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We pause to remember our colleague and friend, philosopher Mr Richard Acklehurst, who died
in such tragic circumstances last December in Galway. His loss is keenly felt and we extend our sympathies to his daughters.

From the Minutes –
The Literary & Philosophical Society
March 1964. London





Maybe nothing ever happens once and is finished.

William Faulkner








PART 1
Galway 1950–1963



Chapter One
We watched the guests arrive from our perch on the balcony. The cars came, always slowly, as if attending a funeral, hesitantly navigating the potholed and uneven surface of the lane, past the lake ringed by the willows. The women would emerge first, hunched and tired, irritation across their fur-clad shoulders; an impatient gaze flicked to a grey sky. I’d squeeze my eyes shut at the sight of them and press my head to the steel railing in a sort of blind prayer; while Stella, my younger sister, would reach out a hand as if to touch them.
Our house must have seemed a nowhere place. The guests came to us from empires which had collapsed or burned away; all their borders re-imagined and the space for them limited now, constrained. Worlds disappear and people are forever searching for the past, for someone who remembers. I learned that early. It’s why my father was important to them, and our house, the Glass House, became their refuge, a lost ocean liner, moored up in the marsh.
Once inside, admiration would burst forth, the mood ever changeable. Different languages floating upwards, words we understood and some we did not. They were seeking something from him. We did know that, almost before we knew anything else about who or what our father was, and we came to understand the visits were a kind of pilgrimage. The people had come to learn something from the master, and he would anoint them for a while.
We played our part too, never quite as innocent as they may have imagined. Dressed one in yellow and the other in midnight blue satin, thin legs dangling from the couch, we’d recite poems in faltering Irish, a language they did not know – nor did we – and be greeted by a sea of frowns on pale, tight foreheads. Our father would describe us then as day and night, and everyone would clap. Our lives with him a sort of public performance, a coded merit system at play; and we’d hold hands, she and I, trapped in their gaze, distorted reflections of each other, and of him too.
When it got late he would retreat to the fireplace and the portrait of my mother which hung above; she with head tilted and eyes shaded under a mulberry-coloured hat. He’d touch the bottom frame very gently as if checking for dust, and a new chapter of the evening would begin then. The man from Lisbon would play the baby grand piano by the long windows and Stella would sing. Her fair curls, just like our mother’s, bouncing and glimmering by the open fire, and Father, tears in his eyes, would bend low and reward her with an oyster.
The next morning, out for a walk in the gardens with Siobhan who looked after us, we’d find little clues to the unravelling of the night before – a broken crystal goblet on the steps, a silk scarf draped along the terrace wall. Siobhan would make a sign of the cross then. Our oddly shaped glass house was stricken with bad luck apparently – had we not seen the lone hawthorn in the fairy field?
But we were from somewhere else so the signs and symbols of this ancient place had no real meaning. And besides, we had just escaped from a war, the world had burned down and our mother was dead. How much more bad luck could there be? So on those mornings, after the night before, we didn’t feel cursed and would stand instead on the wet, dewy grass and look upwards. Dazzled by the brightness of this ode to modernism of a house, which shimmered and swayed in the winter light – a strange entity of moving curves and steel.
Our guests meanwhile would sleep off their excesses, rising after noon and demanding English newspapers. I never thought them glamorous. The women looked like painted dolls, dead-eyed and cracked in the daylight. They were thin because there was still little food in the places they travelled from; hunger in their startled brows and a craving for their lives before the war hung in the pearls around their neck. The men were preposterous, red-faced, their bodies like extravagant exclamations that burst out of dinner jackets, and when they reached for you their hot, slippery words tickled your neck. They were not hungry, but instead overflowing with something.
Stella always thought of them differently to me, however. She collected their lost and forgotten belongings from the garden and stored them in a hat box under her bed. Perhaps it was the fatal curiosity and romance of her nature, the morning part of her that perceived grandeur. I, meanwhile, saw only their secrets.



Chapter Two
We were very little when we arrived in Galway so our early life really does not exist at all. There is a painting of us, completed just before we left London, two rosy-cheeked tots in white muslin on a rocking chair. I am turned away from the painter, a snubbed, stubborn profile looking to the window. Stella is front on, a small black spaniel on her lap, her blue eyes shining wide and a bow in her golden hair. Our heiress of an Irish mother was dead already so did not feature. The time in London hence both mattering greatly, and also not at all.
My father, using my mother’s money, bought a house built by an Italian architect in the east of Galway. A round and glass world unto itself, with a flat roof, thin steel railings and a large sweeping balcony that hung over the empty, wet fields. It should not have been there really, there was nothing like it anywhere around; some kind of strange modernist utopia; and on windy nights it wailed. A flaw embedded deep in the expanse of concrete, a gap that whistled. Stella and I dreaded storms for then it sounded like it was screaming from the inside. We would cling together in bed, all Siobhan’s stories of banshees returning, and we’d have to cover our heads under the starched sheets.
When not entertaining, my father wrote most days in the library that overlooked the lake. He was not as famous then as he would become. There were pamphlets on freedom and the agency of man, the evils of Soviet Russia and occasionally, from the early 1930s, before we were born, some odd short stories, one of which told the tale of a hidden Roman city buried under Hadrian’s Wall, where people still lived, unaware of the modern world above. I didn’t read any of his work for many years. I think I was afraid of what I would find.
He’d known Mosley, had met him through my mother who was something of a glittering debutante in London and knew the Mitfords. He believed in the moral force of empire, the control of it appealed to him, but when it came to Ireland, he thought the Black and Tans were a stain on the reputation of the British army and happily decried them when we met people in town and the issue of politics or strife arose. I’ve often wondered how much my mother influenced his thinking on Ireland – the fact we moved here suggests she did – but I’m never sure. They had adored Italy and lived in Rome before war broke out. Ireland was a sort of second, or perhaps third best home, and he would reinvent himself here.
He liked to dominate, perhaps that was his most clearly defined trait and the one thing that tied everything together. He had served in the First World War and it had created in him a desire, not for peace, but order. He despised chaos, but also the State. He had seen it fall apart and it created in him a burning belief in the individual above all else. In his desired world the strength and greatness of the individual – a man – was all that mattered, and the State, if it existed at all, was to bend to the will of he who was the most ambitious.
Anyway, for most of my childhood I knew nothing of his philosophy or of him really, except the feelings he created in me which were mostly of unease. I could tell his mood at twenty paces. There would be a hunted look to his face that meant lows, even the pallor of his skin told a story. Stella, meanwhile, never seemed to read the signs, she always blundered in with the wrong demand and so ended up in trouble more often than me, though he always preferred her.
While he wrote, she and I would escape through the glass doors and onto the terrace, then through the overgrown box hedges and onto what was once a clipped lawn, until we reached the low stone wall covered in moss that looked like it might fall down but never did, past the lake and on to the fairy field then, where the lonely hawthorn stood. It was two worlds really, the wild and the modern, and we danced between them.
We never got further than this place. It was the boundary with the boarding school next door. They had sheep and cows in their meadow, and further away again the tall posts of a playing field. Sometimes the wind carried the sound of boys cheering. In one memory Stella is standing on the old wall in her little red coat, she reaches her hands out as if to try and grasp the sound of the boys, but she falls, and there is a thin line of blood on her temple. She doesn’t cry though, just stares at the low sky above our heads. I don’t like the sight of blood so cover my eyes, and scream. Siobhan comes running. She was our saviour, always there for us, and we loved her.
The town was about two miles away and I believe the people who lived there thought my father was a new type of benign squire and eyed us generally with polite suspicion. It was a tidy, elegant street of modest Georgian houses which faced onto a market square where two churches peered across at each other. We attended neither, our only pilgrimage on a Sunday was to buy sweets and papers in a shop on the outskirts of town. The lady who ran it, Dymphna, was a friend of Siobhan’s and always gave us extra gobstoppers. Our neighbours tipped their caps to our father but were silent and guarded when he entered the post office to send his manuscripts to his publisher, Mr Falk, in Sweden. He carried an ornamental walking stick sometimes, and leaned on it when engaged in conversation on the street. I was always embarrassed when he did that, though I was never quite sure why, except that we were out of place, and I felt it.
As we got older Stella had a habit of cutting out pictures of debutantes from the old Tatler magazines that one of the guests would invariably leave behind; she’d stick them in a scrapbook, year after year of vacant faces in white dresses.
‘What do you think happened to them?’ I’d ask, leaning over her shoulder.
I thought they look bored, but she was perplexed by this question.
‘Aisling. They met the Queen, and went to a big party.’
‘Ireland has no society…’ droned a German guest lying on the chaise longue one night.
My father barked his disagreement back and I thought again what does Ireland mean to you, please tell me, so I might understand. But we were citizens of nowhere, we belonged only in the house. He would say we came for exactly these reasons. We were not like other people and we had to find a place of our own. I’d feel the war in his words then, like a dark, rumbling cloud, and my mother dying in a white bedroom in London.
Her family didn’t want anything to do with us. They thought my father odious and everything about us disgraceful. He hadn’t been good enough for them, the son of a printer who got to Oxford on a scholarship, and then wrote things before the war which they disagreed with. In their eyes my mother had made careless friends and lovers, with no money and strange ideas.
We never heard from them. There was a house in Wicklow, we knew of that, and another in Dún Laoghaire, but we were never invited to visit. My father described them as rich and thick. They had kept an inheritance for us though, which Stella and I were to come into when we were both twenty-one, so I never hated them. In fact quite the opposite: I wondered about them; through them I might be Irish, properly so, and this was a good thing. I learned about this inheritance, and much else, while hiding behind the couch.
He was in no way an apologist.
He left London because Ireland fed his soul.
It had nothing to do with the war.
He was a genius.
It just hasn’t been fully recognized yet.
And once my father lay sprawled on the leather couch and asked a woman to touch him, so I put my hands to my ears.
The boys from the boarding school across the field visited sometimes. My father referred to them as the sons of ‘stout, protestant farmers’ and apparently they had conservative mindsets. Stella wanted to know what a conservative mindset was, but he would not elaborate. They came to tidy the box hedges and we gave money to their charity. We must have been thirteen and fourteen when they first started to visit. When we returned from a sunny, but icy swim in the lake, the boys stopped their digging to watch us pass, their eyes bored into our pale, algae-streaked backs; scratchy towels pulled tight. Stella flushed and ran up the steps to the terrace, then turned and stopped for a second, watching them, before tossing her swimming hat in their direction.
She sat in front of the mirror in her room for ages after, staring at her face. She had a lovely face that was becoming lovelier by the day. It was shifting and moving into a structure of classic proportions, all ideal ratios. Her only flaw was a weakness in her left eye, and when she was tired it slipped and looked vaguely inwards to her nose. Siobhan said she needed glasses but my father would not hear of it. We were to have no blemishes, we were his daughters, experiments in the pursuit of female perfection. So Stella was instead sent to bed before her beauty fell, every evening then a countdown to failure and dismissal.
We didn’t attend a formal school as he thought education provided by the State was futile, weak, and did not suit the exceptional, so he tutored us. He wanted to shape our curriculum, without interference, when he had the time. Stella’s head lay across the desk most of those days, the sun playing in her fanned-out hair, a pen in a listless hand. I wanted to learn Greek, Irish too, but mostly we did German and Italian. He was quite a good teacher, I do give him that. There was excitement in his words, a sense of endless and deep curiosity about things, though always laced with fear. Lessons were more than lessons, they were trials.
But often the air in the room would be alight with his particular, piercing energy and you became part of it, briefly. It might slice you in two, or open you up. I could see in those hot, burning moments how he drew their interest, why the odd and unusual guests made their long journeys to stay in our cold, white house. There was an intention to him, and his words. They would beat, reverberate deep inside you, if you let them. I asked him about the guests only once that I can remember. He said they were our friends from the continent, and they had lost things, and were trying to find a way to understand why. He spoke as if he was a benign therapist, some Freudian figure helping them uncover their past, and for a time I believed him and thought perhaps they were just misfits, like us.
He gave us free rein of the library in his study and I would go there when he was elsewhere. I liked to dust the books before reading them. It was a ritual. I’d slide my fingers along the shelves first, then gently touch the spines, feeling the embossed words, before finally choosing. I was picky, not all books were worthy of your time; he had told me this. It was like selecting a partner. I’d choose the Brontës mostly and sometimes Dickens. I liked to read the same book over and over again. It felt reassuring. The books my father had written were not there. He kept them hidden in a locked trunk but assured me I could read them when I was older. Stella liked romances, and read them under the covers in bed at night.
One afternoon, after my swim in the lake, I was lying on the couch by the window in the library when a boy from the boarding school entered. A few of them had come for a philosophy class my father had reluctantly agreed to deliver. In silent shock I peeped over the back of the couch. The boy was decked out in his navy and grey uniform, though messily so – his white shirt askew and poking from under his jumper, tie loosened. He must have lost his way for the class was to take place in the dining room, but he appeared in no hurry.
He stood in front of the bookcase for a few seconds and began to touch the shelves, then the spines of the books just as I did. His mouth was open as he moved his hand along the tomes, as if in some kind of a rapture. I felt both an irritation at his mirroring of my actions, the special thing that I did, but also a sick, deep beat of interest. As I watched he dug his hand into his pocket for something, then removed one of the books and opening it inserted what looked like a note. He put it back on the shelf then, though left it sticking out further than the other books so you would notice it, and left.
I clambered over the couch, scanned the shelves and briefly, very briefly, imagined it was a love note. I was not then, nor am I now, a romantic person so it is odd that I should have thought so, a premonition perhaps. Finding the book – Candide by Voltaire – I held my breath briefly before opening it.
The boy’s handwriting was strong, spare:
Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.

I slammed the book shut, the words like a slap.
The classes with the boys from the boarding school were halted abruptly one afternoon not long after this. We were about sixteen and seventeen then. There was shouting in the front hall and doors were slammed. Stella had kissed one of them in the fairy field and was exiled to her room for several days.
The guests due that weekend were sent telegrams asking them to turn back:
THERE HAS BEEN AN UNFORTUNATE INCIDENT OF A PERSONAL NATURE. STOP.
That evening the long curved sitting room that stretched the width of the house was empty, the lamps were burning and I looked at my reflection in the windows. I didn’t know what to feel – perhaps envy, or maybe fear? And pity too for Stella who was locked away now, while my father was overtaken with a strange grief. I heard him crying in his study, wailing and knocking things from his desk and on to the floor.
A wind was rising and the house would soon scream so I put on the old gramophone that we brought from London and played Stravinsky loudly. I thought of the boy from the library and danced and danced as if there was a wildness in me, something that needed to escape; for if it did not, I might suffer the same fate as Stella.



Chapter Three
Stella was kept in her room for seven days and nights. Siobhan delivered a tray to her door in the evenings. I knocked on the bedroom wall, a series of taps, frantic at first, then slow. There was no meaning to the sounds, we had developed no code. She responded only once, a dull thud, and I worried she had died. Siobhan, exhausted-looking, assured me this was not the case. I leaned my head against the wall and imagined Stella did the same. I missed her desperately, it was an ache in my chest and the house without her was made of polished hollowness and silence. I did not however mention my sister to my father; we both pretended a locked-away child was the most normal of things. But as the week wore on I became more and more afraid, as if a darkness that had only ever been at the edge of the frame was creeping closer to the centre, and would soon cover us entirely.
By day he was light and sunny and it was a relief, though one tinged with unease. He was faking something, overcompensating for his anger and perfecting his compliments, polishing them, rolling them along the shiny floors and willing me to roll them back. He gave me an A on my essay about Pompeii and the possibility of studying in Trinity was mentioned. These were precious words, a bargaining chip. It was a risk, this notion of freedom, both for him, and for me. He watched me, dark eyes alert to their effect, wondering whether it would be worth it.
By night he talked incessantly without pause or gaps for a response. He had just finished his latest book and was elated. He knocked into things as he entered the room; a crystal bowl shattered, the remains lay strewn under a side table all evening, glinting and sharp. Wine was spilled and stained the white of the tablecloth. His movements, like his thoughts, seemed wild and unleashed, his eyes on fire with something.
He was the centre of the universe.
‘People will understand when they read it.’
He gorged on the food, piled it high, and some of it collapsed off his plate. There was too much to eat as Stella was not with us, nor the guests that had been expected. The silver serving plates at the centre of the table were heaving with leftover meat and congealed vegetables.
He talked and ate into the endless night.
The clock struck eleven.
The fire just embers now, my father slumping slightly. There were rules to the engagement. You must not attract attention, you must remain invisible, but also visible for he needed an audience. You did not have ideas of your own. You had what he was telling you and nothing else. You were barely there, merely a gap in his thoughts, or sometimes an affirmation. All originality lay with him, and everyone else, even his own children, were something of a challenge to his total supremacy.
We were his legacy, and his enemy.
I thought of Stella upstairs and imagined she was not in her room but instead had been locked in the trunk with the books we were not yet allowed to read. Then I stared at my mother on the wall and wondered if she had lived, what might we have become?
The manuscript he had finished that night, during the week when Stella was held prisoner, was the one that would make him truly famous. It was his only major work of fiction, though it was not really fiction, just ideas about who had a right to be and thrive in the world, and who had not. Ideas that never go away; ideas like that never do.
But of course that night I did not know any of this. I only knew he had completed another book and in time the Swedish man Falk with the watery blue eyes would arrive with copies of it in his briefcase and they would drink brandy into the night. Then there would be parties, and guests, all of us suspended once more in elation. The promise of riches, and fame, respectability, flickering like candlelight.
It is an unusual thing to have a notorious parent, your life is never completely your own. You exist only by extension, a shadow person, never quite finished.



