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Praise for The Night Swimmer


“Mr. Bondurant skillfully conjures the elemental world his characters inhabit.”


—The New York Times


“Evocative and often lyrical in its descriptions of Ireland’s landscape, lore, cadences, and character . . . Bondurant’s portrait of Highgate, the novel’s Prospero, is unforgettable.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“It’s a rare writer who can turn the hypnotic euphoria of endurance sports into a moving literary experience.”


—Outside magazine


“Bondurant has given us a group of characters full of life and danger. . . . This is a story that will stay with you.”


—Seattle Post-Intelligencer


“But when Bondurant explores what it is like to push yourself to the brink, whether with physical activity, drugs and alcohol, or lust, he captures an intensity of experience the reader won’t soon forget.”


—BookPage


“[A] dark and fleetingly mysterious novel.”


—Library Journal


“The Night Swimmer is intriguing, seductive, treacherous, and frightening. Bondurant’s writing is so beautiful, poignant, and poetic that the book is worth a second read.”


—Lynne Cox, author of Swimming to Antarctica and Grayson


“Before you plunge into The Night Swimmer, be forewarned: there will be ghosts (and goats), and Gaelic spells cast by black waves of invisible power. But mostly you will be dazzled by the sheer force of Matt Bondurant’s storytelling. In prose as rugged as Ireland’s coastline and just as enchanting, Bondurant has offered up a breathtaking story of what happens when dreams come true and hearts are unbridled.”


—Betsy Carter, author of Swim to Me and The Puzzle King


“Lush, brutal, and otherworldly, The Night Swimmer is completely transporting. This darkly beautiful love story—set in Bondurant’s distinctively captivating and merciless coastal Ireland—will pull you under.”


—Julianna Baggott, author of Girl Talk
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For Stacy







PART I



DARTS
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Sitting in a chair on the stones before the house drinking Scotch and reading Aeschylus, I think then of how we are gifted. Of how we have requited our appetites, of how we have kept our skin clean and warm and satisfied our various appetites and lusts. I would not want anything finer than these dark trees and this golden light. I read Greek and I think that the advertising man across the street may do the same; that given some respite from war and need the mind, even the mind of the ad salesman, inclines to good things. Mary is upstairs and I will have my way here, very soon. This is the sharp thrill of our mortality, the link between the rain-wet stone and the hair that grows from our bodies. But it is while we kiss and whisper that the children climb onto a stool and eat some sugary sodium arsenite that is meant to kill ants.
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The most wonderful thing about life seems to be that we hardly tap our potential for self-destruction. We may desire it, it may be what we dream of, but we are dissuaded by a beam of light, and change in the wind.


The Journals of John Cheever





Prologue


Now, in calm weather, to swim in the open ocean is as easy to the practiced swimmer as to ride in a spring-carriage ashore. But the awful lonesomeness is intolerable. The intense concentration of self in the middle of such a heartless immensity, my God! who can tell it?


Herman Melville, Moby-Dick


It began with a dart, a pint, and a poem, three elements that seemed to demonstrate the imprecise nature of fate. When Fred stepped up to the line, the dart held loosely in his hand, you could see in the way he carried his body the assurances of a man who was well prepared. Fred was always lucky, but to say that now seems to remove something essential from him. In fact it is Fred who should be telling you this story, as he was the one preparing for this all along. Not me.


*  *  *


The judges in green suit jackets stood by with clipboards and the rest of us, the other contestants, the wives, girlfriends, family, and other various hangers-on, quietly drank our free pints of Murphy’s in a cavernous pub in the city of Cork, Ireland, 2002. There were thirty candidates in the first round, drawn from thousands of entrants. The contestants seemed all cut from the same mold: all men, between the ages of twenty-five and forty, with that bearing, look, and attitude you see in bars all over America and the world; a sort of studied nonchalance, an ease with the environment of drink and bar sport, the verbal acuity, the ability to hold drunken court. Average, unaffected attractiveness, most a bit on the portly side. Roughly manicured facial hair. The kind of men who excel at giving toasts at a wedding. Fred loved to give a toast almost more than anything. He coached me through one I gave for my father’s retirement party.


Under a minute, Elly, that’s the key, he said.


We devised a simple recipe of amusing story, then heartwarming anecdote, finished with a touch of personal sentiment. Neat as a pin: laugh, cry, cheer.


The Murphy’s contest was a sort of dilettante’s challenge, which suited my husband. Fred moved between interests like an errant housefly, but he had a focus of attention that was astonishing and exasperating, like the boy so enamored by the spider that he doesn’t feel the rain. The first prize was a pub in Ireland, title and deed.


*  *  *


It was a common enough dream for young Americans of a certain set: by moving into a mostly imagined past, represented by Europe, we could recapture something we so desperately wanted in the present. Or simply a way out of the meat grinder of the suburbs. We named our place in Burlington Revolutionary Road, a joke that no one got as far as we could tell. It was Fred’s idea. Fred always wanted to admit our hypocrisy and failings. He could have been a champion medieval monk, so adept he was at self-flagellation. Fred felt if we got it out in the open, acknowledged our defeat, then it wouldn’t turn out so badly for us.


