upper-class Englishman who was rarely rattled by anything. He’d enjoyed an education that gave him a strong sense of entitlement and the expectation that everything would work out well in the end. After all, it always had, so there was no reason for him to believe that Ellen’s sudden flight was any different. He was probably rolling his eyes and sighing, “Women!” in the same way his father shrugged off his mother’s foibles. The other text was from her best friend, Emily: OMG you’ve really gone and done it! Your mother has called twice but I’m too scared to answer. What shall I say? Please call. Ellen switched the phone off and walked over to the window. She flung it open and breathed in the damp night air. A shiver rippled across her skin. She wasn’t sure whether it was caused by the cold or the excitement at having run away. It didn’t matter. She felt free from duty at last. She had pleased her parents for the first thirty-three years of her life; now, finally, she was at liberty to please herself.



Chapter 2

Downstairs, Peg was sitting at the kitchen table reading the newspapers over bread and cheese. Ellen noticed a menacing-looking bird perched on the back of her chair. It was as black as charcoal, with eyes as pale as aventurine. “I suppose he’s another friend?” she asked, pulling out the chair as far away from the bird as possible.

“Oh, yes, that’s my little jackdaw,” Peg gushed. “I raised him from the egg and he’s lived with me ever since. I try to shoo him away but he always comes back. There’s no getting rid of him.” She laughed, and Ellen knew that Peg didn’t really want him to fly away. “Would you like a cup of tea now?”

“I’d love one, thank you.” The jackdaw watched her warily. “What’s he called?”

“Jack,” Peg replied, then laughed. “Not a very inspiring name, but it suits him.” At the mention of his name, Jack flew onto the table to peck at the biscuit crumbs Peg had left for him. He was so big he dwarfed the biscuit tin.

“You have lots of animals.”

“I can’t say no, that’s the trouble, and everyone knows it. Any stray or hurt animal and they come knocking on my door.” Peg handed her a mug of tea. “Milk is in the jug. Oswald comes in at six for a glass of wine. He can’t be doing with tea. I always keep a bottle of claret on the top of the fridge just for him, but if you’d like some, you’re very welcome to share it. Tomorrow, I’ll introduce you to Charlie the donkey, Larry the llama, my hens and sheep. I only have a dozen sheep. Snowdrop is my favorite; of course, she’s a big girl now, but I raised her after the fox got her mother. She kept me up all night with her demands. Worse than the boys when they were babies!”

Ellen sipped her tea and felt instantly restored. “Besides the ghastly Waffle, Mother doesn’t like animals.”

“Waffle’s a dog, I suppose. With a name like that, I hope it’s a dog.”

“Yes, a very small one.”

“Maddie was always worried about getting her clothes dirty, even as a little girl. I’m not sure people change all that much. She was like a swan among geese.”

“You’re not a goose, Aunt Peg.” Ellen laughed.

“Compared to your mother, I most certainly am. She came out last, but all the beauty was saved for her. Not that it matters. I’m old and wise now and know that beauty counts for nothing if a person’s not beautiful on the inside.”

“I don’t think Mother cares too much what’s on the inside.”

“Well, she did once. Still, as long as she’s happy.” She shrugged. “Do you fancy another cigarette before Oswald gets here? He doesn’t like smoking, so I try to have one a little before he arrives so that the place doesn’t smell.”

“Yes, please,” Ellen replied. It was true that Peg wasn’t a beauty like her sister, but she had the wide, friendly face of a person always ready to see the good in others. “I’m glad I’ve found you, Aunt Peg. To think, if I hadn’t rummaged through Mother’s letters, I might never have known you existed.”

Peg handed her niece the packet, and Ellen placed a cigarette between her lips. “It’s never too late. All the rivers flow into the sea one way or another. She tried to keep us hidden but you’ve found us all on your own.”

They lit their cigarettes and sipped their tea in the cozy warmth of the kitchen. Peg chatted on about her family, her Irish accent curling around her words like pigs’ tails, and Ellen was lulled by the gentle rise and fall of her intonation. Bertie lay grunting in his sleep on the mat, while Mr. Badger was snuggled up on his beanbag. Jack returned to his perch on the back of Peg’s chair but watched Ellen cautiously, still unsure of the stranger in their midst.