Chapter Four
I saw the boy from the library again a few months later. Christmas 1962. He came to a party in our house along with his headmaster. He was wearing the school blazer and his tie was straight this time, hair combed to the side and vaguely greasy-looking as if it had been oiled severely. The headmaster squeezed and steered him through the packed room, stopping to introduce him to some of the guests who looked uninterested, and turned away.
Falk grabbed my arm as I tried to pass, nearly overturning a crystal candleholder in the process.
‘You’re going to the university.’ His blue eyes twinkling with surprise.
But he melted into the chattering admiring throng; all the women dressed in gold and silver, their glimmering, shining reflections dancing in the mirrors and the room alight.
My father was drinking and holding court by the piano. A fair-haired woman from Switzerland with a pointy face, her hair in a tight bun, whispered in his ear and he smiled in return. Her name was Birgitta and Stella did a good impression of her, lips tight and twitching. One of the guests was locked out and banged against the French doors to the garden but no one let him in, so he eventually wandered away. Copies of my father’s book were stacked high on a table and a man with a beard and round glasses sat guarding them.
RICHARD ACKLEHURST – THE LAST DAYS OF MAN
The illustration on the front cover was of a person carrying a giant boulder on his shoulders, a city in the distance.
Conversation floated like bubbles in the low light, reaching ever higher and higher before bursting down upon my head. Glasses clinking, red wine spilling and looking like blood on the white floor. We will be forever cleaning it up, I thought, and rubbed the stain with my foot.
‘Selfishness is a virtue!’ someone laughed and laughed.
My father beckoned furiously towards the door. Stella was hovering in the entrance, wearing a rose pink dress. It had arrived from Paris earlier that week and it didn’t suit her.
‘Are we very rich now?’ she had said as she opened the fancy box.
She looked washed out and pale in the fabric. She made her way uncertainly to the piano and the man from Lisbon, at the direction of my father, whispered something in her ear; she began to sing then. She didn’t sound as she used to, her voice was vacant, and had lost its sweetness. The crowd stirred and whispered. Everyone bored now. It was barely eight o’clock but Stella’s eye had started to slip and soon she would be banished.
I wondered briefly, looking at her, if we should just run away. I could forget Trinity, pack our things in two small bags and just run. We might take the train to Dún Laoghaire, then the boat to Holyhead. But I wanted to go to Trinity.
Stella bowed her head at the end of the song, and people clapped in a less than enthusiastic manner.
‘I’m sending her for an operation,’ my father declared to the room.
He was ever conscious of the mood of a crowd.
‘To fix her eye.’ He pointed at her.
Stella shrank and receded into the crowd, while my mother watched proceedings patiently from the wall. I was about to go comfort my sister when I spotted the boy from the school again, leaning now against the wall in the corner of the room, watching me, and I couldn’t move or breathe for a second until he withdrew his gaze, pushed himself off the wall and disappeared out through the now unlocked French doors, and up the winding stairs that led to the balcony on the first floor. Stella forgotten, I made chase.
The boy was leaning over the narrow railings staring into the empty, dark night. The air was chilled and his breath floated out from him in wisps.
He turned when he heard me, but the light was faint and he was just a shadowy outline against the dark of the landscape beyond.
‘Naoise,’ he said, and his voice sounded like a smile.
I walked closer, thinking how it was strange to be near a real boy. I wanted to memorize his features, see how they moved and shifted, notice the light from the moon on the left side of his face, the shadow it created. Then think about it all afterwards.
‘You’re one of the sisters.’ He watched me intently.
Words were caught inside me, even hello seemed too much of a commitment.
‘But not the one that kisses.’ He shook his head slowly.
His face was white now, the contours of the night in retreat as the moon shone in full, and for a second I imagined his skin with a red mark from my hand. I started to shiver then and couldn’t stop. He didn’t offer to put his coat around me or take me to warmth as the men in the films Stella made me watch were wont to do. He just pulled away from the railing and walked slowly back to the door that led to the stairs.
‘I left a note in your library.’ He turned.
We stared at each other for a moment, then he rubbed his black hair. I noticed the elbow of his blazer had a patch stitched on. He looked like he might walk closer to me, return, something in the angle of his head and shoulders, but he didn’t move, his hands shoved into his pockets.
‘Do you like your father?’ He blushed, the words spoken in a rush, my silence finally unnerving him.
Before I could recover enough breath to answer he disappeared down the stairs to the tune of ‘Anything Goes’ on the piano below.
He was the orphan who lived in the school across the fields, his doctor parents having died in the war. The boy who was top of his class and doted on by the elderly teachers; heading to Trinity to study law and eventually become a judge, with a patched-up jacket and less than shiny shoes.



Chapter Five
Stella cried when she heard I was actually leaving for university, a room arranged with a woman in Fitzwilliam Square in Dublin and a suitcase of new clothes bought. She lay across my bed, wailing, her face mottled. Siobhan tried to comfort her while also helping me pack. It had been discussed for months, all the arrangements made, but Stella seemed not to have thought it was real. It was early September before she finally understood. I didn’t know what to tell her. I was leaving her behind, and there was no grace or comfort in that.
‘I’ll make a plan… come up with something,’ I whispered to her.
And I meant this. If I could get away from the house, I would know what to do better. I would have an education, learn things, proper, real things, that our father didn’t tell me about. I could find a job, a flat maybe after a few months, and Stella could join me then.
‘She never listens.’ I leaned against the kitchen table and looked at my legs as Siobhan did the laundry.
It had been a wet summer and I was pale; a summer where Stella and I had been together but also not. We passed each other, a parallel mode to our living. She looked blankly at the reading list I had stuck over my desk, diligently ticking off the books once finished.
‘You turn everything into a chore.’ She had ripped the list off the wall.
‘She isn’t herself,’ Siobhan responded gloomily.
Neither of us mentioned the kiss or the week locked in her room that had followed it the previous autumn. Stella had emerged thin, distracted and unsettled. The ever-caring Siobhan had slept in her room for a few days after and had been woken by her night terrors, though I had not heard Stella cry out. These nightmares had mostly gone now, but she was different. She would start conversations with me, then drift away and speak of something else entirely. She complained of headaches but Siobhan was not sympathetic to physical ailments generally so ignored this. She was a tough woman, Siobhan, never complained and believed in getting on with things. There was a ‘make do’ attitude to her which I think I imbibed. You had to keep going, look for no pity and do your best. Stella, meanwhile, had little energy and would sleep sometimes the entire afternoon.
My father was more impatient with her than previously, she had fallen from favour. He was distracted too with the interest in his new book and had travelled to Europe in the spring for a few weeks giving lectures. He would be leaving for the United States soon after my departure for Trinity. Things had come together for him finally. The only time he did speak at length with her was to complain about her falling eye, and to tell her how it would need to be fixed by a specialist. She was nothing without her face, he had decided.
‘She’s always mooning over magazines and film stars, it’s not real. She needs to think more seriously about things.’ I took an apple from the bowl on the table.
Siobhan raised her eyebrow while folding sheets.
‘Write to her, and something cheerful.’ She held out one end of the sheet for me to take.
I put the apple down on the table.
I dropped the sheet then and Siobhan cursed in Irish which made me wish I knew the language. I had asked her to give me lessons but she always said no and I had the sense that perhaps it wasn’t proper that I should learn it, as if it didn’t belong to me. There were just the few, scant lines of the poems my father had made us learn. In truth I knew nothing about anything, I just read things and imagined them. I knew not at all what kind of a life might await in the city. It was my insecurity and guilt that prevented me from sharing my excitement with Stella. I might last barely a month away from them, my dreams of independence and freedom just that, an illusion.
‘Be careful up there, around men.’ Siobhan leaned down to pick up the corner I had dropped before I could retrieve it.
I rolled my eyes and left her with the sheets. I wandered down the hall and heard my father in the library with a man who had called to interview him, a journalist from a fancy magazine. My father had had his picture taken out in the field earlier in the week; he had worn a black bowler hat and leaned jauntily on his cane. There were sheep visible in the background so I imagined it would be an odd sort of photograph. As I passed the door their voices seemed loud, tetchy. I heard his fake laugh, and then silence. I hung over the banister, just as the door to the library swung open and the man came rushing out, papers under his arm.
‘Are you all right?’ I shouted after him.
He stopped for a second, under the ticking clock which had no numbers on its face.
The man’s eyes were wide, searching. But then he was gone, a car engine retreating into silence. I waited a minute, expecting my father to emerge, but he did not. Then music, suddenly – Bach – on the gramophone and a waft of cigar smoke in the hall.
That night we all heard Stella’s terror, a piercing cry at midnight. Siobhan got to her first, I could hear her murmuring soft words of comfort over her bed. My father emerged from his room, hands on his hips, puffed up and irritated. I had not seen him since the incident with the man in the library. He stared at me standing at Stella’s door in the low light and I sensed he wanted me to challenge him, to rebuke him, blame him even.
And if I had been a braver person I would have. But I had learned to say nothing. It was all a game and I understood the rules. So I instead went back to my bedroom, silent and complicit. As I tried to sleep I imagined the boys in the school, all lined up in their narrow beds listening to the screams from the Glass House.
The sister who kissed had turned into a banshee.



Chapter Six
The journey to Dublin did not seem long, that September of 1963. It’s funny in a way – despite the improvements in transport I find it much further now, as if the city has receded as I have aged. Today a request or requirement to be in Dublin is most usually met with a polite no. I gave up on that city at some point, it had broken its promise to me. I left it behind anyway, and travelled, settling in Florence, but that was later.
My father saw me off that autumn morning from the small train station, handing me a brown paper parcel as I got on board. I knew it was his latest book, and I had come of age. His eyes were red-rimmed and he tried to hide them from me under his hat. There were stains on his trench coat too. He was drinking too much lately, his hand shook now when he held his glass or his pen; no one else had noticed yet, except me.
Someone once told me that the seeds of your downfall are there, at the very moment of your greatest success. I have come to believe that to be true.
He had a new woman also, who was exhausting him with her demands. Birgitta – the pointy-faced lady from the Christmas party. She came to stay every few weeks and they drank together long into the night. I had thought she was just another of the guests for a time, but then I saw them together in her room. She was wearing a long oriental-style dressing gown and my father was kneeling in front of her, his hands gripping her to him. I wondered would she have a baby eventually; she was younger than him, barely twenty-five or so. He of course didn’t explain her to us in any way and like with everything else we made assumptions or pretended not to understand. Despite the parties and the pomp, there was an odd silence at the heart of everything we were. Stella meanwhile admired her dresses and stole some of her make-up, stashing it in the hat boxes under her bed.
I hugged Stella goodbye on the balcony. She was hiding from me but I knew she would go up there. She didn’t cry, which was a relief. I promised her she could come visit once I was settled and she touched my cheek then. Her left eye was turned almost completely inwards. I loved her, clearly, without question and I regretted the summer. We hadn’t done all the things we usually did, the walks, the picnics, the swims in the lake.
‘He’ll be gone for ages,’ I whispered.
There was shouting from the boys on the playing fields in the distance and she looked away, towards the sound.
‘I’ll go to Trinity too, next year,’ she called after me.
I didn’t answer her, and I should have really.
Standing on the train platform later that morning, I stared at the parcel containing his new book. In my other hand were some cakes for the journey which Siobhan had baked. Tears in her eyes, she looked older, greyer, standing at the front door, though when I think back now she was barely thirty-five.
‘I look forward to your thoughts…’ My father stepped away from the train door.
What a lie, I thought. I could feel his relief at my impending exit – the sceptic non-believer who lurked quietly under his roof. Because we understood each other, in our own way. We shared an instinct for suspicion; as another father and daughter might have shared one for love.
‘Write me.’ He tipped his hat.
I watched him as the train slowly pulled out from the station. He didn’t look so large outside of the house, a diminished figure in tweed. Lost among a people that were not his own. His face and moods unreadable, his thoughts not able to reach me in a moving carriage. Of course this was not entirely true, his book lay on the table in front of me.
I was, however, hopeful of new beginnings.



PART 2
Galway, November 1999



Chapter Seven
The woman’s voice is disappearing down the phone line. He thinks it’s the mobile coverage which is not good about town, she sounds far away, a wind or distortion of some kind in the background, but then she blares out suddenly and he has to pull the receiver from his ear.
‘Dug up?’ He frowns, repeating her words slowly.
Sergeant Fallon, who sits across from him, looks up briefly, before walking into the small kitchen which adjoins their office.
‘Stay in your car,’ he reassures the woman. ‘We’ll be there in ten.’
‘Alright?’ Fallon peers around the door.
‘I’m not sure.’ Murray looks at the phone still in his hand.
The road out to the graveyard is narrow and shadowy, bypassed now by the gleaming motorway whose amber light shimmers from the bridge in the distance. It’s a cold night, the roads have a glisten to them, and on taking one of the bends he feels the car slip beneath him briefly before he steadies the wheel. Fallon rests his hand on the door handle; he had offered to drive earlier.
‘It’s going to freeze,’ Murray says quietly.
They pull up at a low stone wall in front of an abandoned church outside the town, a small red car is parked ahead. The woman who had phoned emerges and tells them she is a photographer for a wildlife magazine and had been out doing some night-time shots.
‘It’s a full moon tonight.’ She touches the camera around her neck.
She isn’t from around here, just visiting, and is nervous, unsettled, her head darting around as if expecting someone to emerge from behind the trees.
Fallon takes her details and Murray, torch in hand, pushes through the wrought iron gate and into the yard. He flicks his gaze to the outline of the small church his wife had once attended. The moon emerges from clouds high above and the church appears more clearly, dishevelled and watchful; he notices one of the narrow lattice windows on the gable end is smashed. The wind is cold and whips across the open fields so he pulls his coat tight around him and walks towards the trees that edge the boundary wall on one side.
He can see the mound of dirt piled high by a grave in the far end of the churchyard, stacked neatly almost like a small mountain, and he walks slowly towards it, winding his way tentatively through the maze of gravestones which are laid out flat on the hard ground. This was the less elaborate end of the plot, less baroque, though when a bird shrieks high above he turns suddenly and to his side a stone angel is perched on a slab of concrete, a finger held up to her lips and rusting wrought iron railings all around her.
‘I’ve told her she can go.’ Fallon is close behind him now. ‘She didn’t see anyone else around. I’ve got her number.’
Murray looks at the name on the grave.
RICHARD ACKLEHURST
Philosopher
1905–1963
Fallon crouches down and leans into the dark gaping hole at their feet.
‘Nothing left, just rotted away.’
‘There wouldn’t be much left.’ Murray sighs. He likes Fallon, though finds the younger man blunt at times.
Murray points his torch at the grass flattened under their feet. The ground is cold and hard at this time of year, it would not have been easy to dig up a grave.
‘Nothing— Oh hang on,’ Fallon whispers now.
He grabs the torch and points it into the hole where there is something shining, and gold; kneeling down, Fallon reaches in and takes it out. Murray shudders a moment at the sight of him leaning into the open grave and turns to look at the tops of the dark trees swaying in the wind which is picking up, an easterly. Snow is due, something which rarely happens at this time of year.
‘A screw or a clasp or something.’ Fallon holds it up to the torch.
He shines the light back into the grave then, and at the dirt piled up beside it, before gasping and jumping backwards.
A fragment of bone is poking up from the mound of soil.
They stare at it in silence a moment.