By the time he won the contest Fred was nearly crushed by the six years he’d worked in corporate training. When he started at the company, fresh out of graduate school, they were still using paper handouts and the same binders on memo writing they had used in the 1970s. Fred came into the Burlington headquarters with effective ideas and churned out a few PowerPoint presentations, and in a year he was the senior consultant in charge of product development, creating a new line of seminars, communication presentations, and short talks on effective e-mail writing strategies. We bought a house near the lake in Burlington and settled in. I got a part-time teaching job and spent most of my time swimming in Lake Champlain. I’d come up the road from the lake and Fred would be out on the deck mixing a pitcher of margaritas, some kind of meat sizzling on the grill. It was a good life. We should have considered what it was we were giving up when we moved to Ireland.


*  *  *


One evening Fred’s father called us from a seaplane, circling over our neighborhood. He was looking for a place to land.


Anyplace to get a steak in this town? he shouted over the drone of the engine.


Fred was half in the bag, crouched by the fireplace with the phone contemplating building a fire while I lined up a couple shots of Patrón with salt and lime. This was the year before Fred won the contest, and it was a night when it felt like the world was going to sleep, a sensation as calm and benevolent as stretching out in a length of warm salt water.


Dad? Fred said into the phone.


I need landing coordinates, his father shouted.


We could hear the whine of the seaplane outside as he banked above the lake, coming low over the trees. Too low, it seemed, and for a moment I thought of the providence of power lines, water towers, other tall structures.


You’ve got to be fucking kidding me, I said.


Fred waved me off, a slice of lime in his hand.


Do you see the marina? That’s your best bet. We’ll pick you up in fifteen minutes.


I was always amazed how Fred would spring into action whenever his father called. He had taken to spending most nights wearing headphones hunched at his computer for hours in a kind of priestly attendance to solitary ritual, listening to obscure Internet radio stations, typing whatever came into his head. Fred was a big bear of a man, but at his desk he looked like a little boy sitting in a tiny chair, surrounded by tiny furniture, a tall pint glass of bourbon on ice beside him. He swayed with his eyes closed, tapping away at the tiny keyboard, composing long strings of nonsense.


Like automatic writing, he would say, flushed and grinning, massaging his sore ears. Like Yeats. The Order of the Golden Dawn.


We did the shots of Patrón and slipped on our raincoats. It was October, and the cold was coming down from Canada like whitewater, and the lake effect spiked the moisture content. In another few weeks it would be snow, and by December the lake frozen in the shallow bays.


Better bring the bottle, Fred said.


It was pouring when we reached the marina and the lake was flat and oily black, perforated by the fine mist of rain, and I considered the possibilities of hurling myself into that darkness, the weight of my coat and boots, the flight and suspension, my hands dividing water.


Hamilton Frederick Bulkington Jr., or Ham, as everyone called him, was coming in too fast. The plane sashayed across the water toward the dock, the back end swinging around, spraying water in sheets. Fortunately, the marina was empty of people, but the slips were still full and the gas dock had a few boats tied up. At the last possible second Ham spun the plane around and blasted the engines, then killed the motor and coasted in. By the time the tail section bumped on the dock, he was climbing along the pontoon, a leather valise in one hand and a massive hard-sided gun case in the other. He shook hands with Fred then handed him a line to tie off. He had gained weight since I saw him last, and the flesh was loose around his chin and ears, but he still looked like a man cut away from the stake. His charcoal pin-striped suit hung on him like a sweater on a dog. He turned and smoothed back his thin swatch of hair, the rain pouring off his face, and addressed me.


Elly. You look fit as ever.


Fred hefted the gun case.


What’s this?


Thought we’d do a bit of duck hunting, Ham said. First thing in the morning we’ll knock some down.


You can’t leave the plane just tied up here, I said.


This is a hell of a spot, Ham said, addressing the dark expanse of the lake.


Ham wanted dinner so we hustled off to the truck and Fred drove us into Burlington, to a new eco-friendly café built into the cavernous exposed brick cellar of an old timber warehouse.


Ham set his valise on the bar and took off his coat as we waited for a table. His shirt was stained down one side with something brown and fetid. He ordered us single-malt scotches, something Fred and I hated, and we clinked glasses with the somber formality of a doomed business transaction.


When’d you get the plane? Fred asked.


A guy I know lets me borrow it.


Do you have a license? I asked.


Not needed, he said slowly, in this kind of situation.


What kind of situation?


Ham waved his arms at the scene around us, as if to say, this.


He put his hand on Fred’s shoulder, something I’d never seen him do, and looked him straight in the face.


I’ve got something for you, Ham said, grinning. Something for my son, Hamilton Frederick Bulkington the third. And for the next Bulkington to come along, eh?


Fred blushed, surprised and clearly uncomfortable. For years Ham had barely taken an interest in Fred and now he was lobbying for progeny? We all looked away and took a swig of our drinks. Ham rattled the ice in his glass, trying to get the bartender’s attention.


We got a booth by the wall. Our waiter, a young woman with dreadlocks erupting from her head stood by with her hand-whittled pencil stub, her eyes glistening and shot through with crimson. Ham perused the menu with obvious disdain. It was printed on triple-recycled paper with root ink, making it hard to read.