Ellen felt so comfortable in Peg’s kitchen it might as well have had arms to embrace her. In London, her parents’ kitchen was Mrs. Leonard’s domain. The family ate in the dining room, and Mrs. Leonard cooked and cleared away. Being old, Mrs. Leonard was of the generation that had grown up with the green baize door, which, since the eighteenth century, had been a feature of every staffed house, and, as a consequence, she was perfectly at home in her domain behind it. Besides Mrs. Leonard there was Mrs. Roland, the housekeeper, who lived in the basement flat, and Janey, a sprightly girl straight out of university who was Madeline Trawton’s personal assistant, though Ellen couldn’t imagine what she had to do all day as her mother didn’t have a job. Her father had a driver who spent most of his time chauffeuring her mother to boutiques in Bond Street and charity lunches. On reflection, her childhood had been dominated by Norland nannies in gray uniforms. She couldn’t remember a time when the house hadn’t been full of staff.

Ellen considered her home. It wasn’t really a home at all, but a showpiece, decorated and regularly updated by the famous French designer Jacques Le Paon—and the kitchen, which Mrs. Leonard occupied like a territorial hen, was a functional and impersonal place rarely visited by the family. Not like Peg’s. Ellen sat back in her chair and let the room absorb her. Peg’s kitchen was the very heart of the home, and Ellen soaked up the love appreciatively.

After a while, Peg got up to open a window and boil a saucepan of black coffee to disguise the smell of smoke. She glanced at the clock on the wall as the big hand made its way slowly up to the twelve. At five to six, Peg took two wineglasses down from the cupboard and fetched the half-full bottle of claret from the top of the fridge. She pulled out the cork and balanced it on the log pile beside the Stanley to warm it. Five minutes later the front door opened and in strode a reed-thin man of about sixty-five, wearing a three-piece tweed suit, cap, and spectacles.

“Good Lord, is it that time already?” he exclaimed jovially as he strode into the kitchen. “Ah, the lovely Ellen, all the way from the Big Smoke.”

“This is Oswald, pet,” said Peg, her smile almost swallowing her entire face.

Ellen stood up and extended her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you,” she said. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Oswald’s pale gray eyes twinkled playfully as he shook her hand. “We artists are going to get along like a pair of geese on a pond,” he announced. His English accent was as crisp as fine bone china. Ellen didn’t think he looked anything like a painter. His hands were soft and clean, his tweed suit and shirt perfectly pressed.

Peg hurried to the table with the glasses then returned a moment later with the bottle. Oswald sat down and let Peg pour him a large glass of claret.

“Well, isn’t this nice.” He took a sip then raised his glass to Ellen. “Welcome to the motherland.”

She laughed, liking Oswald already. “Thank you.”

“This is the land of mermaids and magic. Don’t think that all the stories you’ve heard of Ireland are folklore. No, they’re absolutely true. If you look hard enough, you’ll see little green leprechauns hiding out in the heather and stealing coins to put in the pot of gold at the bottom of the rainbow.”

“Oh really, Oswald. You’re a rogue.” Peg laughed, handing Ellen a glass and sitting back in Jack’s chair, with a small glass of Jameson and a jug of water for herself. “Don’t believe a word he says, pet. He’s away with the fairies.”

“And there are fairies, too,” he added gravely, lowering his voice. Ellen wasn’t sure whether he was joking just to tease her aunt. “They hear everything,” he mouthed, glancing warily around the room. “And they steal things, too, so you’d better watch out and keep your valuables locked away.”

“He’s messing with you,” Peg interjected. “And he’s only had a sip.”

“It’s true. Come on, Peg. You’re constantly telling me how things have been mysteriously moved or vanished altogether.”

She shook her head. “With the house full of animals it’s hardly surprising. Bertie has a thing for shiny objects.”

“Have you caught him in the act?” Oswald demanded.

“No, but I know it’s him.”

“There, you see, no proof. I told you, it’s the fairies. Has she met Dylan yet?”

“Not yet. Tomorrow, I suspect,” Peg replied. A little uneasily, Ellen thought.

Oswald turned to Ellen to fill her in. “Dylan knows where all the leprechauns lie buried, and he’ll tell you if you buy him a whiskey—he’s creative, like us, Ellen, and consequently a very sensitive soul, though sadly the drink has made him more eccentric than he once was. I’m not sure whether the leprechauns he claims to see aren’t really swimming in the whiskey in that sodden head of his.” He grinned, revealing two crooked eyeteeth that made him look like a wolf. “But he still has a large dose of that famous Irish charm. One can’t help liking Dylan.”