Chapter Eight
It takes a few days but he sources the names and numbers of Richard Acklehurst’s next of kin so as to let them know what has happened and how they will be reinterring the remains as soon as possible. He makes a cup of tea and sits alone at his desk. The number in London rings out, so he tries the other in Italy. He rubs his neck and yawns, waiting for – he checks his notes – Aisling to answer. He has not slept well and thinks how do you best tell someone their father’s remains have been defiled?
He’d asked Fallon to look Acklehurst up online out of curiosity; the gravestone had described him as a philosopher. Fallon was good at finding things on the computer and it turned out there was lots of stuff about the dead man on the internet.
Acklehurst’s views on the constraints of Government regulation on business…
Acklehurst on capital…
Acklehurst… how the ‘narrows’ in his fiction are manifestations of society’s limits…
Acklehurst knew it first, there is nothing out there but our imagined and willed reality…
Richard Acklehurst’s last days…
This last one was written in 1979 and had been published in a book about notable philosophers of the twentieth century.
Acklehurst’s alcoholism had been noticeable to many on that last book tour of 1963. At a talk in Yale he had tripped on steps though he managed to deliver a brilliant lecture nonetheless, with a large, red gash across his forehead. In London one night he was supposed to have sung Irish ballads on the top of a double decker bus, and failed to turn up for one of his lectures. There was an unravelling of sorts, though his fame had never been greater. A new breed of economics, political science and sociology students on both sides of the Atlantic finding in his last book an acute picture of what the future might look like, and what sort of man would be its conqueror.
… His last days were spent that Christmas of 1963 at his large, modernist house in Galway. He had lived there since the end of the war, his wife having been Irish. Renowned for its parties and as a place of deep intellectual engagement and thought, he loved it, claiming Ireland gave him the freedom and isolation to create.
… his New Year’s Eve party due to be held the weekend he died was cancelled due to the weather, the house unreachable in a whiteout. A photograph taken by a guest still hangs in the back room of the local hotel where an impromptu evening of song and poetry kept them entertained… They heard about Acklehurst’s death the next morning… he had fallen in the snow at his house, and frozen to death.
Frozen to death.
Murray tries to imagine what that would be like as the man’s daughter Aisling finally answers the phone.
* * *
A day later he is sitting on the edge of the chair in Acklehurst’s house and staring around the strange room. The walls are white, but stained with damp in places, steel and leather chairs bend and lean in odd ways, while a large portrait of a woman in a hat hangs over the fireplace. Beside the baby grand piano, rusty French doors open out to a wide expanse of fields and the lake beyond. The name on the gate as they drove in had been faded – The Glass House. He’d only seen the place from a distance before, a strange, white building in the middle of a field, and as far as he knew no one lived there. It is cold in the room, the house clearly locked up and empty for long periods of time.
Aisling Acklehurst is small, dark and smokes a cigarette nervously. She had been quiet when he had phoned her with the news, shocked and almost silent, though said she would get home immediately.
‘I didn’t get any sleep.’ She yawns as she sinks into a chair opposite him.
He feels his cheeks flush and thinks the room feels like being on a ship; he half expects the shiny white floor to shift beneath them. There is a thud upstairs and he looks towards it.
‘I’ve a friend staying.’ She wraps a colourful throw around her shoulders and looks to the empty grate.
‘They’ll reinter the remains tomorrow about seven a.m.’
‘Thank you, I’ll be there.’ She glances at him.
‘I’m glad you could get back in time.’ He smiles gently.
‘I had flights booked already for later in the week, so just moved them. We’re selling the house, we were due to sell it, I mean, a potential buyer is coming to view.’ She looks pale and uneasy.
‘Is that well known, that you’re selling?’ he asks.
‘It’s through an international agent so I don’t think so.’ She leans back in the chair and rubs her eyes before leaning her head on her hand and watching him.
‘I’m so sorry, for something like this to happen here.’ He speaks as if she were a tourist.
‘I grew up here.’ She tilts her head then, eyes serious.
‘Of course.’ He flushes and pulls at his ear. ‘I read up on your father a bit, very highly regarded.’
‘They choose to see only one side of him, the one that says we’re free to do whatever it is we want.’ She lights another cigarette.
‘And what was the other side?’ he asks.
‘Mosley came here a few times, they were friends – that should tell you what was on the other side.’ She inhales on the cigarette.
‘The fascist?’ Murray’s eyebrows are high on his forehead.
‘Yes, he lived down the road for a while. They used to go to the horse fair together.’
The door to the sitting room opens suddenly and a man enters carrying a mug and extends his hand. He has greying hair, small glasses, something ruffled and casual about him, like a professor. Murray stands up slowly, trying to think where he knows him from.
‘I couldn’t believe it when Aisling told me. Is there anything I can do? Naoise Harris.’ They shake hands.
Murray remembers him now from Dublin – Judge Harris. They had been involved in a project together, many years before when he was a new recruit in the city.
‘We’ve met, a treatment centre for addicts, in the inner city,’ Murray says.
The man nods and then glances to Aisling.
‘You were dealing with the community who were against the project…’ Murray had been very impressed with him, he had done the whole legal work on a voluntary basis, convening evening meetings in the neighbourhood, dealing with planners and politicians to get the centre off the ground.
‘Yes, I remember.’
‘It’s still running you know, very successful,’ Murray adds.
‘I’m glad. Speaking of community, has there been much talk here about the grave?’ he asks.
‘A few calls, we’re managing it, few people concerned, obviously.’
‘And nothing like this has happened before?’ Naoise frowns.
‘No, we wouldn’t have seen something like this before.’ Murray feels mildly insulted at the notion this might be a regular occurrence and looks to Aisling.
She appears to be shrinking in the uncomfortable-looking chair, her eyes large and haunted. She rubs her hands together as if she is cold.
‘We’ll let you know if we’ve any information on who might have been involved, and I’ll be at the graveyard tomorrow, early.’ Murray stands up.
‘You don’t have any idea?’ Aisling leans forward.
Murray shakes his head.
‘No, I’m sorry.’
Naoise gestures to the door. ‘I’ll show you out. I must call in to the centre sometime, be nice to see how it is now.’
‘Pilgrim Row,’ Murray says, remembering it now as they walk into the hallway.
‘Always a great name.’ Naoise smiles. ‘I’m glad, really glad it survived. I’d a friend affected by drugs so it was a personal thing, but then you move on. I should have gone back, really, but I’m happy it’s still going.’
They shake hands.
‘This is an amazing place…’ Murray looks up to the high white ceiling.
Naoise reaches for the latch and looks at him quizzically.
‘Is it?’ He frowns and shuts the door.
Fallon is waiting for him in the car.
‘Did you get to talk to the Hayeses?’ He gets into the passenger seat.
They were a family of young lads, often in trouble for vandalism and petty crime in the town.
‘Yeah, not up for it.’ Fallon shakes his head and reverses the car.
Murray rests his head back in the seat and stares out the window. It was funny seeing Harris again, they had been young before, and now they were old. It must have been the early eighties when they last spoke. The day the centre had opened, some councillor cutting a ribbon on a rainy afternoon.
They drive past a large hoarding in the field that borders the exit to the motorway which is advertising new homes – a picture of a young man and woman standing in front of a house, waving at cars.
‘We don’t have to take this too serious, do we?’ Fallon turns up the volume of the radio.



Chapter Nine
It is sleeting and very dark in the graveyard the next morning. They had arranged the reinterment for early, hoping to stop any onlookers, but now it felt furtive almost and Murray wondered if they should have held it later in the morning. The gravediggers work quietly and quickly, their heads down while Aisling and the judge carry an old-fashioned lantern, which seems strangely appropriate, Murray thinks. They are leaning into each other, his arm in hers, their faces shadowy and the light swaying every now and then, creating shadows. He wonders vaguely what they are to each other. The brass studs on the side of the new coffin glint in the light. Murray shudders, thinking of the dust and few bones within.
He retreats from the graveside to the iron gate in the wall. The church looks fragile, weaker from this distance, as if it might collapse into the ground. The headstones crouch and bend upwards from the moss, while a handful of the graves are surrounded by elaborate iron cages, an attempt to ward off the bodysnatchers of an earlier time. He turns to watch Aisling who doesn’t approach her father’s grave, or seem to look at the coffin, she just stays curled into the man beside her. There is the thud of digging, and the smell of turned soil.
He rubs his hands together to try and stay warm and breathes deeply but it hurts to do so, a pressure has settled on his chest. There is the faint hum of a car engine far down the road so he leans back over the gate. The sky is starting to lighten, though only barely, a gash of white and purple on the horizon, and a few birds have begun to stir. The car is in sight now, it’s low and sleek, a flash of grey steel, slowing as it reaches the wall of the churchyard. He stands straighter, unsure what to expect, like an usher at a strange ceremony, holding open the gate.
‘Stella.’
Aisling calls out suddenly from behind him, making him jump; she runs towards the gate, as a woman emerges quickly from the car. There is the glimpse of a red leather seat and the slam of a heavy door. Murray steps back as the woman pushes past him. She smells rich, expensive; a fair head under a black fedora hat. She and Aisling hug like they might both collapse, before the woman pulls away and darts towards the men at the graveside. Murray moves after her quickly, unsure what she is going to do, for there is an anger and urgency in her, he can feel the burn of it in her jerky, desperate movements.
The men stop their digging, the remains already returned to the ground, and stand watching, leaning on their shovels, their faces obscured in the gloom. It’s like a strange painting, Murray fleetingly thinks – a lost Dutch master. The judge tries to block Stella’s path, Murray catches his startled eye briefly in the now swinging light of the lantern, but the woman shoves Harris roughly aside and continues quickly to the edge of the open grave.
‘Go easy,’ Murray shouts and reaches out to take her arm.
As he does so she stops completely still, before throwing a naked, headless doll into the dark hole.



PART 3
Dublin, Autumn 1963



Chapter Ten
Michaelmas term 1963 and Dublin was a watery, drowned place, with traces of peat smoke floating in the wet evening air. The city felt narrow somehow. I missed the openness of the fields at home, the sense of expanse outside my window. Parts of the city were being torn down, old houses demolished, skeletons of buildings left, and the rubble piled high. It was a place on the turn, and not quite finished, an ancient settlement embracing modernity fitfully.
The scattered, falling-down quality was mirrored in me those first weeks too. I was free, and adrift, afflicted with a perpetual amnesia born of the newness of everything and could concentrate on almost nothing for long. I invariably forgot which books to bring to classes, or my gown, and would have to rush back to my room on Fitzwilliam Square, past the drooping, long windows of the Georgian houses, to retrieve them. When I think of myself now I am breathless, with both excitement, and nerves.
Trinity was elusive and capricious, revealing itself little by little. It was of the city, but aloof. The gates, as if in a fairy tale, were like a secret entrance in the wall and only those with the password could find them. When I packed up to leave, the bell in the Commons would ring and gowned figures emerged from doorways, making their way to the dining hall, like ghosts summoned into the night air.
The other students appeared to be filled with a supreme air of confidence, assured and comfortable with themselves. They’d come from large, fancy schools, and were prepared in a manner that I was not. I had low self-esteem when it came to education, never feeling quite good enough, unsure if the things my father had taught me were even real. I was not quite finished. The English girls, of which there were many, were waif-like and sophisticated. My friend Sarah was one of them. We took Modern Languages together. Her father was a British diplomat in Buenos Aires and she had been sent to Dublin to attend school a few years previously.
‘We’re Catholics.’ She had nodded seriously to me when explaining how she had ended up in a convent in Dalkey. Catholics still being something of a rarity in Trinity then.
She had a boyfriend, Jonathan, who hailed from a castle in Meath, though I had not yet met him. She appeared to know more than me about everything, despite the rigours of the convent. I told her about Stella, and she said she sounded fabulous, which made me happy.
Those first few weeks I did find it quite easy to make friends which was surprising in a way, and exciting too. My isolated childhood with Stella had offered no preparation for being with others. I had been trained to perform, and to conceal, but not ever to really know anyone. I desired to be natural, it seemed something one should at least try to achieve, but in truth to pretend was enough. And everyone did it, or so it seemed. In photos of the time I am an alluring presence of sorts, my new clothes fashionable, perhaps that helped; as did being not quite Irish or English. I slipped the bounds of any nation, a fluidity to my being that meant I was neither outsider, nor insider.
I met May for the first time in the dim light of the Coffee Inn off Grafton Street. She was a friend of Sarah’s from school, and would eventually become Naoise’s wife. She was working part-time as a model while studying and had just finished a photo shoot in the Gresham Hotel. She arrived by taxi wearing a small hat with black netting covering her face and a sapphire-coloured velvet cloak.
‘This is Aisling,’ Sarah murmured into her cup of hot chocolate.
May peeled off a long white glove and fixed her wide violet eyes on me.
‘Your father’s Richard Acklehurst?’ She extended her hand.
I looked to her, surprised, vigilant suddenly at the mention of his name. A Political Philosophy professor had stopped me one afternoon, and this was how Sarah had come to know who my father was and she must have told May. Word had begun to spread; an older student had waited for me at the front gate and demanded we go for a drink and discuss my father’s work. I had to call for the porter in order to escape.
‘There’s a reading group all about him, they meet every Wednesday.’ Sarah nodded enthusiastically to May.
He had recently appeared in Time magazine as one of the thinkers set to define the next decade – unfettered freedom and self-reliance were to be the way ahead, apparently. His fame was growing rapidly, like something on fire. I only picked up bits and pieces of it all. He had sent me a postcard from the US, two scrawled lines of greeting.
‘You’ll have to go along to the meetings.’ May beamed at me now.
I didn’t imagine she would have read anything my father wrote. She just had an antenna for connections, for who might have fortune on their side. I hadn’t read his latest book either at that point. It lay on my small desk, still packaged up.
The Spanish waitresses at the counter began to giggle and gesture to some men and I turned to the window where, as if emerging from a strange, rain-drenched dream, Naoise stood outside, attempting to take shelter under the striped canopy, a tangle of bikes between him and another man. He didn’t notice me, his collar up, face in profile to the wet, dark street and something impatient and belligerent in his hunched stance.
We hadn’t seen each other since the previous Christmas when he had asked me if I liked my father. I had heard from the headmaster that he was heading to Trinity and had thought about him often in the intervening months. Sometimes I wondered if I had imagined him. I felt a throb of curiosity at seeing him again, and touched the glass.
‘There’s a party this Friday, Mount Street,’ said May.
‘Come?’ Sarah smiled.
I dragged my gaze from the window as the jukebox began to play ‘Blue Velvet’, a song I have forever associated with May and that particular moment. Everything a promise still, a glamour to all of us because we were young, and mistakes were not yet made. The flaws embedded, yes, but not yet fatal.
May leaned her head to one side and pointed a teaspoon at me.
‘Yes.’ I smiled.
I looked back to the window then, but Naoise had vanished and the street was veiled in a delicate, misty, gauze of rain.
* * *
I did go to one of those meetings dedicated to my father’s new book that October. It was a small, airless room, packed to capacity, mainly with men who were studying politics and economics. They talked loudly of radical self-reliance, and how nothing in economics, or indeed life, is meant to be fair. They praised the clarity of his thinking, his disregard for collective effort. His belief that we had evolved to the point where we no longer needed each other.
I listened in a sort of dark wonder and had that sense again of my own ignorance. This time it wasn’t plain insecurity but a wilful denying of knowledge. I had the chance to learn things, understand what he was, but I never really had. I had blinded myself – his book still unread on my desk. I had turned away purposefully, and now strangers in a smoke-filled garret were explaining him to me, as Naoise had perhaps wanted to do too that night on the balcony.
One of them recognized me then, the man who’d asked me to come for a drink the previous week, a glint of desire in his eye. They noisily pushed chairs out of the way, a few stood up, and a pathway was cleared to the centre of the room. But I couldn’t move, my back glued to the wet, perspiring wall, pinned there, like something to exhibit.
‘Come,’ someone in a shiny suit called out.
A glass shattered on the floor.
I wondered if I would always be a disappointment, both to the people who admired him, and to those who did not.