What’s this shit? Ham said.


I got it, Fred said, and ordered a few rare grass-fed porterhouses, curried potato salad, and a bottle of heavy merlot. Ham was trying to light a cigarette with a packet of damp matches. Fred rapped his knuckles and pointed to the no smoking sign that was carved into the golden maple table in six-inch letters.


I’ve got decisions to make, Ham said to me. But first, the ducks. Four a.m. You have a suitable dog, yes?


No, I said. No dog.


Well, Ham said, with a note of asperity in his voice, someone is going to have to go in to retrieve. You up for it, Elly?


Fred laughed. I didn’t see the humor and I put the toe of my Wellington into his kneecap, making the recycled silverware jump on the table.


Ham frowned and reached over to stroke my forearm, something he liked to do.


My favorite newt, he said, our family amphibian.


I’d like to see you get in that water, I said. You haven’t the bottle for it.


Ham drained his glass and nodded.


Right you are there, Elly.


He ran his fingers along my skin. His eyes were like pinpricks of black, star-shaped and sunken.


That’s why we need you.


*  *  *


I have skin like a walrus. I have a condition called congenital hypodermic strata. Essentially it is a thin, even layer of subcutaneous fat deposits under the skin all over my body, all the way down to my fingers, giving my skin a dimpled surface. This fat layer makes my total body fat around 32 percent, which is quite high for a woman of my weight, and my body density is precisely the same as seawater, which gives me loads of natural buoyancy. I’m no Lynne Cox, but I can stand water most people can’t. Lynne Cox swam from Alaska to the Soviet Union in 1987 with no wet suit, five miles in forty-degree water. There is only one other known person who can survive water that cold, and that is an Icelandic fisherman named Dahlen who in 1963 swam a mile to shore from his capsized boat in Baffin Bay.


For everyone else, anything near forty degrees Fahrenheit without a serious wet suit would feel like a million burning shocks in every pore. After five minutes your limbs would begin to lock up, the blood retreating furiously into your heart. Your lips would draw back, your mouth convulsing for air, and the exposure could cause your teeth to freeze and shatter in your skull. A few more minutes and you would enter accelerated hypothermia, your heartbeat going adrift until you went into full ventricular fibrillation, your heart literally tying itself into a tangled knot in your chest.


I guess I’m lucky that the fat layer is thin and spread so evenly. You couldn’t tell unless you touched me, and I am told that it doesn’t feel unpleasant, just like someone with goose bumps. For the first few weeks we were together Fred thought I was always cold, and I let him believe it, playing along and shivering with what I thought was charming, girlish delight. I couldn’t pull that off for long, especially after the November afternoon when on a dare I dove into a lake in Massachusetts, Fred standing on the dock in his sweater and boots. But he came to love my skin, the feel of it, the same way I came to love the swatch of hair on his chest and his oniony smell.


My skin has helped to make me a good swimmer, as does being six feet tall with the wingspan of an albatross, but I can’t say I’m glad to have it. I have coat-hanger shoulders, my deltoid muscles like loaves of bread. Fred always liked to stroke the striated fibers of flat muscle that spread from my waist, like butterfly wings, he said. Of course I wish things were different.


*  *  *


By the end of dinner and our fourth bottle of wine it was clear that Ham and Fred were planning on drinking straight through to morning. They ordered dessert and then pulled out the bottle of Patrón. I abstained and asked the waiter to bring over four liters of distilled water with a wedge of lime. When she brought the water in carafes I stood up and chugged each one without stopping, making my stomach and bladder swell like a frog. Then I went to the bathroom to pee and wash my face and get ready to drive the Land Rover home. In the bathroom mirror my face looked hard and dry, my nose and cheeks inflamed, my pupils spinning disks. I dunked my head in the sink and tied my wet hair back in a ponytail. I was about to turn thirty, and so much about our lives was going to change. I closed my eyes and thought of the lake.


*  *  *


Anyone who has swum in a pool understands the palpable difference between the sensations of swimming in a few feet of water and in twelve feet or more. It shouldn’t feel different, but it does. It is the knowledge of that vastness beneath you that cannot be shaken or forgotten, something about the drastic proportions and ratios involved. To be nothing more than a speck, a mote of flesh, traversing a vast expanse of water, a long line of horizon, and to feel at once buoyed by the bubble of elements, hundreds of feet from the bottom, is a sensation that I think must be close to flying, like a great soaring seabird, wide-ranging and steady above the clouds.


I had been swimming competitively for most of my life, and for much of that time I harbored a punishing desire to be an Olympic champion, or to seek some kind of greatness on an international scale. It wasn’t until I’d burned out two years into college that I discovered that what I really wanted was to be alone in the water. I began to fill the void with open-water swims in lakes, rivers, and ponds, hurling myself into any body of water I could find, day or night: a beach house in the Outer Banks with old high school friends, camping by the shores of a muddy lake with Fred, the springs of northern Florida. My natural state seemed to be damp and clammy, my hair stiff with salt or lake scum. It was my only true source of satisfaction, when I felt most complete. Until I met Fred.