“All sounds good for my novel,” said Ellen.

“Oh yes, you’ll be very inspired down here,” Oswald agreed, raising his eyebrows. “What’s your book about?”

“Love, mystery . . . you know,” she replied vaguely. “I’m not really sure yet, to be perfectly honest.”

“The less of an idea you have, the better; that way you can soak up the atmosphere and let your imagination carry you to new and magical places. Leave your London stories behind, they have no place here in Connemara.”

Ellen felt uplifted by Oswald’s advice. She was used to her mother squashing her enthusiasm. She was looking forward to exploring the place and finding inspiration among the ruined buildings and craggy hills. While she hid out in this remote part of Ireland she could work out what she was going to do, in her own time. Peg seemed happy to have her stay; and William, their impending wedding, and her controlling mother seemed reassuringly far away.

[image: images]

Oswald took off his tweed cap and stayed for dinner, which Aunt Peg called “tea.” Ellen presumed he always did. They ate stew, boiled cabbage, and potatoes, which Peg called “spuds” and put in the middle of the table to be individually peeled. For pudding she had baked a treacle tart, which was Oswald’s favorite, not that one could tell from the size of him. He looked like a bulrush with a mop of curly gray hair on top.

After dinner, he stepped out into the hall and showed Ellen the paintings he had given Peg, explaining that if he ever fell short in paying his rent, he presented her with a picture. “One day, they’ll be worth a fortune and Peg will be very rich.”

“What good will that be to me?” said Peg from the kitchen.

“You don’t know what’s good for you,” Oswald said.

“Money only brings trouble. I’ve been very content without, thank you very much.”

“Money’s got nothing to do with happiness, I agree, but it sure makes life more comfortable while you’re looking for it!” he replied. Then he lowered his voice and pointed to a painting of the lighthouse, before the fire gutted it. “There’s your mystery,” he said, tapping it with his nail.

“Peg told me about the fire.”

“Dreadful business. Poor girl. She was only young, not that much older than you, and pretty, too. She had flowing red hair the color of flame heather, green eyes, skin as white as cream, and a wild yet fragile nature. There was something childlike about her. I suspect she was close to the fairies and leprechauns.” He chuckled and lowered his voice. “But don’t tell Peg. She doesn’t like to admit that she believes in that sort of thing.”

“Peg told me that the husband . . .”

“Conor, yes, poor soul. If I was him, I would have fled, with all the fingers pointing at me and murder unspoken on people’s lips. But he has a house hidden away on the estate, and no one ever sees him. He keeps himself to himself and spends most of the time in Dublin, I think. He was a very successful film producer, but I’m not sure he’s managed to pull anything off since Caitlin died. The children go to school there now.”

“I gather they lived in a castle.”

“I’ve painted that, too. It’s quite something. Johnny and Joe will take you up there and you can have a look around. For a novelist, it’s the perfect place to set a book.”

“I’m feeling inspired already,” she replied excitedly.

“No boyfriend?”

“No,” she lied, folding her arms across her chest.

“That’s a very defensive gesture,” he observed thoughtfully.

“I had one, but it’s over.”

“Ah, you’ve left some poor man back in London brokenhearted, have you?” He smiled kindly and peered at her over his spectacles. “It’s better to break his heart now than break both of your hearts further down the line.” Ellen imagined her mother’s heart was breaking the most.
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Ellen helped her aunt carry the tray of coffee into the sitting room. She had lit a fire and closed the curtains, and the room smelt pleasantly of woodsmoke. Mr. Badger wandered in and climbed onto the sofa with the nonchalance of a dog simply carrying out his nightly routine. Peg and Oswald took their places at the card table set up in the bay of the window, while Ellen sat in the armchair beside the fire and watched as Jack flew in and positioned himself on the tallboy pushed against the far wall.

“Would you like to play?” Peg asked her niece.

“No, thank you. I don’t play cards,” she replied, wondering where the television was and whether her aunt had Sky.

Peg read her mind. “I’m afraid I don’t have a television. I have a library of books in the little sitting room where you’re going to write your book. What do you like reading?”

“Fiction mostly. Romance, mystery, beautiful places. Escapism, I suppose,” she replied, considering all the things she needed to escape from. “And I love historical fiction, too, like Philippa Gregory. I’ve read all of hers.”