Chapter Eleven
The party May had spoken of was on the second floor of a Georgian house overlooking the Pepper Canister church on Mount Street. I didn’t know who lived there, and it didn’t matter. It was raining heavily that night and the room upon entering was steamy with warm, swaying bodies. Jazz played on the record player and the only light came from red candles which were jammed into wine bottles, wax oozing down their sides. I felt a thrill of excitement walking into the room. The smoky, dark air tasted of freedom.
Sarah pulled me by the hand through the dim crowd to where May sat on a couch, beside an extremely handsome man who looked like he should have been in Paris or somewhere far more glamorous.
‘Jonathan,’ said Sarah.
He wore a black velvet jacket, had dark hair, a chiselled, thin face and smoked a cigarette. May, her hair pinned high, leaned against his shoulder while he was intently observing her nails, her hand laid across his.
‘You came.’ May sounded sleepy.
‘Good to meet you.’ Jonathan lifted his eyes from her hand.
Sarah moved to sit on his knee and all three of them stared up at me.
‘So, you’re the daughter of a Superman?’ he said.
‘That’s Nietzsche, I think.’ I blushed.
‘Is it?’ He distractedly touched Sarah’s neck. ‘Philosophers never seem that happy to me, no family, or friends.’ He made a face of mock sadness.
‘No,’ I giggled, ‘their hearts get turned to stone.’
‘We’ll talk.’ Jonathan winked.
‘Let’s dance.’ May got to her feet as if bored suddenly and waved at someone.
Jonathan and Sarah followed her and I felt mildly relieved. Taken together, they seemed very sophisticated.
‘The drinks are over there,’ Sarah called back, pointing to another corner of the room where a makeshift shelf was straining with coloured bottles of various shapes and sizes.
I poured myself a large whiskey, the only drink I knew how to measure out, and wandered back to the hallway where a man grabbed me by the waist and offered me a cigarette. A few others were arguing about nuclear war, I recognized some of them from university, their faces were red and their hands made stabbing motions in the air. I took another swig of the whiskey which burned, and breathed deeply – I was free and mostly anonymous at a cool party. I wanted to let the relief and happiness of that fact suffuse into me, along with the alcohol.
But turning then, Naoise was walking slowly towards me, eerie in the low light of that dark hallway, his face thinner than I remembered.
‘Hi.’ He nodded.
Someone turned the music up, and there was a cheer in the other room.
‘I’ve seen you around.’ He leaned against the wall and faced me.
I picked at the peeling wallpaper between us, and smiled.
‘What are you studying?’ He spoke gently, quietly, as if aware that there was something perhaps wrong with me but he didn’t really mind.
‘Languages.’
‘I’m Law.’ He nodded.
‘Why that?’ I asked.
‘A promise I made once.’ He looked vaguely surprised at my question.
‘Who’d you make the promise to?’ I whispered.
‘Ah, someone.’ The lights flickered and buzzed briefly as he spoke and we both looked up.
There were dead flies all over the inside of the light fitting.
‘Did you read your father’s book yet?’ he asked, more serious now.
‘Why did you think I hadn’t?’ I took a swig of the whiskey.
‘Your face, that night on the balcony.’
‘You were a bit rude that night.’ My words faltered.
‘I was, ignore me… You know there’s a fan club in Trinity?’ He frowned.
‘I went.’
‘Learn anything?’ He kicked a cigarette end away along the carpet.
I didn’t reply and he shifted uneasily beside me.
‘I’ll get you another.’ He gestured to my glass suddenly.
‘No, I’m OK. Isn’t it great to be away from Galway, to be here?’ I nodded to the room where everyone was dancing.
‘Yeah, nice to see someone from home as well. I don’t know what people are talking about half the time.’ He tilted his head.
‘I don’t either.’ I shrugged my shoulders and we laughed, relaxed suddenly.
We watched May and Sarah twirling in the centre of the other room; a space had cleared around them and a few people were clapping. I envied their confidence and style. We chatted a bit more, laughing at people and things we had noticed in the city. Naoise moved then to go get us more drinks but I gently touched his sleeve. He stopped and looked at me seriously. The people dancing, the heavy smoke-filled air, the beat of the music, it was like slipping into a vortex of sounds and darkness.
‘Kiss me,’ I whispered, because I needed to catch up with Stella and he was from home and maybe it was safer that way. He wasn’t as sophisticated as the others.
I wondered would he refuse, but he didn’t hesitate, didn’t even look surprised. He leaned closer, slow, unsure, and he smelled of smoke and the night air. I closed my eyes as his lips touched mine. People clapped loudly in the other room then, the music on the record player stuttered to a halt and we pulled apart, flushed; staring at each other.
‘Introduce us.’ May appeared in the doorway.
She stood half between us and I wondered had she seen us kiss. Her hair had come undone slightly, cheeks pink from the dancing, and the sleepy air I had sensed earlier was gone, replaced with a clear energy.
‘I’ve to go,’ said Naoise shyly, watching me.
He shook May’s hand awkwardly, a vaguely perplexed expression on his face, then began to walk away down the hall. He stopped for a moment, silent and serious at the top of the dark narrow stairs, watching us both, before descending into the darkness.
I gripped my empty glass.
‘A man of mystery. You’re not a thing, are you?’ May looked at me quizzically.
I wished she hadn’t interrupted us and turned to watch Jonathan and Sarah who were dancing together, performing a kind of warped tango to the Beatles’ ‘Please, Please Me’.
‘I think they might get married, lots of couples meet in Trinity.’ May giggled before I answered.
I turned to look at her and noticed her eyes had a kind of warm, starry expression. She believes in romance, I thought to myself.
‘It might just be the point – marry, or prepare for a life typing letters,’ I murmured.
‘Exactly.’ She squeezed my arm and sounded excited, as if she had found a new ally in the romance wars.
Jonathan and Sarah would never marry though; he died of AIDS in the early 1980s.



Chapter Twelve
The day after the party I finally opened my father’s latest book. I spent that rainy Saturday holed up in my small room in Fitzwilliam Square. I pretended to the landlady that I was sick so she would not disturb me.
The story began simply enough: a fable.
A young, unnamed man wanted to better himself but was being held back by the elders of his village who were a superstitious and religious people. He described them as the ‘narrows’, our hero torn between tradition and his desire for change. One day, news reached the narrows that there was trouble in the city, a great fire was burning endlessly, on and on, immune to water or any of the other attempts that were being made to quench it. The streets were filled with the smell of burning bodies, flesh melting, and the sky had darkened to night with the billowing thick, toxic smoke. On it burned, growing hotter and more angry for seven days. The narrator, understanding that this catastrophe was the sign he had been waiting for, packed his bag and headed to the burning city. He left through the forest, the narrows calling out warnings after him. A man alone, on a pilgrimage.
I was fifty or so pages in, the afternoon turning into evening, and it felt like my father was in the room with me, hiding in the shadows, his words elusive and dancing around me in the dim light. I wasn’t sure what the book was really about, it reminded me of the tales he used to tell Stella and me before bedtime, the heroes always fair and fearless, scaling castle walls, rescuing maidens. But his stories always differed from the other fairy tales we would read because the man always left at the end. A greater calling that must be fulfilled would lure him away from the fireside, the women left to their own devices.
I fell asleep for a time, the book in my lap, and dreamed he was sitting by the window, pipe in hand. I woke in fright as the book clattered to the ground, my cheeks burning and mouth dry. The window was covered in condensation now, lamps alight outside. I got out of bed and opened the heavy sash window and leaned over the sill. The houses backing on to the yard were dark, windows vacant, water dripping from gutters down damp, moss-covered walls. A thin mist was descending, shrouding the rooftops beyond. The city seemed present, but also vanishing.
There was a shuffling noise outside in the hall followed by a quiet knocking. I put on my dressing gown and opened the door slightly – Mrs O’Shea peered back at me.
‘You’ve a visitor, a Mrs Mason. I told her you were indisposed but she was desperate insistent,’ she said.
My mother’s sister’s name was Mason.
‘I’ll be down,’ I replied faintly.
I sat on the edge of the bed for a minute. My dead mother, who conjured up only absence. Trunks and hat boxes locked away in the back bedroom, all her things sent back from London. I stood in front of my wardrobe, trying to find something suitable to wear, pulling things off hangers, clothes in a heap on the floor. I put on too much powder and rouge, my hands shaking, and by the time I was finished I resembled a startled doll.
My aunt sat on the brown chair at the fireside, the lamp low and the drapes still open onto the dark square. I could hear rain against the window. She stood when I entered and gestured to the other chair in a semi-impatient manner.
She wore an olive green suit, a small matching hat on her head and a large brown handbag at her stout black feet. I guessed she must have been in her early fifties or so, the elder of the sisters.
‘Have you been ill?’ she asked as I sat down.
‘No,’ I replied.
She didn’t look like my mother. Her eyes were large and green, the hair peeping from the sides of her hat dark, but streaked with grey. Her cheeks were plump, her face broad. She looked like she might be a smiling sort of person, a jolliness to her features, but somehow she had decided to retrain them. The mouth downcast, and her eyes without light.
‘You look poorly, late nights and no good food.’ She lit a cigarette. Her eyes narrowed as the smoke swirled upwards. ‘Come to us for lunch, every Sunday from now on. I insist. My son went to Trinity so I know how strenuous and exhausting the days, and indeed nights, of study can be. We can’t have you fading away.’
I wondered was she quite well. We knew each other not at all and now I was being invited for Sunday roast.
‘Thank you, that’s very kind. I’m really fine, I’ve a generous allowance,’ I replied.
‘As you wish, but the offer’s there. I know we’ve not known each other, over the years. It was always my plan to be in touch with you, and indeed Stella, when it was possible.’ She sat back in the chair.
‘Was it not possible before?’ I asked.
She sighed and threw the barely smoked cigarette into the fire which seemed a sort of reckless thing to do, though it made me like her a bit more.
‘Your allowance is generous, well that’s something, at least something positive has come from his dreadful work. He’s everywhere at the moment with that new book, it’s been too much. I had to see you.’ She sat forward then.
‘I can’t pretend to like him, just for your sake, and I couldn’t pretend for your mother’s either. I presume you love him? Daughters do, generally.’
I didn’t know what to say, how far I should go with her. I thought of the strange odd book I had left opened on my bed. My silence was noted, her eyebrow raised slightly, and she retreated back into the chair.
‘What are you studying?’ she asked.
‘Modern Languages.’
‘You mother spoke German, did you know that? Had a flair for languages.’
‘No. I don’t know much about her really, he never tells us things.’
I watched the flames twist and flicker in the grate. We sat in silence for a brief few seconds, the rain a dull beat against the window.
‘And how’s Stella? She misses you, I imagine?’ she said.
‘We write and I’ll be home for Christmas.’ I turned back to face her. ‘I miss her very much, actually.’
‘Does she look like you, Stella?’
‘She looks like my mother,’ I replied.
‘She wasn’t beautiful, really, your mother, though everyone thought she was.’ She now looked into the fire. ‘It was funny, she sort of tricked people with rouge and vivacity, it was her energy that was attractive.’
‘Perhaps you couldn’t see her beauty. Others did, I think, and Stella is very beautiful.’
‘Yes, perhaps. Your father thought so anyway. He wrote her poems, at the beginning. She showed them to me. She was Helen of Troy in those, and of course she fell for it.’
She picked at her skirt.
‘They were in love.’
She snorted in response.
‘Were you close to her?’ I asked.
‘I was ten years older and by the time she caught up in a way, it was too late… She went to London, she was eighteen.’
I was fiddling nervously with an ornamental cigarette case on the table and accidentally knocked it to the floor. ‘Stella and I are close, we are different but we watch out for each other and I love her, of course… I miss her.’
I bent down to pick up the cigarette case and placed it back on the table.
‘You’re surprised to see me, uncomfortable even?’ she asked.
I shook my head.
‘Of course you are, but it was time. Your mother’s death, you see, was entirely due to that man and I felt you should know that.’ She rubbed her hands together nervously as she spoke.
‘I’m sorry?’ My cheeks felt hot suddenly and there was a ringing sound in my ears.
‘That day, the day she died. He told you of it?’
‘She had TB.’ I got up from the chair and went to the window. I couldn’t remember what he had told me. She had been sick, she had died, and that was all. Stella was a baby in a white cot and I was, I was somewhere else.
Mrs Mason rose from the chair and picked up her bag. ‘Perhaps I shouldn’t have come yet.’ She walked to the door of the drawing room.
‘Tell me,’ I insisted.
She turned and leaned against the side table. She looked old suddenly, unsteady. ‘You’d better sit down.’
‘I don’t want to.’
‘Well fine then. Your mother killed herself, driven to it. His affairs, his work, she was never strong, she wasn’t like him, she pretended to be but she wasn’t… she was never like those ghastly people he surrounded himself with. She wanted to leave him, you know, she wrote me a few weeks before, had questions about her money, what she could do…’
I stepped forward as if to catch the meaning more completely and hold the words to myself; she held up her hand to prevent me crossing the room, and turned her face away, hiding from me suddenly.
‘Why then, why was she leaving him then and not before?’ I asked.
‘I’ve told you she wanted to get away…’
‘But what happened that made her want to go then?’
She turned back to stare at me, her eyes pained. ‘He beat her… she was afraid, terrified, she said he was evil.’ She slumped against the wall.
The room spun and I gripped the table behind me.
‘Come to the house, when you’re ready. It’s time that you knew. You’ve another family, another story of which you are part.’ Her energy had gone, she looked like she might slide down the wall on to the floor.
‘Why didn’t you come for us?’ I whispered.
A faint look of pity crossed her features, followed quickly by embarrassment. She fumbled in her large bag, found an old-fashioned-looking handkerchief, wiped her brow and placed a card on the sideboard.
‘I’m sorry, I know it’s a terrible thing to hear, a tragedy none of us ever got over, but we lost her years before her death, and he was to blame for that too. Perhaps we can start again now.’ She opened the door to the hall.
‘How did she die?’ I began to cry and my voice was muffled, lost, younger than before. I was a child again and my mother had chosen to leave. It was the cruellest of things, to leave us with the man she hated.
‘Sleeping tablets. A hundred of them.’ Mrs Mason staggered from the room.



Chapter Thirteen
The weather changed the day after my aunt’s visit, the rain turned to ice as cold winds blew across Europe from the east. It snowed, though not heavily at first, but the temperatures stayed low and the ice hardened on the footpaths, and navigating the route to Trinity each day became hazardous. The lecture rooms were draughty, the few people there buried under scarves. My landlady lit fires on every floor in Fitzwilliam Square but it made little difference; the house smelled of smoke, yet was never warm.
My father’s book sat on my desk. I could read no further after the conversation with my aunt.
I too was frozen in a way, unsure and deeply unsettled by what Mrs Mason had told me. After a week of sleepless nights I took the train to Dún Laoghaire on the following Sunday but when I called to her tall, narrow house on the seafront there was no answer. I stood on the icy steps and felt strangely like an orphan. I should have phoned first. I looked up at the house and wondered what room had been my mother’s, and why had she left for London in the first place.
I rang Siobhan that night and asked about my mother’s death.
‘TB,’ she replied.
Stella was calling my name in the background, demanding to be put on the phone.
‘Are you sure?’ I asked.
‘You alright? Are you eating?’ said Siobhan.
‘I’m fine.’
‘It was TB, I think.’ She was distracted.
I stayed up late writing an angry letter to my father demanding to know what had happened to my mother – had he beat her, did he ever love her, did he make her kill herself? But then I didn’t post it. It sat on the desk along with his book. My sleep became fitful, I would wake in the middle of the night and the one memory I had of my mother would play over and over again. She was dressed in white, a basket over her arm, walking ahead of me towards water.
It was around this time that Naoise and I met again by chance, outside an electrical shop on O’Connell Street. It was the day John F. Kennedy was assassinated, the city suspended in horror and disbelief. Men and women pressed against us, squinting at the snowy television screen in the window, some of them were crying and clutching at each other.
Naoise stood beside me, restless and jittery. I felt him looking sideways at me in the evening light, as if he had something to say but could not find the words. Wordlessly we left the crowd together and walked to Bewley’s on Westmoreland Street. We sat at a small marble table with steaming cups of white coffee in front of us and one cherry bun. A man beside us was buried in the racing pages of the newspaper, while a small one-bar electric heater had been plugged in at our feet. It hissed and the room smelt like burned coffee beans.
Naoise took a bite of the bun and munched it slowly, before rubbing his hair and making it messy.
‘There was blood on her dress.’ He sat back in the chair.
I nodded but couldn’t think of what to say, it was dreadful.
‘The person who killed him was trying to make a point, that in the future no one will probably remember.’ He gulped his coffee.
‘It’s easier to forget,’ I replied.
‘That’s the thing, bad things happen, then no one even remembers why.’ He shook his head slowly and I had a sudden sense of there being a burden on him, and I didn’t really understand it.
‘If it was a story, he’d have been the hero, and he’d have had to die,’ I said.
‘Not necessarily, heroes don’t have to die, they’re supposed to save everything.’ His cheeks were flushed.
‘Maybe they can’t.’ I reached down to heat my hands in front of the electric fire. There was a crash of plates somewhere in the kitchen. ‘Like if someone had a certain fate, and they couldn’t escape it.’ I looked at him.
He reached his hand across the table as if to find mine but then stopped; it lay wrist up on the pink, veined marble.
I thought briefly about how we had kissed and how unlikely it seemed. ‘Why do you hate my father?’ I asked.
He sat back in his chair. ‘Because he thinks some people – men, white men – are better, more worthy than everyone. It sickens me.’ He looked at me defiantly. ‘The headmaster in our school’s a fan, and not just of the new stuff, the other things he wrote before, before the war.’
‘What things?’
He raised his eyebrows. ‘Don’t you read?’
I shook my head. ‘Not his books.’
He bit his lip. ‘Maybe you should.’ He glanced back at me.
‘What’s in them?’ I asked, my heart in my throat.
‘Lies.’
I wiped my eyes, they felt hot and stinging at the shame of it all. ‘Can I tell you something?’
He picked up his mug again, eyes alert.
‘But promise not to say anything, ever.’ I leaned forward.
‘Of course.’
‘Like never…’ And I did trust him, it made no sense really, but I did. ‘I think my father made my mother kill herself. He beat her and…’ I faltered.
He sat back suddenly in the chair and kicked his legs out which knocked into mine under the table. He apologized and flushed red.
‘Don’t…’ He fumbled for a tissue in his pocket.
‘I’m fine,’ I whispered.
‘Here, here.’ He handed me a handkerchief and sounded almost angry, or impatient. His head knocked against mine as he attempted to hand it over. ‘Sorry,’ he said.
There was a clumsy hunger between us.
I looked at the handkerchief; the crest of the school was sewn into the corner. It was something handed out with their school ties. It made me pity him.
‘He made her kill herself, that’s all I know – I’ve just found out,’ I said.
‘Maybe it’s not what you think.’ He breathed out loudly.
‘Why would you say that? Do you think I’d make this up?’
‘No but people do something’ – his voice dropped – ‘like that for, like many reasons, and…’ His words tapered off.
‘He beat her, isn’t that bad enough?’
He watched me closely, still suddenly, his eyes straying to my lips.
‘Yes, it’s bad enough.’
‘You asked me if I liked him…’ I said.
The lights in the elaborate, gold Turkish chandeliers above dimmed suddenly; we both looked up before returning our shadowed gaze to each other.
‘I don’t,’ I said.
* * *
In the month that followed we met often after class and went drinking. We never arranged it formally, he would just appear out of the shadows near the front gate and we would wander the streets together. He liked the smallest and darkest of pubs and I began to like them too. We’d sit in the snug, away from people, and sometimes I teased him about May who was pursuing him relentlessly across the frozen cobblestones.
‘Must have confused me with someone else.’
But I knew he liked her, or the idea of her anyway, and was flattered.
I talked of Stella, but not of my parents, though my claim that my father had caused my mother’s death hung in the air between us. I would catch him looking at me, a quizzical expression on his face, and I knew he had not forgotten, just didn’t know what to say. I started to truly believe that I too was an orphan, lost in the city, and perhaps that was how and why Naoise had come into my life. I began to think that one had a destiny and it was just an extension of what came before. The dice thrown and you must follow it through, play on. Things would unfold as they were meant to.
‘No,’ he would say when I spoke like this. ‘We have choice.’ He’d bang his glass on the table and spill beer.
Naoise did, however, talk of his parents and in many ways his story fitted more with my philosophy for living than his. Doctors who had worked for the Red Cross, they had left him in the care of the school as a tiny boy, the headmaster being a distant relative, and headed to Italy where they had been killed in 1945. He spoke admiringly of them in a kind of young child’s way, like they were people he had read about in a war annual. His promise to study law had been made to his dead mother. She had written a letter to her baby son shortly before she died telling him of all the terrible things people were suffering in the war and how when he grew up he would need to fight, but not as they had. He was to reside in the safety of Dublin, in a wig and gown.
I imagined the letter, tired and yellowing in a drawer somewhere.
We drank and talked until it was late and our petty misunderstandings were a heat in the ice of those nights, propelling us closer than we might have been otherwise. We laughed about Dublin, and how it was different.
‘What are you going to do with your life?’ he asked one evening.
For all his reading and his thinking, he was much the same as all the others; as a woman I was limited, smaller than him.
‘Go away, travel.’
‘And that’s your plan, for life?’ His eyebrow was raised.
‘I come into my mother’s money when I’m twenty-one. I don’t really need a husband,’ I said.
‘And if you fall in love?’ he replied.
‘I don’t think I will.’
He smiled as if to say, of course you will. ‘Where will you go?’
‘Paris, maybe Florence,’ I replied.
‘I can see you there, for a while.’ He gulped his beer.
‘And you?’ I asked.
‘Sure it’s all mapped out for me, you know that.’ He sank into the chair.
‘It’s not really, your mother will never know what became of you,’ I said.
He looked hurt, pained at the words. I was speaking not really about him, but about myself. ‘You can be harsh, you know that?’ He finished his drink quickly.
‘I’m sorry.’ I touched his hand.
One night after a few drinks too many in a pub on Baggot Street he drunkenly asked me to come back to his house by the canal. He wavered before me under the streetlight, balancing on the kerb as snow gently fell around us. He did remember the kiss. I stepped closer to him, took off my glove and touched his cheek. He felt warm and he stopped moving, became still, silent, and there was need and longing in his eyes, his gaze too honest. I thought I can’t be responsible for another person’s happiness yet, nor their expectations, for then I would never be free.
‘I’ve to go.’ I kissed him on the cheek.