The mornings on Lake Champlain were often windy and brisk, so I took to swimming in the evenings after work. The beach officially closed at dusk, but people still hung about or paddled in the shallows, mothers with small children filling tiny plastic buckets. I was constantly amazed at the willingness of New Englanders to fling themselves into a body of water in often miserable circumstances. In a dead rain, the air temperature at fifty and the water at sixty, there would be a stumpy old man hacking out some laps and a few families with umbrellas frolicking in the water. I would walk out waist deep and stretch my upper body and gaze at the New York side of the lake, the sun setting between the humped shoulders of the Adirondacks. If the air was clear, as it often was, you could see the illuminated pine trees on the peaks lit like tiny hairs on a body. It would be night before I returned.


Lake Champlain was a dream in this way, one of the deepest freshwater bodies in North America, with depths up to six hundred feet in places. That kind of depth comes at you from the black bottom like throbbing psychic waves. On a clear night when it got late and darkness began to settle in, with those booming northern stars and the endless sheets of black, it was like swimming in orbit around the earth.


*  *  *


Back at the house Hamilton rearranged our liquor cabinet looking for scotch, even though we told him we didn’t have any. Fred had the music cranked up, some kind of jangly techno, and I was lighting candles. Ham started sweeping bottles onto the floor with lurching movements, grunting like a bull, and finally Fred grabbed him by his arms turned him away and Ham stood there, blinking in our kitchen, the light making his face look positively withered. I poured out a measure of Early Times, our late-night garbage drink, and handed it to him.


I just found this, I said, just some blended stuff, but it’ll do.


Ham smiled deeply and held the glass up to the light, the amber liquid sparkling. A half hour later he was sprawled on the couch. The rain had quit so Fred and I went outside on the porch to smoke a joint. I had triple vision and my head felt like cement, but Fred’s music was sounding good. Fred had said on more than one occasion that one of my finest qualities was my ability to drink like a stevedore. Fred brought Ham’s gun case out on the deck and opened it up. There were three guns in there, gleaming with oil.


Jesus, he said, as he hoisted a heavy shotgun.


Even I could tell these were some seriously expensive firearms. The stock was hand-tooled and embossed with all kinds of engravings, the barrel gleaming silver, like something a Spanish nobleman riding a stallion would carry.


Fred passed me the joint and pointed the gun through the white birch trees toward the lake. The moon was shimmering low, the color of cinnamon, reflecting on the black water.


I looked back through the glass doors into the living room, where Ham lay on the couch, bathed in the glow from the television. He was on his stomach, one leg hanging off with a toe on the ground, knee bent, like a sprinter exploding out of the blocks.


Well, I am certainly not going fucking duck hunting, I said. Good luck. I’ll see you when you get back. Don’t wake me up.


You have to go, Fred said.


My husband turned to me with distant alarm in his eyes, like a baby waking from a nightmare.


Please, he said.


It was already three in the morning and we were due to climb in a boat and assassinate some ducks in an hour. This was about the time I usually began regretting our drinking habits. Fred and I had become accustomed to cocktails before dinner, something that we felt was a purposeful indicator of our nostalgic bent and general fondness for the habits of that earlier generation who populated the works of John Cheever and other postwar writers. It was a generation who drank punch bowls full of scotch and water and did obscure dances on parquet floors, who ate small piles of nuts out of cut glass bowls, everyone helping themselves to the pyramid of cigarettes that were laid out on a silver platter, the lighter a heavy, two-handed affair that gave a satisfying click and a small, efficient flame. As the night drew on the laughter would increase, and frequently that party would revolve around an inert form on the floor, always a man, wearing a nicely tailored suit and often holding a hat. In the morning everyone coughed and spat like jockeys into scraps of paper before lighting up the first cigarette of the day, still wrapped in the wadded sheets of the bed, their spouses snoring with a steady, comforting intonation.


In Burlington, Fred and I had parties for my colleagues at the college, early afternoon affairs, a tall pitcher of martinis beading sweat on a wooden table on the back patio. We were the only ones who ever drank it. Our friends clustered like frightened birds, sipping their careful glasses of wine. We stopped stocking any wine or beer in an effort to force these people to have a cocktail but they were undeterred, always trundling a bottle of some shitty ten-dollar Australian red, or a six-pack of some esoteric, locally made beer. They would regale themselves with tales of former exploits, their wild youth, a teenage drunken mission to a suburban strip mall, the rathole hostel in Amsterdam, always with murmurs of amazement and self-satisfaction. Then after an hour or two these people shutting it down to head home, talking about babysitters and papers to grade and early mornings and then it would be ten o’clock and Fred and I standing in our empty kitchen, a half pitcher of martinis left, shouting at each other.


*  *  *


I awoke to the smell of frying meat. In the kitchen Ham was cooking a pile of bacon. It was ten minutes after four. While Fred and I got dressed he stuck the bacon between slices of white bread and wrapped them individually in tinfoil, then set them in the cooler, already packed tight with ice and beer. Fred’s johnboat was chained to a tree down at the beach, and we drove the Rover down onto the sand to unload. The sky was still obsidian but I could feel the Green Mountains at our back, casting a cold shadow. The lake had a light chop, the wind low and insistent, pushing the water into neat, angular peaks. With the three of us, the cooler, and the guns, we had about two inches of freeboard. I tried to back out again, but Ham wouldn’t hear of it. He was still wearing his pin-striped suit, his hair at odd angles.