“And you must read the classics,” interjected Oswald; then he added wisely: “ ‘In the long run, men hit only what they aim at. Therefore, they had better aim at something high.’ There, that’s a quote for you. Read Oscar Wilde, Dumas, Maupassant, Austen, Dickens. Read the greats, Ellen, and you might end up writing like them.”

“Is that what you do with your paintings?” she asked with a grin.

“No, because I am old and I have reached my ceiling in terms of ability. You are young and have a long way to go.”

“I’m not sure I believe that, Oswald. I don’t think one is ever too old to strive for greatness.”

“Now you’re teasing me,” he chuckled.

“Don’t you think you deserve a little of your own medicine?” asked Peg, clicking her tongue and gazing at him lovingly.

“Deal the cards, Peg, old girl, and let’s begin.”
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Ellen realized that she would inevitably have to find a book to read, if they were going to play cards every evening and there was no television to entertain her. She wondered what Emily would think of that and smiled. She didn’t think Emily would last five minutes in a house without a television. She wasn’t sure she was going to last that long, either. But a house with two eccentric old people and no telly was certainly more desirable than home in London with a fiancé she didn’t love and a pushy mother urging her up the aisle for all the wrong reasons.

She sank into the sofa and stared at the fire thoughtfully. She knew she owed William more than a text—and she should really have been clearer. “I need to get away and have “some time to think” was not synonymous with: “I don’t love you so I don’t want to marry you.” The date of the wedding was set for June, almost five months away. The Church of the Immaculate Conception at Farm Street was booked for Saturday the twenty-second and the reception at Claridge’s afterwards gave her mother an excuse to lunch there weekly with Mr. Smeaman, the oleaginous events manager. She had already made an appointment with Sarah Burton, who had designed the Duchess of Cambridge’s wedding dress, because Madeline Trawton insisted she wanted a creation no less beautiful for her eldest daughter, although Ellen was quick to recognize that it had more to do with impressing her friends than pleasing her child. Leonora and Lavinia had both enjoyed lavish weddings, but when all was said and done, the brides had taken second place to their mother, who had shone more radiantly than the two of them put together.

While Ellen ruminated on her predicament and Peg and Oswald played cards in the bay window, Jack began to squawk from the tallboy. “Kak-kak,” he went, frantically pacing the ledge where he perched. Then Mr. Badger lifted his head and pricked his ears. He stiffened, as if every one of his senses was alert to something only a dog can perceive. Ellen watched him absentmindedly at first and then with growing interest. He began to wag his tail and follow some unseen thing with his eyes, as if it wandered about the room. Then he whined excitedly, his tail thumping on the cushions. It was all most curious, but neither Oswald nor Peg seemed to notice. Ellen pushed herself up from her seat and knelt on the carpet to stroke him. He glanced at her a moment, acknowledging her presence, but was immediately distracted again by the unseen entity.

“Aunt Peg, have a look at Jack and Mr. Badger,” she said. “They’re behaving very strangely.”

Aunt Peg glanced over and grinned. “They’re a little eccentric, I’m afraid.”

“It’s the fairies,” said Oswald, without taking his eyes off his hand of cards.

Peg shook her head. “Don’t you go scaring my niece, she’s only just arrived. I won’t have her fleeing back to London from the spooks.”

“If it’s a spook, it’s a friendly one,” said Ellen. Then, as Jack flew out of the room, she added, “I can’t vouch for your bird, but Mr. Badger likes it. Look how he follows it with his eyes.”

“Dogs like fairies,” Oswald commented with an air of authority. “But they’re not so partial to leprechauns.”

“Are you going to make your move, Oswald, or are we going to sit here and talk rubbish?”

He dealt his card. “There, old girl, that’ll put you in your place.”

Ellen stroked Mr. Badger’s face, and soon he calmed down and put his head between his paws. He closed his eyes and sighed heavily before drifting off to sleep beneath the rhythmic motion of her touch.

Ellen wondered what it was that had excited him so much. She didn’t believe in fairies and leprechauns, but thought it quite natural that there should be ghosts. “How old is this house?” she asked her aunt.

“Oh, it was built in the early eighteenth century,” Peg replied.

“So there might be ghosts?”

“I told you, my dear, there are fairies. Lots of fairies,” Oswald retorted before guffawing loudly. “There, you see, that was a clever move of mine, wasn’t it, Peg!”
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