Chapter Fourteen
‘I’ve taken up the harp.’ Stella sat on the couch in the Shelbourne Hotel eating cake and sipping tea from a china cup. She was wearing an eyepatch. Siobhan had travelled with her to Dublin but had decided to go Christmas shopping rather than join us. They had arrived earlier in the week for the operation on Stella’s eye, but this was the first day she had been well enough to leave the hospital.
‘Why the harp?’ I lit a cigarette.
‘Oh you smoke now, good.’ Stella reached across to grab one. ‘I don’t know – I needed a melancholic, creative outlet, now that I’ve been left behind…’
‘Don’t be dramatic.’ I breathed out the smoke. ‘When can you take that off?’ I gestured to the eyepatch.
‘Soon… I think. I wasn’t really listening to the doctor.’ She was watching the door where a group of men and women in evening attire had arrived.
We smiled at each other and I thought about telling her what I had learned of our mother, but then couldn’t. She seemed so well and happy to be in Dublin, more like the old Stella, and I didn’t want to ruin everything.
‘Do you have a man yet?’ She stubbed out her cigarette.
‘No,’ I said.
‘How dull.’ She frowned at her nails.
The waiter removed an empty plate from the centre of the table. There was the noise of excited chatter from the reception area.
‘When is he back?’ I sat forward on the plump couch. Our father was still travelling in the States.
‘Christmas Eve.’ She fiddled with her bag. ‘It’s been better, with him away.’
We looked at each other warily.
‘Are you serious about Trinity? It would be a way out and there are parties, and drinking and just, not being at home is good.’ I grasped her hand.
‘No, course not. I might go to London.’
‘And play the harp?’ I said.
She stuck her tongue out at me.
I saw Sarah at the door then and waved.
‘It’s so nice to finally meet you, and oh, you don’t look at all alike, like night and day.’ She kissed Stella’s cheek.
‘We do a bit, when I don’t have this.’ Stella gestured to the patch.
The waiter arrived with more tea in a silver pot.
‘I’m dying to go to Galway, Jonathan and I want to swim in your lake.’ She smiled at Stella.
‘It’s filled with rats, and long reeds that grab your ankles and pull you down into the cold water… and you lie there like the Lady of Shalott – a woman was supposed to have drowned there once, and her ghost sings on stormy nights.’
‘Stella, honestly,’ I replied.
‘Well it’s best you know in advance, so there are no surprises.’ She smirked. ‘We used to think it was bottomless, the lake, do you remember that?’ She turned to me.
Sarah looked amused and held out her hand to show me her new bracelet. Stella sat up and reached out to touch it. It was gold with an emerald in the centre.
‘Jonathan,’ sighed Sarah.
‘He spoils you.’ Stella sat forward, all alert now.
‘He does, but…’ Sarah paused.
Stella’s eyes were wide open.
‘It can be smothering.’ She lay back against the cushion.
‘I’m so jealous,’ said Stella.
* * *
Naoise and I met with Sarah and May for coffee most days in the run-up to exams in December, sometimes Jonathan joined us when he was in town. We became a group of sorts. May’s interest in Naoise remained strong, she liked his radical talk and interest in debating; she imagined him as some kind of a maverick, a wild man from the West. This amused me when I thought of the buttoned-up, austere school that had raised him.
She’d ask what he was reading and then tell him about a play she had been to in the Gate Theatre. She would then claim she actually preferred the Abbey Theatre, as it was more authentic. He would look vaguely perplexed, sometimes amused, as if she spoke a different language. There were dances, which we didn’t go to, agreeing that they were somehow provincial and below us, and we had to study; though one day Naoise admitted to having spent his Saturday night in a ballroom on Parnell Square.
‘Why’d you do that?’ May frowned.
He shrugged and smiled.
I could feel the waterlogged fields and grey skies of our shared homeland then, the dances we’d heard about in town, stories of the boys escaping school and taking the girls out, courting them and more behind the hall.
I didn’t see May as a real threat in those weeks, which seems so foolish of me now. I was preoccupied and careless.
I studied in the evenings and thought often about visiting Mrs Mason again. I had rung the phone number she had left on her card but no one ever answered. I came to wonder if I had imagined her. Stella rang me more frequently, wanting to hear all about Sarah and Jonathan, were they engaged yet and so on. One night when she called though, I could tell she’d been crying.
‘Please come home,’ she whispered.
‘I will, next week,’ I said.
‘There’s a ghost in my room.’
I tried to soothe her, reminded her it was just the flaw in the foundations, the crack no one had ever bothered to fill, but as I said the words I knew even I had stopped believing that excuse.



Chapter Fifteen
As the end of term approached, Naoise and I saw less of each other and it was from Sarah, a few days before Christmas, that I would hear he was joining us for the weekend at Jonathan’s castle in Meath. We all piled into May’s grey Morris Minor the Friday afternoon exams finished.
‘Are the roads passable?’ Naoise asked from the front seat.
May, wearing a small red beret on the side of her head and with an unlit cigarette in her mouth, looked confused at his question and signalled that he give her matches. He fumbled in his pockets and then dropped them before finally lighting her cigarette. She leaned across to him, and they stared at each other; she glittered under his gaze.
‘Do you like?’ She gestured to the interior of the car.
‘Are you very rich?’ He smiled.
She flushed red for a second and her leather-gloved hands gripped the steering wheel.
‘A bit.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘But I earn my own money too, I mean. I’m not—’
‘Spoiled, indulged?’ finished Naoise for her.
May didn’t answer but bit her lip instead and revved the car loudly. He smiled before staring out the side window. Sarah sat beside me in the back; checked her eye make-up and then fell asleep in the stuffy heat of the car. The journey took ages, some of the roads cleared and relatively safe, but others not. May navigated it all with an ease and confidence which I could tell impressed Naoise. He was still playing with her then, cat and mouse.
We arrived close to six p.m., past a shuttered gate lodge, then along the dark driveway. Iced hedges brushed against the car windows; the fields beyond hard, white and shining in the moonlight. Around the bend the castle came into view. In truth it was more a stout grey manor house, defensive and uneasy-looking with tall chimneys and narrow, leaded windows alight on each floor. It stood stark and shadowy against the clear night sky, like something from a fairy tale. The tall wooden door swung open as we got out of the car and in a shaft of light the thin outline of Jonathan emerged, a long knitted scarf wrapped around him.
‘Comrades,’ he shouted into the frosty night air before almost slipping on the icy steps.
Naoise turned back to help me with my bag which was stuffed tight as I was heading home for the holidays on the Sunday. His suitcase was small and I wondered where he would go for Christmas.
‘This should be entertaining,’ he whispered, lugging my case, and I laughed.
May stood by the car and watched us briefly, a puzzled expression on her pert face, before walking away with her own neat overnight case. The hallway was a square, wood-panelled room with a vaulted ceiling, lit by low lamps and candles laid out on huge, mahogany sideboards with clawed feet. The floor was strewn with rugs and animal heads hung on the walls; a staircase retreated upwards into the dark.
‘I thought there would be portraits of the ancestors, and at least a Christmas tree,’ said May, kissing Jonathan on the cheek.
He had a thin, fraying string of turquoise tinsel wound around his scarf.
‘We celebrate animals over blood relations… we did have a wreath on the door but someone liberated it.’
He gestured for us to leave our bags and we followed him through a doorway off the hall, entering a large, rose-painted sitting room where a log fire was burning, lamps were lit and the air filled with the aroma of pine and cinnamon. May and Sarah made for the impressive glass drinks cabinet, while Naoise stood by the marble mantelpiece. A giant tree was alight by one of the windows, a mountain of parcels underneath.
‘It’s beautiful.’ I walked to the tree.
‘My mother was in New York recently and has copied everything she saw… hence the overindulgence. Apparently this is how it is done capitalist style.’
‘I’ve never seen so many presents,’ I said.
‘You don’t indulge?’ He looked at me.
‘My father doesn’t really believe,’ I answered.
Siobhan would buy the presents with money provided, while the odd stray guest arrived and was entertained for what seemed like days on end, before the others came all shiny and bright for the huge New Year’s Eve party. Fireworks, and caviar.
‘You really are pagan.’ Jonathan put his arm around my shoulders and we walked to the fireplace.
I sat on one of the large, gold-coloured footstools.
May and Sarah flopped on the couch and began piling the cushions on to each other and laughing.
‘Don’t spill,’ said Jonathan handing Naoise and me our drinks.
‘Do you actually hunt?’ asked Naoise.
‘God no, my brother does and my father, everyone we know really, but I don’t like blood. They’re in Dublin this weekend, buying more presents, and feasting.’
He mock shivered as he spoke and looked genuinely pained. His pale grey eyes watery, suddenly, drowning.
‘None of us are what our parents wanted,’ said Sarah, emerging from the cushions.
‘Naoise is,’ I said.
He looked at me with a trace of annoyance in his eyes.
‘Only because they’re dead, so can’t be disappointed.’ He held my gaze.
‘I keep forgetting you’ve no parents.’ May patted the couch sympathetically.
Naoise left the fireside and sat beside her and she smiled at me briefly, triumphant.
‘And you, Aisling, are you a disappointment to your father?’ Jonathan leaned on the mantelpiece.
‘She doesn’t believe in a superior race, so I expect so.’ Naoise spoke while rolling a cigarette on his lap.
‘Perhaps she does believe?’ said Jonathan.
Sarah sat forward, looking concerned. ‘Aisling’s perfect, leave her alone.’ She held out her hand.
‘Have you disappointed your parents, May?’ Naoise turned to her.
‘They hate me modelling, it’s beneath me – scarcely above prostitution.’ She sighed.
‘And why do you model?’ Naoise stirred the concoction in his glass.
‘I like being looked at.’ She laughed. ‘Is that awful?’ She put the cushion over her face again.
‘I think if you are lucky enough to be as beautiful as you are, you should celebrate it and share it with the plebs – who dream of fur,’ Jonathan replied.
‘May’s going to be the “face” of Clery’s fur department,’ said Sarah, beaming.
Naoise laid his head back on the couch and blew smoke up to the ceiling, his glass teetering on the arm of the couch, the gold liquid within glinting in the lamplight.
‘We have to attend the photo shoot!’ said Sarah excitedly.
‘We’ll dress up,’ said Jonathan.
‘Top hat and tails,’ murmured Naoise.
‘In one of the rooms in our house, there was a wardrobe that used to be filled with my mother’s furs but they weren’t stored properly and got eaten by moths so we had to throw them out.’ I took a large gulp of whiskey.
They all turned to look at me and I didn’t know why I was speaking so but could not seem to stop.
‘Siobhan, our housekeeper, she piled them up on the terrace one afternoon, they were like a haul of kills. Dead eyes staring, stoles with their heads still intact…’
I shivered as I spoke; Naoise’s face was grave now, and he sat forward.
‘Oh, Aisling,’ said Sarah.
May looked down at her hands.
‘It’s OK really, I never knew her, I don’t miss her, I mean you can’t miss someone you never knew, it’s just when anyone mentions dressing up I think of it, all the furs that went to waste.’ I tried to laugh.
May’s hand crept along the couch closer to Naoise. He looked at it, then glanced back to me. I wondered briefly what sign I was supposed to send him to prevent the inevitable, but I could not think of one.
‘I don’t like death, dead animals. That’s why I can’t hunt… I don’t feel like we have the right, it’s cruel,’ said Jonathan.
He crouched down in front of the fire and put his arm around me. Naoise looked at us intensely while continuing to smoke. No one spoke for a minute, everyone awkward suddenly.
‘To orphans and beauty.’ Jonathan raised his glass just to me.
The evening passed in a blur of wine and gossip. May and Naoise sat at the far end of the table, heads close, deep in conversation; her hand occasionally touching his. Later Naoise’s arm crept around her chair. I felt unmoored watching them.
Jonathan sat beside me, pouring wine and telling strange tales of his childhood in the house, the terrible school he’d gone to across the border, the endless cricket and rugby and people trying to beat him up in the changing rooms.
‘I didn’t fit in,’ he said sadly.
I looked at his fine profile in the low light, his strong chin and straight nose. He was quite beautiful, ethereal almost.
‘I’m going to leave soon.’ His words were more slurred now. ‘I can’t stand this, any of it.’ He gestured to the room. ‘I haven’t told Sarah yet, but I need to go. I don’t want anything to do with this life, my father’s life.’
I gripped his hand under the table and felt a sort of vague, alcohol-driven peace and intimacy descend upon us. ‘I know,’ I whispered.
‘I don’t belong here.’ His eyes were glazed and dreamy now.
My own father came to mind, leaning on his stick, wearing a bowler hat. The fields barren and emptied behind him. People watching us in the village, with their nodding silent heads. I grabbed the wine bottle and emptied it into both our glasses.
Jonathan got up from the table abruptly then and pulled open the sash window behind him, a blast of icy air filled the room. He collapsed out of it onto the fresh snow which had been falling on and off all evening. I came to learn he had a frenetic energy to him, that would explode out of nowhere, then disappear as quickly. He was never anything but extreme in his moods.
‘Come!’ he shouted from the icy terrace below.
Grabbing hats and coats from the hall, we climbed out the window after him; it seemed in our drunken minds to make much more sense than using the door. The moon was high in the black sky and the ground shining and sparkling; the night air bundled up. Our breath was visible, the heat of the wine and the fire unimaginable now, and as we walked it started to snow again.
‘We’ll be snowed in,’ May called out.
She took a handful from the grass and threw it at Naoise’s head and they both skidded along in front of us. I looked up at the sky, snowflakes swirling against the dark of the night, the stars in retreat.
‘Are you all right?’ Sarah linked her arm in mine.
‘Yes!’ I squeezed her hand back.
‘Jonathan’s always strange here, he acts out, hope he wasn’t too weird at dinner.’ She smiled.
‘No, he’s wonderful.’
‘See, see here!’ Jonathan pointed excitedly at what looked like a mound of dirt.
We had arrived at the edge of a small copse halfway down the drive, the snow falling through the dark branches.
‘It’s a cave, a cavern, just behind this.’ He walked into the trees.
‘Knights Templar.’ Sarah followed him.
‘Really?’ said Naoise.
‘Who?’ May was rubbing her hands together.
There was an echo of a scream far away over the fields, a fox crying out into the icy night air. We all stopped and turned, the high spirits dissipating into nervy energy; May looked around her uneasily.
‘There is always something dying in the dark.’ Jonathan was still then.
The trees behind him were thick, wedged together into a solid blackness, and it reminded me of a stage set, like nothing was real about any of us. We were all playing parts, on a stage somewhere, and the audience was hidden.
‘I’m freezing.’ May turned and taking Naoise’s hand began to trudge back up the frozen driveway, while Jonathan and Sarah started drunkenly poking at the entrance to the cave claiming they had left some vodka buried there. After a minute or so I followed Naoise and May back to the house. The snow was heavier now, no longer ponderous, but insistent, and I soon lost them, their footprints filling up in the deep white of the night. It was a dreamscape, the lights of the castle flickering and vanishing; the woods either side of the drive quiet and watchful, the air so fresh it was painful to breathe.
I pushed open the heavy wooden door and was greeted with a blast of warm air, the fire in one corner still blazing. I sat on the end of the stairs and took off my boots, kicking snow onto the rug. Naoise and May were nowhere in sight. The heads of the animals were large above me, eyes sad and knowing, the room shadowy. I could hear a television blaring loudly somewhere. I walked through the rose sitting room which was now freezing; the window Jonathan had collapsed out of still open, the curtain blowing inwards. The TV was louder now, like an audience was clapping somewhere at the far end of the room. I touched the wall and found the handle to another door concealed in the wallpaper. It opened into a small parlour, a secret room, lit faintly by a television. My father on the screen.
I blinked and rubbed my eyes and wondered if I was dreaming or had drunk far too much. He wore a tweed jacket, pipe in his mouth, head cocked and legs crossed, while a man from the BBC asked him questions as if enthralled.
I sank onto the couch.
‘What authority do we have for what we believe?’
My father puffed on his pipe.
‘You are assuming of course there is such a thing as continuous or sustained cognitive growth… based upon premises that are stable…’
As he spoke my father’s arm stretched along the back of the chair, he unwound his crossed legs and then laughed to himself.
‘There is a distinctiveness to our particular human situation right now…’
He turned to face the camera head on and I felt sure he would reach into the dark room and drag me through the screen. Immerse me in his image.
I slipped off the couch and onto my knees.
‘Turn it off.’ Naoise stood at the door.
He walked quickly to the television, clicked the switch and my father disappeared into a swirling, diminishing black hole. Naoise hunkered down beside me then and I could smell the icy night off his skin.
‘He doesn’t matter.’
He held both my hands in his and bowed his head against mine in the dark. I imagined it was like praying in a strange way, something I had never once done. A spirit of some kind had entered the room, willing us closer, telling us to not be afraid, to give ourselves over. It was part of us, this ghost, but an entity of itself too, and not plain desire, but something much more fundamental, pushing in the dark and the silence, wanting to be born because we had met, and it was important.
The room became like velvet then, the shadows soft, rippling, and everything outside of us might have drifted away, except for the returning voices of the others which came to wake us from the dream that was calling so insistently.