We motored out to Crab Island and anchored in a small cove near the shore, close to some overhanging brush. There were birds everywhere, squawking in the trees, lighting out for their morning fly, hitting the water, ducks, gulls, terns, cranes, all kinds of things flying around. We could have swatted them out of the air with tennis rackets.


Mother of god, Ham said, we are gonna get a few.


Ham broke out the guns and I could tell by the way he was fumbling with them that he had only a rough idea of what he was doing. He was jamming ammo in the wrong places. He tried to hand me one, a real beautiful thing that had a kind of lacy scrollwork on the butt depicting mountain ranges, but I told him no way was I going to shoot a bird. He and Fred sorted out the shells and loaded up and got them pointed in the right direction. I grabbed a pair of earphones the size of softballs out of the gun case and clamped them on my head, bringing everything to a low hum.


What are we looking for, Fred said, what kind of duck?


That little fucker right there, Ham said, and swiveled his piece over and let go with both barrels at a fat brown bird that was paddling toward the boat, probably looking for a handout. The water exploded in a geyser in front of it and the bird leapt into the air. Then all the birds in the vicinity let out a collective shriek and took off in all directions, like someone let them loose at a parade. Ham was fumbling for shells that rolled across the bottom of the boat, the sharp smell of gunpowder in the air, Fred waving the barrel of his gun around like a lurching fool.


They went through the ammo in about two minutes. The only things they hit were a couple birds that never got into the air, and now several half-mangled birds struggled on the water at varying distances from us. Fred looked a bit green, gripping the edge of the boat, his shotgun broken open and the barrels hanging in the water. The fat brown duck, the one that Ham had opened up on, was closest to us, only about twenty yards away, and appeared to have been winged; he couldn’t get the flight process going. The shotgun pellets had churned up his feathers, soft downy tufts smeared with blood. I was hoping he would get up and out of there. Ham dug around in the case and sure enough came up with two more shells. I took off the headphones and the audible world rushed in.


That fucker there, he said, we are gonna have Peking style.


Fred made a noise, some kind of grunt, as Ham sighted the duck again.


For a moment I saw my hand swinging in a graceful arc, smashing my Labatt bottle across his temple, knocking his lumpy body into that cold water. Instead I decided to say something, some kind of request to let the bird live, but Ham had already let go with one barrel, knocking the duck clean out of the water, a full somersault. The duck righted himself, brayed a bit, and looked at us with something like defiance. Ham brought the gun up again but the duck bobbed his head once and went down, diving under the water in a blink.


We sat there with the water slapping against the hull, the remaining birds clearing out over the horizon as the sun was coming up over the mountains, flooding the lake with golden color. A few minutes went by. I’d seen ducks go down to feed but this guy stayed down a long time. Ham rested the gun across his legs and opened a beer. Fred had his head in his hands, his back humped over and I could tell he was going to be sick.


I’ve seen this before, Ham said. The blue grip. Happened to me in the Philippines, and once in Missouri.


What? I said. What are you talking about?


When a duck is wounded, Ham said, they sometimes know they will be shot again so they dive to the bottom. Grab hold of something with their beak. They hang on down there, trying to wait us out. It’s called the blue grip.


I looked into the water, dark and coppery, the dusty beams of sediment drifting in the unseen currents. We weren’t far off the shore, but the water must have been at least twenty feet.


Grab on to what? I said.


You know, Ham said, like a tree limb or something. Something on the bottom.


Fred was retching over the side of the boat, a pitiful sound, and I wanted to reach across and put my hand on his shoulder, comfort him. But I was on the other side of the boat, with Ham between us, spent shells, the cooler, the gun case all in the way. Fred’s vomit spread like a pool of oil around the boat, glossy and rainbowed. Ham was watching the water and trying to light a cigarette with another pack of wet matches. The duck was still down there, clinging to something. I leaned over the side, staring into the water, trying to see to the bottom.


He won’t come up, Ham was saying. They hang on down there until they drown.


*  *  *


At first I had the vague idea that I would swim down and save the bird, that maybe I could protect him. But after a few feet the darkness of the water made clear the impossibility of this task. Instead I stayed under and swam away from the boat and down, out toward the middle of the lake, into deeper water, where it remained the same temperature all year round, feeling that strange suspension, the crackle and thrum of that impenetrable, living water, the cold that cuts right through to the bone.


*  *  *


Fred’s last job was in August 2001, in Newark. His travel was heavy, but mostly on the northeast coast, New York, Philadelphia, Newark, and occasionally I’d fly out to spend the night with him. I flew in on a Friday evening and we had dinner in the corporate fern bar attached to the hotel, and Fred drank four double bourbons with dinner and he ordered the largest steak they had and barely touched it. Afterward he was clearly disconcerted and seemed unwilling to give in to something, so back in his room we smoked a joint that we rolled with some organic face-oil blotters I had in my bag. The pot was so overpowered by lavender that I don’t think it worked at all. I was watching Conan O’Brien while Fred stood by the window, peering through the tall vertical blinds, looking out over the parking lot, muttering to himself.


You don’t have to do this anymore, I said.


He turned quickly and regarded me with a shocked eye. I noticed that his beard was lopsided, the bottom trailing off to one side of his neck. The ice maker in the hall outside rumbled. On the TV a woman was whooping like a monkey at sunrise, while Conan duckwalked across his desk.


Quit traveling, I said. Send other people. The business won’t collapse.


He relaxed, his shoulders slumping, and he came to the bed and dropped his body across mine. The whine of cars on Interstate 95 made the windows hum like an organ, and I thumbed off his pants and we made love on the rough bedspread, the TV bathing us in the blue-white glow of sleepless midnight.


That next week Fred took himself off the schedule and split his jobs, which consisted of the high-end clients, among the two most senior trainers. The first job he assigned out was a training session at an Italian investment firm with offices on the eighty-sixth floor of the World Trade Center. A man named Duncan Avery, who had been with the company for twelve years, went in my husband’s place to deliver a presentation on interoffice communication techniques.


*  *  *


That morning Fred had convinced me to play tennis, doubles, with his friend Martin and his wife. I was terrible at anything that involved a ball or racket, but I wanted to support Fred’s decision to stop traveling and to spend time with him.


This was back when we didn’t have a TV and loved to tell people this fact. NPR was saying that a plane had crashed into a building in New York City, some kind of accident. Disconcerting, but we walked to the park down the street, Fred with a fresh can of balls, our rackets in hand, silently trying to connect the simple beauty of a morning of casual sport with churning industrial death. I will never forget the clean, fresh smell that came through the pine trees, the light touch of cool air on our faces, the scuff of our tennis shoes on the asphalt.


Martin and his wife were waiting for us, looking anxious and completely absurd in their tennis whites. On the courts a doubles game of elderly ladies was interrupted by a cell phone call, and they gathered together with anguished expressions. I think Martin said something to Fred about the planes, New York City. I remember his wife was looking at me with an expression of condolence, as if I had already personally suffered something.


We agreed to go over to Martin’s house to watch TV, and we spent the rest of the day there, Martin’s wife whimpering quietly and blowing her nose as we watched the towers fall again and again. Fred was in the kitchen shouting into the phone, pounding his hand on the counter. His eyes were red and his face a mask of rage, and we all left him alone.


*  *  *


Fred’s throw looked good from the start, the way he measured the board with a practiced eye and balanced the metal-tipped dart, flexing his elbow a few times, and then with a flick of his wrist let it fly. I’d seen him throw a thousand darts. He was good, but not so good that he could hit the bull’s-eye every time. After each throw the contestant’s friends and family erupted in a cheer or groan. Fred’s cheering section consisted of me, Eleanor Bulkington, his wife of three years.


When Fred’s dart hit bull’s-eye I roared, spilling my Murphy’s all over my hands. Only nine men hit the bull’s-eye, which meant they would go on to the next round, the pouring of the pint. The top three would go on to the third event, the poem recital. Fred turned to me with a look of astonishment, a look that said, this is it, this is really happening! We both knew the darts portion would be the toughest test for him, and in that second I believe he experienced one of those moments of real joy that come so rarely in this life.


*  *  *


I won’t be living in the bar, Fred said. I’m gonna write. Do some sailing.


That water is seriously cold, I said. I’d have to get a new wet suit.


Sure, he said. Whatever you need.


The truth is that from the moment Fred was announced as a finalist I had been mostly thinking about the North Atlantic Ocean. The steep green swells, foaming wave faces, the briny smell, the shock of the cold, the massive depth. The idea of it seized my heart in a cold fist, my skin vibrating with anticipation.


In our bed at night, the snows of Vermont whipping over the roof, Fred used to always talk about—maybe, someday—the little cottage we’d have, something with no real address and one of those delightful names like Three Chimneys. Our children would grow up tumbling across the heath and moor chasing a setter, and we would observe the quaint customs of the country, a narrow grassy lane bordered with box hedges, the battered Range Rover, scarves and tweeds and Wellingtons. In the summers we would steep our tea out in the small brick garden, snacking on cucumber and butter sandwiches. Slow afternoons at the local, having a pint. Some willowy brook where I would float like Ophelia.


A couple of kids, Fred said. We could name them Basil and Evelyn. They will grow up with charming accents and a fondness for lawn tennis.


In bed I liked to run my fingers through Fred’s chest hair as he talked with genuine wistfulness. It was something he so badly wanted, this other life. There was Fred’s father, and my own parents and sister to think of. Could we leave all that behind? And then this happened. We had a chance, and we took it.


*  *  *


This is hard to describe now. I will have to carefully measure the tone. In my mind it is a story without words, only the shrill cry of heartbreak. I think of how much time I spent with my head in the water, swimming long stretches of the lake or the churning green sea. I think of what happened on that windy shore, the broken harbor, a small pub on the edge of the world, and I am ashamed.