PART 4
Galway, November 1999



Chapter Sixteen
Murray drives out to the Glass House a few hours after the reinterment at the graveyard. He had gone to the station to catch up on some paperwork, when the judge had called and asked him to come to the house as soon as possible. As he drives the two miles out the weather is already deteriorating, sleet falling and the late morning is sinking into an eerie yellow glow. The woman in the sports car had been Aisling’s sister – Stella. She had flown in from London. They’d had to practically carry her back to the car afterwards as she had been so overcome with grief.
When he pulls into the driveway the strange glass building is alight, ablaze in a harsh shaft of sunlight which had suddenly broken through the gloom and struck its left side. He pauses before turning off the engine, unsure momentarily of what he is seeing, for the shimmer of the white wall is scarred and in large red letters the word NAZI is repeated.
Murray climbs slowly out of the car vaguely mesmerized at the jagged, scrawled words, which look like a slap against the building. He briefly thinks it resembles a cinema screen – the horror picture about to commence. He walks closer and notices the wall is covered in a damp moss, stained with a greenish tinge. Across the fields a gun fires suddenly and the air cracks and splits. He jumps, the sound echoing and bouncing off the house as if encircling him. He turns abruptly then and the judge is standing behind him. He wears no coat despite the deteriorating weather, his checked shirt rumpled and his hands deep in his pockets.
‘It was here when we got back.’
His voice has a flat stillness to it and he rubs his arms as he speaks as if to warm himself.
Murray crouches down by the wall again and traces his finger just above the outline of the scrawl. The paint is thick, a deep red, already dry, and as he stares the letters seems to pulsate and quiver under his gaze.
Snow begins to fall around them.
* * *
Naoise stands at the kitchen window and the kettle whistles behind him.
‘He’s always had fans, but not so many detractors. I wish he’d had more, it would have helped Aisling, and Stella.’ He hands a mug of tea to Murray.
Murray nods and looks out the window where the snow is falling thick and heavy now; the fields beyond the lake already turning a faint white.
‘She doesn’t deserve this, neither of them do; they’d nothing to do with his work, or his ideas.’
Murray nods and thinks of Aisling mentioning Mosley to him the previous day.
‘His work stinks of bias and prejudice, he was a fascist, the stuff he wrote in the thirties, race, superiority, misogyny, all of it.’
Murray breathes out, frowning, he doesn’t really know what to say. They are silent for a second, a clock ticks somewhere out in the hall.
‘There’s no security camera, I suppose, anywhere?’ Murray asks.
‘No.’ Naoise empties his mug into the sink. ‘It’s linked, isn’t it, the grave and this?’
‘Yesterday I would have said just some messers up to no good, but this, well, it changes things, though you can’t be sure.’ Murray shakes his head.
‘You cover all options.’ Naoise smiles. ‘But could there be a threat to Aisling and Stella?’
‘We can’t assume anything yet, but I’d say not. It’s very safe here.’ His voice fades off.
Naoise leans heavily on the countertop and looks at him, a vague smile of wry bemusement on his face again.
‘She’s trying to sell the place, the sooner the better.’
‘Yes, she mentioned that.’ Murray folds his arms. ‘People get these things into their head, and it means something but often nothing too, if you know what I mean; it’s just venting and almost anyone will do as a target.’ He tries to sound reassuring but in truth he isn’t sure what it means and whether it should be taken seriously. Words were a threat, but one that he imagined could be overcome easily enough.
‘Do you believe in evil?’ Naoise asks, his eyes wide and serious suddenly.
‘You might be better qualified to answer that than me, the people you meet in your courtroom. Those drug dealers were evil, I think, they stood for months outside the centre in Dublin, trying to catch people on their way out, and there was a man who killed his wife in front of his child last year, just a town over.’ Murray leaves his mug down on the counter, embarrassed somehow, talking of evil. ‘I’ll have to go, but call me any time.’ He heads for the door, then stops. ‘I work with what people do, their actions, not their motives, I make my judgements based on that.’
Naoise smiles faintly. ‘Of course, what more can any of us do?’
‘Can I speak with Aisling and Stella sometime soon?’ Murray asks.
‘Stella’s quite upset and Aisling’s with her. Maybe tomorrow. Call her.’
‘That’s fine. And phone me any time if…’ Murray doesn’t know what to say so they shake hands.
‘Can we cover it up – the wall?’ Naoise asks.
‘Yes, but not yet, I’ll be in touch about it.’
The temperature has dropped again by the time he leaves. He sits into his car quickly and turns on the engine, flicking on the wipers to clear the windscreen, and as he does so he stares at the red words on the wall opposite. It looks bolder now, more stark, as the day has turned to white all around. He had wondered at the judge asking about evil but now looking at the wall it seems a fair question on this strange day. And it was not the word he saw then, but the face of the small girl whose father had killed her mother in the town over the previous winter.



Chapter Seventeen
Murray arrives back at the station and is greeted by a small group of concerned-looking people. He glances around to see if Fallon is anywhere.
‘Have you seen the graveyard?’ one of the women asks.
His heart sinks. ‘There was interference with one grave, terrible, but we’ve dealt with it this morning.’
‘There’s stuff painted on the church and the graves, in red…’ A man looks pained.
‘There are famine victims up there, and our grandparents,’ says a younger woman.
‘There were lights in the graveyard the other night,’ says another man.
‘What night?’
‘Last week sometime, maybe Wednesday, can’t be sure.’ The man shakes his head.
‘What kind of lights?’
‘Flickering on and off.’
Murray rubs his head. ‘We’re on it, please get home now, the weather’s getting bad.’
* * *
It’s dark and snow is still falling when Murray pulls up outside the graveyard. The roads are passable but only barely and will be lethal within the hour. Children are sliding down the hill to the rear, there’s the glint of a silver tray and squeals of delight. He grabs his torch, pushes open the small gate and trudges over the snow-covered gravel. He can make out red letters painted on the side of the church. He walks to Acklehurst’s grave and sprayed across the headstone is a swastika.
He stares at it for a moment, not quite believing its reality, here in his town, an affront to everyone, not just the dead man’s daughters. The snow falls gently now around him, and he pulls his gaze away and out across the fields where the lights of the Glass House are blazing in the distance. He imagines Aisling in that strange ship-like sitting room, everything tilting around her and her sister. She probably should go home to Italy soon, he would say that to the judge. She didn’t need to see any of this misery and hate.
He slowly walks to the church where the broken stained glass window at the gable end has also been sprayed with the paint. He stops a minute and tries to clear his head. Why would an abandoned church be sprayed so now? No one has touched it before despite it being empty for years. He senses an anger and purpose in the graffiti which isn’t about the church, but perhaps something in opposition to it. He stares at the building, the snow heavier suddenly, thick and swirling in the wind. His wife had talked about the vicar who used to be there, a young man with children. The summer before his wife left, she had been in tears – the vicar’s child had fallen into water near his new church. It was an accident, the child had survived, but would be different.
Why do things like this happen? she had asked.
He had wanted to say because there’s no God and terrible things happen all the time but instead platitudes of comfort fell out of him, as they often did when they were together. Their words had drained of any meaning as the years passed, even when they were trying to be kind – especially then, possibly.
He makes his way to the side door and pushing against it enters a small anteroom where rotting leaflets litter the terracotta floor and it smells of dirt. He opens the next door and he is at the side of the short aisle. He flicks his torch around, the few remaining chairs give it a tragic air, like something bad had happened suddenly and everyone had left. He wonders briefly where his wife used to sit. He had never gone with her.
He rubs his head and flicks the torch up to the ceiling, then to the pulpit, but there is no graffiti anywhere inside. Some respect, he thinks. He notices the plaques of wood and stone on the walls commemorating the names of the long dead. Squires, farmers, landowners, their sons lost in wars. All praised for their Christian character.
BE THOU FAITHFUL UNTO DEATH AND I WILL GIVE THEE A CROWN OF LIFE
He shivers and feels sure his wife is in the shadows, watching.
I’m sorry.
His voice calls out and seems disembodied from himself and echoes in the bare, dark, space. A feeble act of contrition to his god, the one who sat behind velvet curtains and forgave nothing. His chest starts to hurt and he’s about to turn and leave when he notices something on the floor to the side of the altar, a lumpen, misshapen mound on the ground. For a moment he thinks please the fuck may it not be another body, may no one else have emerged from the ground. He walks closer, uneasy in this lonely church where his disappointed wife is lost amongst the prayerbooks and overturned chairs.
It isn’t a person, though, dead or alive, just a sleeping bag, half bundled up. He kicks it and his foot strikes something solid, so he bends down and pulls out a battered book – The Last Days of Man by Richard Acklehurst. Standing up then, the decaying text under his arm, he looks to the window where stray flakes of snow are blowing in through the broken stained glass before melting on the floor.



Chapter Eighteen
Murray stays up late reading Acklehurst’s book and is then unable to sleep. It played with his mind, something about the style was mesmerizing, the sentences like dark melodies. It started like a fairy tale – a man wandering in a burning landscape, looking for meaning and finding it only in himself, then veering into ideas about strength and value. Society needing only some people, and not others. He didn’t think it was particularly well written, and the basic idea of it was distasteful, a woman-hating man, lacking morals or care for others, thrived. He wondered how anyone found it particularly interesting or profound, but then he wasn’t a reader really; he had probably missed something.
Murray had asked for a Garda presence to be in the graveyard overnight, an early text told him it had been quiet, and no one around. He’s relieved and gets out of bed then, it’s barely six. His fitful sleep had been broken by a dream where he had been trapped in the church, the sound of digging and screams all around, and when he’d looked down at himself, a fungus was growing on his chest.
The damage at the church bothers him, and not just the grave which is disturbing enough; but why the book on the floor, the paint on the stained glass windows? It feels like a performance, a stage set. He dresses in his cold bedroom, the water in the bathroom is so chilly it gives him a jolt as he shaves. His face yellow and saggy in the harsh light. He puts his hand to his forehead and traces the lines on his brow, they are getting deeper. He notices the bed behind him reflected in the mirror, unmade, pillows askew, and it seems like a metaphor but then everything seems like a metaphor now.
He’s interrupted by the phone ringing.
‘The school had a break-in over the weekend and want someone to come out.’
‘OK, I’ll call in later.’
He can’t hear what Fallon says next as the signal drops.
* * *
It’s close to five that evening when he heads out to the school. He’d hoped to visit earlier but the day had sped past, with small incidents and accidents on the roads which had to be dealt with, they weren’t prepared for this weather. A Swedish woman had somehow heard about the disruption at the grave and phoned asking if she could meet him, claiming she was in Trinity at some event but would be travelling this way; while a few more people had come in to the station having seen the graffiti at the graveyard and were looking to report. The snow in a way had provided some relief in that people were staying in, or not travelling as far, so the word had spread, but not perhaps as it might have.
The large Victorian school building is mostly in darkness, a sparse few lights flicker at the top of the house. The drive has been cleared of snow and he makes it easily enough to the front entrance. He presses the bell and a woman opens the huge wooden door. Most of the students are away, she explains when he asks her about the quiet of the place.
‘Stranded in Dublin, some were up there for a debate, the others a match, what are the chances?’ She throws her eyes to heaven.
‘Nothing’s wrong, nothing’s happened?’ she adds quickly. A sudden look of concern on her face, but Murray shakes his head and she disappears into the gloom of a narrow corridor.
He walks after her, entering a large square reception hall where a mahogany staircase rises to a gallery above. He starts to ascend, looking at the photos that line the walls. Boys in black cloaks. He stops in front of one picture, a boy is clutching a scroll. He reads the inscription underneath – Naoise Harris, Debate Champion, 1963.
‘Hello,’ a man calls from below, his voice a bark of certainty and clipped resolve.
‘Would you like to sit down, my office?’ the headmaster, Mr Connell, gestures down the corridor.
Murray descends the stairs quickly. ‘You called today?’
‘Yes, we had a break-in over the weekend. A window was broken and some money that was stupidly left out, back of the building, just outside the teachers’ room, was taken.’ His lips tighten as he speaks.
‘When was this?’
‘Discovered it yesterday evening, we didn’t notice before.’ They walk from the hallway into a narrow, dimly lit and draughty corridor.
‘Have you had any other break-ins recently, before this?’
‘Every few months, a few bikes taken the last time.’
They stop outside his office, the man gestures to go in but Murray doesn’t move.
‘I wanted to ask you about a past pupil here, well, check if he was a past pupil, actually.’ This hadn’t been the original plan but the photo had surprised him. ‘Naoise Harris?’
The man nods enthusiastically suddenly, his eyes aglow, and rubs his hands together.
‘Yes, he was, and is still a very generous benefactor to the school, a relative was headmaster back in the fifties and sixties, he lived here, an orphan, sadly. Is he all right, nothing wrong?’
‘No, nothing wrong. He’s staying nearby, I met him and just wondered.’
Murray notices something on the ground, in the corridor behind the man, his eyes adjusting to the low light. He squints and thinks it’s tins of paint lined up outside a door in the corridor.
‘He has some fans here, a few of them into the debating and that. He was a human rights lawyer, you know, worked in Europe too for a few years before he became…’
‘A judge.’ Murray nods. ‘And he hasn’t been here, recently, spoken to the boys?’
‘Not that I’m aware of. Why do you ask?’
‘No reason, I just thought he might have visited, if he’s staying nearby,’ Murray says.
‘I heard about the absolutely desperate behaviour at the graveyard, and to such an esteemed local man too.’
‘Really, esteemed?’
‘Famous, and yes, esteemed. Acklehurst gave lectures here, you know, some of the boys went to his house for private lessons. Desperate behaviour to desecrate a grave, the scourge of ignorance. We drill into the boys the need to stay rational, to rise above the personal. It’s what sets us apart from animals.’ His face is flushed.
‘I’m sure you’re right.’
‘We’re having a bit of an event dedicated to him later this month, actually.’
Murray frowns as no one has mentioned this before. ‘What kind of event?’
‘A talk and lectures, some academics coming, just for two days. It’s small, specialized, but the notion… well, what’s happened is embarrassing, hopefully word won’t spread too far.’ His eyes widen.
Murray is vaguely flummoxed at not knowing about this as it could possibly be a trigger.
‘I’ll show you where the window was broken.’ The man gestures to the door.
‘Are you painting?’ Murray points to the tins in the corridor behind.
‘Yes, Christmas concert and play, the students take over, throw themselves into it, under the guidance of our drama teacher of course.’
Murray walks past him into the dark corridor.
‘May I see?’
‘Of course.’ The man moves quickly to catch up. He reaches across Murray and before he can bend down to look at the paint tins more closely, the principal flicks a light switch and throws opens the double doors to a large, empty hall.
The stage is flood lit, the backdrop painted a blood red.
‘Henry the Fourth,’ the headmaster says.



PART 5
Galway, Christmas, 1963



Chapter Nineteen
Siobhan and Stella were happy to have me home, but my absence had changed something too. The mood was muted, though my father was not yet back from the States. They had developed routines I was no longer familiar with, the days felt like a sort of new acquaintance; one you could never quite be sure about. I’d become something of a stranger in the Glass House. I stacked my holiday reading for college onto the windowsill of my room and looked out towards Naoise’s old school, lonely and staring across the waterlogged fields.
Stella’s high spirits in Dublin a few weeks earlier had gone. She’d been replaced by a vacant, dazed pirate, still wearing her eyepatch and prone to spending those December mornings in her darkened bedroom sleeping or listening to jazz records. Siobhan looked weary and gaunt, robotically performing household duties then just retreating to the window and smoking.
The phone rang constantly; my father would be hosting his annual New Year’s Eve party in a few days and it would be even larger and more fabulous than usual. Christmas would be nothing in comparison, everything special being stored away for the important people. Falk called one evening double-checking the date my father was due home and, recognizing my voice, enquired after Trinity.
‘Do you have a sense of it yet up there?’ he asked.
‘Of what?’ I replied, confused.
‘How it’s all changing. You should see the Americans, they are devouring the book.’
He spoke seriously in his heavy accent, and the men in the cramped room in Trinity came back to me then.
Mrs Mason had sent a Christmas card – a nativity scene, with a blonde and despondent-looking Mary at its centre who reminded me of Stella. She wrote that she had been called away to London at short notice, her son Robert had been taken unwell. She hoped I hadn’t called to the house but apologized in case I had. She asked Stella and me to visit her in January. I showed the card to Stella, who was only vaguely interested.
‘Will she be having a party or something?’ she asked hopefully.
I wanted to tell her what I had learned of our mother’s death, but somehow still couldn’t.
Jonathan wrote too, asking to visit, which was surprising. He explained that he needed to be in the west of Ireland as the famine cottages and low stone walls apparently always brought him back to his senses. It cheered me up to read his words, they were written in a flourish of drama, his handwriting almost cut into the paper with its intensity. I didn’t imagine he would come, though, what with the weather, so didn’t bother to reply.
On Christmas Eve Siobhan’s friend Dymphna, who ran the confectionery shop on the outskirts of the village, called with a Christmas pudding wrapped in linen. They disappeared into the kitchen for tea and Stella joined them. The door shut firmly. I put on my coat and wellies and headed out for a walk. The lake was frozen hard, something I had never seen before; a lone branch growing deep in the water was poking through the glassy surface; the sky above was heavy with an impending snowstorm.
I wandered into the field where the hawthorn stood gnarled and lonely, snow in a powdery drift at its base; a stray piece of fading, purple cloth fluttering from one of the bare branches. I stood looking at it for a minute, the piled up snow nearly reaching the top of my boots. I was about to pull the ribbon down when a familiar voice called out.
‘Don’t. Bad luck.’
Naoise stood on the school side of the low wall. He was muffled up in a giant scarf, a tweed cap with flaps I had never before seen him wear was perched on his head, and he had on green wellies.
I had left without saying goodbye to anyone on the Sunday morning at Jonathan’s a few days earlier, a taxi had brought me to the train station.
I looked past Naoise to the school, which stood dark and forbidding, a few stray lights left on in the windows.
‘You were missed.’ He brushed the frost off the top of the stone wall.
We stared at each other for a second and then he reached out to flick a flake of snow from my eyebrow. I thought of our bowed heads in the dark that last night at Jonathan’s.
‘A snowflake.’ He brushed it off and I closed my eyes as he did so.
‘Is he home?’ he asked.
‘Later today.’ I pulled my woollen hat further down over my ears.
We didn’t speak for a minute, a clamour of rooks flew past and perched on the trees surrounding the school.
‘May’s different, from what I thought.’ He kicked the snow at his feet.
I could feel a tightening in my throat and suddenly couldn’t swallow properly. I wondered was I succumbing to influenza. Siobhan had said people in town were coming down with it.
‘You should give her a chance maybe,’ he said.
He frowned at my lack of a response so I felt I should say something. ‘Are you madly in love?’
‘I don’t have time, to be honest.’
‘For love?’
‘Romance, which is different. Have to be top of the class this year.’
‘You can still take someone for dinner and a dance.’
‘I’m not rich enough for her, I don’t have anything.’ His eyes were alert on mine.
I wondered briefly if he needed my permission, was requesting it perhaps.
‘She doesn’t want that from you, you’re something else to her.’ I turned away.
‘I have to do well, become something.’ His words seemed to burst out of him.
I shrugged my shoulders, pretending not to know what he meant by it all. This drive for respectability would be his saviour, as would May in a way, though neither of us ever admitted that.
The wind was picking up, the black trees that surrounded the school began to sway and lean against each other. The rooks vacated the high branches in one sudden move and flew in circles above the school.
My hands and feet were pained with the cold now, I imagined them turning swollen, black in my boots, like those of a lost Arctic explorer.
He smiled then, reluctantly. ‘You have admirers too, you know, back in halls.’
‘We could double date,’ I said sharply, aware of the pity contained in his words.
He looked back towards my house which was gleaming, the lights on in every room.
‘Everything will be OK, I expect.’ He bit his lip.
I’m not sure to what he referred: my suitors, him and May, or life generally.
‘I’ve to go.’
‘Will you say it to him, about your mother?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know.’
‘You are not the same as him – if that’s what you’re afraid of,’ he called after me.
I didn’t answer, but he spoke the truth. It was one of my greatest fears.
* * *
The fire was blazing in the sitting room when I got home. I poured a whiskey into a heavy crystal tumbler and sank onto the couch. Siobhan was talking loudly to Stella in the hallway.
‘You’re not allowed to wear those… he’ll be home any minute.’
The door burst open and Stella was dressed in one of my mother’s evening gowns, a deep shade of red, a small tiara on her head, eyepatch still on and holding an empty cigarette holder.
‘Isn’t it divine?’ She laughed and twirled around the room.
‘Careful, you’ll knock it over.’ I grabbed the whiskey bottle off the side table then sat back into the couch with my glass in hand.
‘I’m Stella, I’d be delighted to dance. I’ve travelled a really long way.’ She curtseyed.
‘The fire!’
She had twirled too close and the lace of the dress had dragged across the fireplace, just as one of the coals dislodged and fell. It took her a second to notice the smouldering material, and then she laughed but made no move to put it out. I jumped up and pulled her to the French doors, opening them roughly and pushing her out onto the snowy terrace. The hem of the dress steamed and hissed on the icy flagstones and we started to laugh, snowflakes twirling.
‘Better to be a burned-edged woman than a damp one!’ she sang.
‘What on earth?’ said Siobhan at the door. ‘Come in now, before anyone sees, you’re letting all the heat out.’
‘We live in the middle of nowhere and no one can ever see us, they barely know we are alive. Have you noticed no one ever looks us in the eye? When we’re in town, everyone watches us but pretends not to. Why is that?’ said Stella.
I knew exactly what she meant. ‘Because our father is a superior pig, and they think we’re English… I’m not sure which is worse, perhaps it’s the same.’
Stella stopped laughing then and stared at me seriously. ‘As bad as that? Dymphna’s nice though.’
Siobhan threw me a disapproving glance and shooed Stella back upstairs to change.
‘Stop with that now, you’re much liked and respected, no one thinks like that.’
‘You never wonder about the others, the people who come here, for the parties?’ I asked.
She touched her neck. ‘No, because they’re his friends and we welcome them as we should.’
‘You don’t think it’s strange, the Austrians, the Germans, former aristocrats and politicians who show up here? Why? Why do they come?’ I spoke loudly.
‘They’re his friends,’ she stammered.
‘Always talking about visits to Munich in 1933 or whatever, every conversation about the past.’
‘Stop, Aisling, you don’t know anything about them at all.’
‘I know he’s loved at the moment by new people, but these ones, the ones who come here. Who are they?’ I asked.
Siobhan shook her head and left the room. I jumped up and went into my father’s study on the other side of the house. It felt like Siberia, the stove unlit these past months. I could see my breath. I went to the bookshelves and stared at the titles, and not just the usual tomes I took for reading, but all of them. Away from the pastoral stories of countryside life, and the Greeks, there were other books about race, eugenics, immigration policies, inherited defects, the rise of a superior people.
I leaned against the bookshelf and wished for the weight of all the words to crush me. I needed to find the courage to read his books, all of them.
* * *
When I returned to the sitting room later that evening it still smelled of singed, decaying material. Stella was wearing her nightgown, mugs of hot chocolate for both of us on a small silver tray.
‘Siobhan says you can’t have any more whiskey.’ She handed me a mug and then curled in beside me, her head on my shoulder. ‘Are you sad?’ she whispered.
I nodded and sipped the hot, frothy liquid. We both watched the fire, it was barely smouldering now, a listless single flame, the rage of earlier had burned away.
‘Is it because you’re home from Dublin, or just generally?’ She crossed her legs.
‘Both.’
‘Maybe we should run away together, to London. In January.’
‘I have college…’
She raised her eyebrow over her eyepatch. ‘We’ll fit in better somewhere else, I’m sure of it. We’re from neither here nor there.’ She shuddered beside me, and I turned to watch her. She shrank into the cushions, her visible eye blank, numb. ‘I feel sure things would be much better if we ran away,’ she murmured.
The phone rang in the hall then and we both went still. Siobhan answered and we heard her say of course, she understood, and didn’t it make much more sense. We’d see him in the morning. He was staying in the village. A silent wave of relief rippled over us, and we sank back into the cushions.
I drank late into the night, Stella asleep on the couch beside me, the lights off and the snow falling softly outside. She was restless in her sleep, I pulled a blanket around her. She whimpered every now and then, and it made me think of the week she had been locked away. Why did he care if she had pecked a boy from the school on the cheek? What did it matter? He never once asked me about Trinity, about who I might be seeing, what I might be doing. It was always Stella, he was obsessed with her. I sat upright on the couch, awake and alert, the room chilly now, the fire just embers. The snow had drifted in the wind and was stacked halfway up the French doors.
I looked at Stella, her skin almost translucent, her golden hair shining in the low light, like something from a fairy story, like when she had fallen from the wall out in the field. My mother stared down at me, the mirror image of her sleeping daughter, and I felt sure she would speak there in the darkness. Her Cupid’s bow of a mouth would open and out would fall the words I needed to hear. The explanation that was there in the shadows of my thoughts always, but could never quite emerge into a form.
For I’ve come to believe you always know the truth, you just pretend that you don’t.



Chapter Twenty
We woke late that Christmas morning; my father’s last celebration of a Christian tradition in which he never believed. I could hear music from his study – Debussy, which was unusual. Stella stared at me in fright, eyes red and black kohl smeared on her lids. She struggled from the couch and dashed off upstairs. Siobhan was in the kitchen, the table laid out with already prepped vegetables, the room warm and smelling of cinnamon and goose fat. She was rubbing her hands continuously on a tea towel.
‘You need to clean yourself up.’ Her eyes were nervous, darting.
‘How did he even get here?’
‘He walked. I’ll need help… hurry yourself on.’ She pointed to the door.
Dinner was at four.
He stood by the fire, smoking a cigar, port in hand. Stella floated across the room and pecked him on the cheek. He handed her a small gold box decorated with a bow. She shrieked and laughed, but when she turned back to me her face was blank again, the gift held out from her body. I poured myself a whiskey and sat opposite him. He nodded to the tree, under which stood a lone present.
‘Thank you,’ I said.
‘You’re welcome.’ His face looked puffy, shadows under his eyes and the shake in his hand was more pronounced. Stella showed me what had been wrapped so prettily – my mother’s emerald engagement ring lay in her palm. I bit my lip as we both stared at it, her breaths were strained.
‘I’ve been gracing the halls of Yale and Harvard… among other places.’ He relit his cigar.
‘How fabulous,’ Stella said quietly.
‘I shan’t bother you with the details.’ He downed the port in one. ‘Suffice to say I may be starting a revolution in the minds of young men.’ He went to pour another from the drinks trolley. Stella and I stared at each other across the table.
‘Are we going to be very rich?’ She flicked her glance to him.
‘Better than that, we’ll be renowned, darling. I’ll take you with me next time, America’s where all the fun’s to be had, trust me, next year.’
She bowed her head and looked at the cutlery. We ate the first course of melon balls mostly in silence, Stella occasionally telling us something funny she had read in the newspaper during the week. Siobhan entered hesitantly, carrying some candles.
‘Part of the village has lost power, just in case.’
‘The phone line still working?’ he asked.
She nodded and I got up from the table and helped her lay the candles out around the room.
The snow had begun to fall again outside, the afternoon closing into evening. I wondered briefly about Naoise, who he would be eating dinner with in the school, and would anyone give him a present. I should have got him one and felt bad. Siobhan cleared the table and Stella left for the kitchen to help her with the turkey. I lit some of the candles on the mantelpiece. The room glittered and sparkled in the mirrors, the parallel universe where if I could just crawl through, just find my way, we would have a happier life.
‘Open yours.’ He coughed into his handkerchief.
I turned and made my way to the tree, bending down to pick up the heavy present, concave at the edges. I knelt down and opened it slowly – his books and pamphlets, in bound leather, new special editions he must have produced himself.
‘So generous,’ I said.
‘It’s time you read them, now you’re a student. You can help me catalogue things, be a sort of secretary. I’ve so much stuff and people want it all now.’ He shrugged his shoulders.
I stood up and reached for my wine glass at the edge of the table. ‘Would you like to hear about Trinity?’ I sat down.
‘Not particularly. It is for people who can’t get into Oxford, well, the English students fall into that category anyway. Don’t bring one of them home to me, a fine Irishman is what we want,’ he laughed.
‘Or an American industrialist.’
Stella had returned with Siobhan and they laid out the warm plates.
‘Indeed…’
‘I’m doing quite well actually.’
He drank some more and eyed me closely.
‘And you have so many fans there, honestly I was trailed around the place.’
He smiled warily, a question on his brow, fork in hand. Stella’s eyes darted from me to our father. Siobhan returned with the turkey, fat and glistening on a giant silver platter. She leaned over and placed it in the centre of the table. My father thanked her and stood abruptly up from his chair, two large carving knives in his hand.
‘I was going to go along to one of their meetings, your fan group, but then I didn’t. I tried to read your book too, but I couldn’t finish it.’
I pushed the memory of my one visit to the smoky room in Trinity to the back of my mind. I took up the sauce boat and poured a lake onto my empty plate, then dipped a finger and licked it. Stella sat back in her chair, a flicker of admiration in her eyes, followed quickly by alarm. My father stood still for a second, the candlelight reflected in the steel of the knife that wavered in his hand.
‘Well, Aisling, you’ve certainly found your voice in those hallowed halls. I welcome debate, but of course you know that.’
His face was frozen, trying to masquerade as calm, his eye twitched.
‘Your book doesn’t know what it is.’
‘It’s a fable, Aisling, not that I need to justify my work, the artist must educate the critic and all that.’
Stella breathed in sharply, and looked to the window.
His gaze was glacial and for a brief second I imagined us alone in the frozen field with the hawthorn tree, like something from a painting of doomsday. An end-of-days feel to our relationship; there would not be much time left.
He began struggling to carve the turkey which despite appearances was stringy and parched.
‘What’s Siobhan been doing? This isn’t good,’ he muttered under his breath.
We chewed in silence for a few seconds.
‘I think it’s excellent, don’t you, Stella? I think it’s the best Christmas dinner we’ve ever had, actually.’ I looked to them both.
Stella drew her napkin to her mouth, then rubbed her eyepatch nervously. ‘It’s snowing again,’ she said vaguely.
The snow was filling up the French doors once more. I had attempted to clear it earlier in the day, but it was pointless, an icy determination to nature that would not be defeated.
‘A soviet winter.’ I gulped wine.
‘Perhaps you should go to Paris, sit in a café with the rest of the communists.’ He stared at me.
‘Perhaps I will.’ I smiled back at him.
‘Oh, Paris would be nice.’ Stella looked at me with fear in her eyes.
‘Was our mother a big reader? She was gifted at languages. I imagine she read a few things along the way?’ I leaned towards him.
He raised his glass in the direction of her portrait and then turned back to me, his eyes narrow, small and red in his swollen face.
‘I’ve learned so much about her lately, from Mrs Mason. She came to see me in Dublin, it’s really been enlightening.’ I laid my knife and fork down.
‘What did she want?’ he grunted into his plate.
‘Nothing, well, just to meet me, and Stella.’ I raised my eyebrow.
A loud boom came from somewhere outside and the lights went out, the room wavered and shimmered in the candlelight. The electricity poles must have come down with the weight of the snow. Siobhan dropped something metallic and loud in the kitchen, Stella ran from the table to go help her.
‘Mason’s a foolish, empty woman, so unlike your mother,’ he said.
The room shifted and moved in the low light, a place now of shadows.
‘You know, I’ve some very exciting plans for the new year, truly revolutionary ones, you could say.’ He coughed and I knew he was uneasy now; I had changed and it alarmed him.
‘A new book?’
‘No, bigger than that. Politics – a manifesto.’
‘Surely you’re above that.’
He laughed. ‘Indeed.’
We looked at each other in the half light. I wondered how many of us have to live with the consequences of a man’s bloated self-belief, and his dangerous delusions; and at what cost.
‘How did she die?’ I asked.
He leaned sharply forward in his chair towards me. I could smell the port on his breath.
‘TB, you know that.’ He spat the words at me.
‘Really, are you sure?’ I replied.
He took a loud, sharp intake of breath. ‘Not now, not today – I can’t think of her today.’ He shook his head and I saw there were tears in his eyes, they glistened in the candlelight, he gazed at her portrait again, almost hidden now in the dark of the room. I was going to go further, push more, but the part of me that wanted to believe we were not as rotten as I suspected rose and I felt a sudden pity for myself and Stella. The energy of hate left me, and I wished for him to be a better person.
He noted my retreat, and sat back. His body spread out in the chair, his hands behind his neck and the tears slipped away, and dried.
‘A secretary, Aisling, that’s what you should do with your life. I’ll give you a great start, transcribing my new work; you’ll be a huge help to me and Falk.’
The gauntlet was laid down, and he expected to win.