Chapter One


Murphy’s flew us into Cork first class to sign over the prize, and Fred and I spent a few days wandering the city trying our best to be good tourists. We knew the prize pub was somewhere on the southwestern coast, and after a day in Cork we were glad of it. On the streets of Cork you can witness the struggle that postindustrial towns undergo as they attempt to convert themselves into cities of modern commerce and relevance. The sun never shines directly on Cork, it seemed to me. It is a city in shadow. The pubs play Shane MacGowan all day long while middle-aged men in damp raincoats argue in Irish Gaelic, the TVs showing hurling matches on dirt fields before empty stadiums, or fuzzy horse racing in some unknown, far-off place.


Cork is also where Murphy’s is brewed and bottled, so the company representatives took us on an extensive tour of the facilities, where Fred took copious notes, gathering the various packets of information they ladled out to him. The next day an affable Murphy’s rep named Albert drove us down to Baltimore and the pub Fred had won. There is no bus service to Baltimore. You can get as far as Skibbereen and then you are on your own.


Not a problem getting a lift, Albert said as we cruised through the countryside in the Murphy’s van, just stand on the wayside and hold up a thumb. The scenery was lush, rolling, and green, postcard Ireland.


People always stop, Albert said. Not a problem. Just the same, a car might be wise to have.


Albert was a florid-faced man, narrow-hipped and with a paunch that he carried with some degree of pride. He chided Fred about my height and ginger hair, and called me a natural native, a clear Irishwoman if ever he saw. I didn’t have the heart to tell him I was mostly German.


The town of Baltimore tips a finger of land in the southwest corner of Ireland that forms the southern border to the wide rock-filled channel known as Roaringwater Bay. Baltimore is clustered along the gently curved bow of a small inlet surrounded by a sharp set of hills, more pronounced at each end, like a pair of shrugging shoulders. On the edges of Baltimore Bay are steep limestone cliffs, stretching hundreds of feet above the thrashing ocean below. A half mile inland and it is all pasture and grass, muddy roads and lopsided cattle.


Baltimore has the immediate aspect of an isolated, rugged outpost and a pedestrian, quaint, domestic town at the same time, a testament to the amount of time that people have been living and working there. We parked the van in the public lot in the tight little harbor, which consists of a set of concrete piers laid out in a rough semicircle, the northern end dominated by abandoned warehouses, an impromptu boatyard, and the Baltimore Sailing Club shed. Fred was immediately interested in the sailboats.


Takes a hardy type, Albert said, to sail Roaringwater Bay. This is a rough stretch of water.


We walked up the short hill to the strip of a dozen row-house shops centered above the harbor, three pubs, a few restaurants, and holiday accommodations. Our pub was in the middle, the concrete exterior painted a deep garnet with black shutters, a carved wooden sign, The Nightjar, arched over the threshold. The slate roof, with its attic gables, was covered in a patina of blue-green lichen.


The Nightjar had a long, low main room, with the bar along one side and a short passage directly opposite with a pair of bathrooms and a step-down into another small dining room. When we got there the main room was filled with stacked furniture and rusty kegs. The carpet in the dining room was a faded gray-green affair, torn and stained beyond recognition from the multitude of boots and fishing rubbers and a permeating stench was squeezed from the floor with each step.


Fred had done research, consulting with pub owners and reading books about the finer points of preparing and maintaining a business like an Irish pub, and so he trotted Albert the Murphy’s representative and his clipboard through the rooms, pointing out things and demanding certain repairs and changes as if he had been running a pub all his life. Fred always was good at this kind of deception.


All the dining room carpets had to go, the hardwood floors had to be rebuffed and treated, as well as the paneled walls. The main bar was still in good shape, a hulking mass of Irish maple covered in a glossy layer of heavy shellac, with an angled armrest running along the top and a metal foot pipe. All the beer lines would have to be replaced, as well as the carbon dioxide holders and primers. The kitchen was in a narrow back room with a utility sink, a squat little steel oven, and an ancient range with gas burners, crusted like a coral reef with the scars of a thousand fry-ups. Soon the kitchen was jammed with crates of bottles and paddocks of beer kegs, packages of napkins and bar straws, boxes of pint glasses and shot glasses, stacking up in the back storage area, the old walk-in freezer, as well as spilling into the main bar. Albert brought a crew in to strip the floors and plumbers were punching holes in the walls to wrench out old pipes.


That first evening I discovered that out the front windows you could see Sherkin Island a mile off to the west and the dozens of small rock islands of Roaringwater Bay. Cape Clear Island was just a smudge a few miles beyond that, only neatly visible on a clear day as the setting sun descends behind it into the ocean.


To stay out of Fred and Albert’s way I spent whole days at the old Baltimore Beacon, which stands on a promontory a half mile outside of town, a whitewashed brick thimble on a cliff two hundred feet above the water. In the old days local fishermen called the beacon Lot’s Wife. It seemed absurd, a candle in the wild dark, but apparently it kept ships from smashing into the rocks for a couple hundred years. Flocks of gulls screamed and swooped, circling back to the cliff face and then suddenly congregating on the water, deep blue and flocked with foam.


*  *  *


We were temporarily bunking in the rooms above the pub, which were drafty, damp, slope-ceilinged affairs, Fred’s stacks of sailing books and pub papers on every surface, books in long rows on the floor awaiting shelving, already warping in the damp, our laundry in an old tin bucket. Outside the windows the intermittent hum and beat of the harbor. In the bar Albert and Fred paced out distances and shouted into mobile phones, pints in hand. By the early afternoon the music downstairs would come on and I would go down and find Fred with the dartboard demonstrating his winning form to Albert.


I was thinking, I said, I could scout out some good spots. The islands are supposed to have the best entries. They have actual beaches.


Fred walked over and put his arms around me and gave me a series of intermittent squeezes, the air wheezing out of my lungs. He was deliriously happy.


Explore the islands, he said. Stay a few days. Come back and tell me all about it.


I wish you were coming, I said.


No, he said, you don’t.


Fred knew that long-distance open-water swimming isn’t something you can really do with another person. After a few minutes you are consumed with the roar and crackle of the sea, and after an hour you are swimming in the ocean of your mind, alone.


Albert had booked a room for the next six months at a bed-and-breakfast on Cape Clear Island, as a kind of bonus to use until the pub was finished and we had found proper housing. He gave me a map of the island and a ferry schedule.


Have to stay out on Cape Clear, he said, if you want to know the real Irish.


There were few points of entry around Baltimore unless I wanted to go in off the docks in front of the small crowds of sullen locals waiting for the ferry. So I packed up my gear in my rubberized duffel, along with a backpack with a sweater, jeans, underwear for a week, my tourist map of the island, small laminated sea charts of Roaringwater Bay, and my hardback copy of The Journals of John Cheever sealed in a Ziploc bag.


Sitting on the seawall in the harbor waiting for the ferry I spotted a small dark head in the water just off the pier. A lone gray seal, with its sad dog eyes glossy and deep, quietly watching me. I walked to the end of the pier to get a closer look and it seemed unperturbed by my approach, regarding me with its unblinking eyes, then with a liquid movement it dipped its head and was gone.


*  *  *


I don’t mind the term blow-in, Stephen shouted to me over the noise of the ferry’s diesel engine. The wind brought sea spray over the gunwale and into our laps, soaking my jeans. Stephen, wrapped tight in his parka, didn’t seem to notice.


However, Stephen said, I do mind the use of the word fucking placed before it. That’s what they call you around here: fucking blow-ins.


The ferry rocked in the choppy swells, and the other passengers, about a dozen people, most dressed in various kinds of flimsy coats and carrying satchels and boxes of groceries wrapped in plastic, huddled together at the midsection taking refuge behind the pilothouse. I could not tell if they were speaking Irish or just the gravelly, heavily inflected English of West Cork.


Stephen wore a knit cap, his round face bordered with a neatly trimmed beard. He was like a large rotund badger wrapped in human clothes.


Ah, he said, what can you do? It’s a beautiful place all the same.


His accent was not Irish, rather pleasantly English. The ferry threaded its way through strands of rock and barren half islands, the green slopes of Sherkin Island ahead, Cape Clear a murky shadow beyond.


You see, Stephen continued, if you weren’t actually born on the island, then you are a fucking blow-in. Meaning you’ve blown in on the winds, not a real islander. I’ve been here for eighteen years and I’m still a fucking blow-in.


I tried to smile, my cheeks wind-blasted and stiff.


Stephen told me he had a six-acre plot on the northeast side of the island, where he ran a small farm with his wife. A few cows, mules, and hens, nothing fancy, he said. His daughters lived on the mainland. They had come to Cape Clear Island on holiday when the girls were children, and returned many times over the years. When the girls were firmly ensconced at school, pursuing the public school fencing championships in foil and épée, Stephen and his wife purchased a small farm on the island and returned for good.


You a twitcher then? Stephen said.


Sorry?


A birder? Here for the birds?


No, I said, I’m actually looking for some good swimming spots.


Stephen looked askance at me, concerned.


Or I may just hike around.


Plenty of good walking on Clear, he said. Figured you for Irish, what with the ginger hair. You sure got the map of Ireland on you.


*  *  *


As Baltimore and Sherkin Island dropped away astern, Cape Clear loomed up in front of us, brilliantly green and black, rising out of the sea like an unhinged edge of the earth. The swells grew as we left the leeward protection of Sherkin, and at times we weaved through channels bordered by sharp chains of black rock no more than twenty feet from the side of the boat. Looking back and confronting the array of outcrops and peaks in the pitching sea, I realized that I couldn’t point out the direction of mainland Ireland if my life depended upon it.


Though there were only about a dozen bodies on the boat, I didn’t notice Highgate and his dog until we were nearly in the North Bay of the island. This was the first time I saw Highgate, in his yellow slicker and watch cap pulled down low over his eyes, talking to some of the other passengers sitting in the midsection of the boat, a massive German shepherd sitting between his legs in a harness. Despite his cheerful grin and animated face, there was a somber hue about him, like he was encased in an aura of dull light. Or perhaps that is a trick of my memory, influenced by what I know about him now.
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