Chapter Twenty-One
Jonathan had made his way from his castle in Meath to Naoise’s school. They turned up at our house in the days between Christmas and New Year. They arrived on wooden skis that looked like they had last been used before the war. Stella peeped out from behind our front door, her uncovered eye blinking in delight.
‘Come out with us, or let us in.’ Jonathan was leaning against the wall.
Stella opened the door wide then and stared up at him as if he were a prince.
The hall was shining in the morning light, all polished glass and steel.
‘You live in a round, mirror house… circle upon circle.’ He looked upwards.
Naoise entered slowly behind him, furtive almost, his woolly hat under his arm and his cheeks a bright red. He kicked the snow off his boots and stepped inside.
‘I’m Stella by the way.’ She danced ahead of us, arm in arm with Jonathan, into the sitting room.
‘This house should be hanging over the cliffs in the south of France.’ Jonathan wandered the curve of the room. ‘It’s wasted here… as are you.’ He smiled.
Stella blushed, pointing out various bits of artwork.
‘All right?’ Naoise walked with me to the drinks trolley.
‘Yeah.’ I poured three glasses of port.
They called every day after that and I put my father, and Naoise’s possible romance with May, out of my mind. Jonathan had spoken to me about her briefly, claiming Naoise and she had stayed together overnight. I wasn’t sure whether to fully believe him, he had been drunk that weekend in Meath and may have confused matters. So I ignored it and we explored the icy fields together, made a toboggan, had snowball fights and one evening got quietly drunk in a dormitory in the school.
It was just as I had imagined, pale cream walls, narrow beds, no adornments. Everything clean and tidy, but puritanical, austere. Naoise and I lay side by side on twin beds, a bottle of vodka on the floor between us, and discussed Hegel, who he was reading over the holidays; but nothing he explained made any sense and we would drift into a companionable silence and occasional giggles at nothing. Then he got the hiccups and we laughed more.
Jonathan and Stella had found a radio and were dancing, eventually collapsing on to the floor.
‘University’s a complete waste of time which is why I don’t attend…’ I could hear him tell her. ‘I’m going to London this summer.’
‘With Sarah? You could get married over there? I can be witness if you want… I want to play the harp and get tips for my retelling of folklore… I could play at your wedding?’ she replied.
‘Folklore?’ I called out.
This was a new interest. She didn’t answer.
She had become quickly obsessed with Jonathan, thought he was everything a man should be, and he was in a way. He was the one person she never let down, staying with him to the very end.
‘Come to the party.’ I turned on my side to face Naoise in the other bed.
My father’s annual New Year’s Eve party was the next evening. He stopped laughing then and frowned.
‘I’ve invited my aunt to come too. He doesn’t know,’ I explained.
He folded his hands behind his head. ‘This weather, there won’t be a party, but I’ll come.’
I reached my hand across the twin bed and took his. ‘I like it here.’ I smiled.
‘If I come to the party, you’ve to come to my house in Dublin in January.’
‘Deal.’
* * *
New Year’s Eve dawned clear and bright. It hadn’t snowed for a day or two, though the roads remained treacherous, drifts of powdered snow balanced precariously along the laneways, with no sign of any thaw yet. As the afternoon wore on the sky grew heavy and low, a charcoal tint to the clouds in the distance.
My father began the day hopeful that his guests would be able to make it to the house, though rooms had been booked in town just in case, the train would be able to take them that far at least. We avoided each other, had done for most of the week. I listened to his pacing back and forth and mapped my way in opposition to him. He badgered Siobhan for a bit, double-checking the menu and then inspecting the silverware. Stella was practising her singing in her room, her voice dull and thin. He’d asked her to remove her eyepatch for the party but so far she had been too afraid to see what lay beneath.
He was writing a speech too for the evening, the sound of his typewriter could be heard in the hallway after lunch. The tapping like a metronome, counting the seconds down not to some new vision of humanity’s future, but to the end of his.
Of course I didn’t know that then, standing outside his study door, listening, the way I always did. I could only ever understand him when there was a barrier of some sort between us, something to give me space, and a perspective on who he was, and by extension who I might be.
I remember he went out to the garden late that afternoon, I watched him vaguely from my bedroom while pulling things out of the cupboard, shoes overturned, rejected, then favoured again. Naoise and Jonathan had agreed to come that night so I was taking longer over my appearance than usual – the theme was to be the lady of the manor about to dismantle her kingdom, Jonathan had said. Because every party needed a theme. I asked him why, why that theme? I was leaving the school to go home and he was sitting on the stairs.
‘There is something about you that is wild, and destructive.’
He spoke so seriously and his gaze was so open and loving, despite the dark portrait of me his words had described, it made me stop.
I pinned my hair up that last afternoon. The Beatles played on the radio, and I put on my mother’s pearl necklace. I chose a short black dress, in a sort of mourning already, without knowing it, and turned the volume up. I did my eye make-up, heavy black liner, and deep red lipstick and thought briefly about university, ideas flitting here and there until settling on the calm sense that I would not go back. Stella was correct, we needed to leave. We had to imagine a new life. Jonathan knew that too.
I would tell Naoise that night, withholding only one element of my reasoning. I did not want to be witness to his and May’s burgeoning romance. And besides, I had bigger existential matters to decide for myself. I needed to leave to find out who I was away from here, and Dublin was not nearly far enough away for that. I was on a quest.
How quickly sometimes we decide things, and how then we are haunted.
I heard Siobhan talking to my father outside; she was walking to the village, something needed for the party which she had forgotten, her friend Dymphna was opening up her shop especially. I could hear her disclaiming the seriousness of the conditions, the snow had begun to fall again, but she’d seen worse and would be back in a few hours.
So I busied myself dressing, my father on the terrace below surveying the white landscape, the smoke from his cigar suspended in the freezing air.
Night about to fall.
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Chapter Twenty-Two
The Swedish woman arrives on the early train from Dublin the next morning. A vision of some style, Murray and Fallon sit in a kind of stricken silence as she emerges from a bright red ski jacket. She takes off her cream leather gloves then opens her briefcase and produces a notebook.
‘You’re more used to this than us.’ Fallon points to the window where outside the snow is still falling.
She has long fair hair and flicks it over her shoulder. She is almost translucent, shining in a cream top and trousers, and everything seems to recede behind her; the drab room a defeated backdrop.
‘Yes,’ she answers with a slow smile.
Her name is Anna Falk, an academic from a university in London. She had been in Dublin at a conference when she’d heard the news about the disturbance of the grave.
‘Who from?’ Murray hands her a cup of coffee.
‘Mr Connell.’
The headmaster of the school.
‘I’m in touch with him about an event later this month. A seminar dedicated to Acklehurst’s writings, there’ll be researchers and academics coming for a few days.’
‘He mentioned that,’ Murray replies.
‘Yes, between Christmas and New Year, the anniversary of his death.’ She raises an eyebrow.
Murray frowns, sips from his mug and wonders again why Aisling hadn’t mentioned it before. He had tried to call her at the house after his meeting with Connell the previous evening, but there had been no answer.
‘I was really upset when I heard about him being – his grave… and wanted to come, to pay homage, I suppose. I was due to meet his daughter also.’ She speaks quickly, her face flushed.
‘The roads are bad out that way, at the house.’ Fallon leans forward in his seat.
Murray coughs and rests his arms on the table, he sincerely hopes Fallon doesn’t offer her a lift.
‘You teach him?’ he asks.
She tips her head to one side. ‘My father was his publisher, I grew up on his books.’
‘Like his daughters, so,’ said Murray.
‘Not quite, they’ve done almost nothing to promote his work, they can be difficult to deal with.’ She purses her lips.
‘Really?’
‘I don’t mean that.’ She laughs nervously.
‘Why did you say it?’
‘I just mean over the years there’s been waves of interest in him, and never once have they really encouraged it, though they take the money.’
‘What money?’ Murray asks.
‘He’s sold over one million copies and counting.’ She rubs a stray hair from her forehead.
‘Why are people still interested in him?’
‘Because he writes of freedom.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes.’ She stares at him.
‘And why did you want to speak with us?’ Murray asks.
She reaches for her bag and puts on a pair of wire-framed glasses.
‘I’m staying in town for a few days, so I thought I’d see if you had any idea who was involved. I don’t want to bring international experts here in a few weeks and find there’s a problem.’ She drops her voice.
Murray glances to the window, the morning lost in grey, the usual sounds of the street muffled. He could get used to the silence of snow.
‘You’ll be fine, I’d say, but we’re looking into it, no clear picture yet as to why or who, though your seminar may be a part of it.’ He looks back to her.
‘I really doubt that.’ She smiles.
‘What do Aisling Acklehurst and her sister make of your event?’
‘I’m not sure yet.’ She flicks her hair over her shoulder.
‘Where are you staying?’ Fallon looks like an eager puppy.
‘The Clyde townhouse. I’ve a meeting later with Aisling and then I’ll try and get to the grave. If you do have any idea who might be behind it let me know?’ She moves to stand up.
‘Someone painted “Nazi” on the walls of his house, and up at the graveyard.’ Murray opens the door.
She pales and breathes in sharply. ‘What?’ Her voice is faint.
Murray stares at her and thinks vaguely how perfection is what we always seek but how it can be vacant, cold. ‘Can we have a list of who’s coming to your event?’
‘Yes, but they wouldn’t be involved, this is sabotage.’ She glances at Fallon who blushes.
‘Useful for us to know anyway who is coming along. What dates, exactly?’
‘The twenty-eighth and twenty-ninth of December.’
‘Sabotage is a big word.’ He smiles at her.
She glares at him before gathering her things and walking out the door.
Murray stands at the window. Anna waits for a moment in the falling snow on the steps of the station, her bag under her arm. Murray cranes his head to see what she is looking at and notices Stella then, in a long black coat and a red hat, standing near the hotel. Anna crosses the road to join her and they enter the hotel together.
‘Nothing yet?’ He turns to Fallon.
‘No – school doesn’t think any paint is missing. I rang the lady who was at the graveyard again, but she had nothing new. A few people said there were some Polish lads doing a job in town, construction work, but they had no clue, they were staying miles away in the opposite direction.’
‘Jesus, who said it might be them?’
Fallon shrugs.
* * *
Murray is sitting alone at the desk later that morning, doing paperwork, when the old woman from the little shop on the outskirts of town knocks on the door. He can’t fully remember her name, it’s something old-fashioned – Dymphna, that’s it – he smiles and gestures to the seat. She’s dressed as if going to church, her black coat faded and a brown fur hat perched on her head.
Fallon is dealing with a media query, his feet on the desk and staring at the ceiling.
We’ve no evidence that there are neo-Nazis living in the area.
No, never happened before.
The roads are still bad, not wise to come down.
‘All this, at the graveyard, I’ve been thinking and thinking, trying to remember.’ The woman leans forward and rests a photograph on the table.
It is black and white – the Acklehurst house in the background and in the front two young girls, one fair, the other dark, and an older woman between them. They look like they have been swimming, towels around the girls’ shoulders and bright sun on their squinting faces.
‘I knew the housekeeper, Siobhan, up at the house, and I knew the girls to see and chat to when they were young, especially Stella. They were lovely but the father was – there was something not right and we didn’t help them, we didn’t reach out. The people who came to those parties… it didn’t feel right. The children were like prisoners in that ice house, didn’t go to school or anything… Stella used to visit me sometimes, she’d call in, eat sweets, and not want to go home.’ She points to the fair-haired child in the photograph.
‘Would you remember did they go to that church, the family? Was there some link?’
She shakes her head and he notices a lone tear on her cheek.
‘I don’t think he was a religious man.’



Chapter Twenty-Three
Murray drives on to the motorway that evening and flicks on the radio which is playing opera. The two lanes are pretty much empty, slush piled on the verge; the lights of a lorry nearly blind him on the opposite side, while a truck, out to grit the roads, inches along ahead. He takes the next exit for the Acklehursts’; he wants to talk to Aisling and Stella about Anna Falk’s event in the school but the phone was just ringing out. He drives slowly to the bridge and then turns off onto a country lane, stopping abruptly near a black gate. He’ll have to walk from here as the roads are too bad, it should only take ten minutes or so, he hopes. It’s colder than the previous evening, the air like glass. He clicks the old gate open and enters the snow-filled lane; the ground crunching under his boots.
The landscape in the torchlight is lumpen and half finished, parts buried deep in white, with the odd branch or rock bursting through. A tree stands alone in the next field, something about its shape in the dim light says it’s dead, oblivious to the changes of the season, while the school in the distance is a black mass against the sky, a bare few lights shine from the attic.
The temperature must be dropping again, or maybe the wind has changed, they seemed to be drifting to some eternal freezing point, he thinks, and his hands feel sore and ache. He walks a bit quicker then, some burst of energy carrying him along, and reaches the top of the lane, which now drifts off into a tree-lined path that edges the small lake.
He walks under the trees, the moon a reflection on the lake beside him, deathly still and glimpsed only partly through the thick hedges. A fox calls out in the fields, a strangulated eerie sound, and he gulps, noticing then a small gate in the wall. He stops to peer through to where a more dense pine forest lies ahead. A small sign with a picture of a church and a cross on its metal surface points the way.
He rounds the frozen lake and trudges on to the terrace where the house is alight and he can hear raised voices. There are people in the curved sitting room – Naoise and Aisling on the couch together, his hands are gesturing and his face flushed. Murray looks away from the window, embarrassed for some reason. He shines the torch onto the wall where the graffiti has been painted over in white, but its shadow is showing through the damp surface. He cautiously walks over the icy flagstones and rings the bell.
Aisling is sitting by the fire, and there is a sort of glow to everything in the room, he thinks, or perhaps it’s just his eyes adjusting from the dark night. The gold and copper lights above glint, the fittings on the wall are silver and everything shines.
‘What an awful night for you to have to come out… sit.’ Aisling gestures to a leather seat near the fire.
‘You’ve met Anna, I believe,’ says Naoise.
Murray turns to see the Swedish woman sitting on the couch behind him, her long legs crossed. She is holding a glass in both hands, nursing the gold liquid. She flicks her pale eyes to him but says nothing, before returning her gaze to the fire.
‘A hot whiskey maybe, I can make it for you?’ Aisling smiles and walks to the drinks cabinet. She looks at him expectantly but he shakes his head. She reminds him of a dancer, something about her movements light and graceful.
‘You’re just in time,’ says Naoise.
A frown crosses Aisling’s brow as she returns to her seat.
‘Anna was just about to tell us how she plans to address Acklehurst’s deep and abiding interest in eugenics to a fresh audience at her event later this month.’
Anna slams her drink down on the side table, and curses in what Murray presumes is Swedish.
‘Well as something of a historian you must have explored those elements to his work, people might find it interesting,’ says Naoise.
‘Stop,’ says Aisling.
‘I need to go.’ Anna gets up from her chair abruptly.
‘I’ll ring a taxi.’ Naoise is staring at the snow which is gathering in a drift against the lower part of the French doors.
‘I’ve only just heard about this event, I didn’t know.’ Aisling looks to Murray.
‘I wanted to ask you, that’s why I came over. I think it may be the trigger for this… activity at the grave,’ he replies.
‘She’s just told us, and I suppose that might make sense, if any of it does.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry, we’re all on edge.’
‘Did you say eugenics?’ Murray says uneasily.
‘Ask Anna,’ murmurs Naoise.
‘Don’t, it’s terrible, all of it. Shameful to have to hear of it.’ Aisling rubs her temples.
‘I’m sorry,’ mutters Murray.
He can hear Anna in the hallway gathering her belongings.
‘No – I’m sorry.’ Naoise sits beside Aisling on the couch and takes her hand.



Chapter Twenty-Four
Murray and Anna trudge back to his car in silence. There had been no farewells to the others at the house, she’d just stridden into the night, claiming she would walk back to town – it was nothing, she’d made the journey earlier that afternoon – but he insists on driving her.
‘You know your way around here?’ Murray asks.
‘I’ve been here before, many times.’
The car takes a few attempts to start. ‘The battery,’ he mumbles.
Anna sighs heavily and stares out the window. He eventually gets it going and they turn slowly on the narrow road and head back towards the motorway.
‘Eugenics?’ he says finally.
‘It’s ridiculous, not true at all, and I mean it was a different time and these ideas, they were around.’
‘So he had some interest in it?’
‘Eugenics was created in South Kensington.’ She turns to stare at his profile. ‘The Nazis just took it further, and more efficiently, it had many fathers as a concept, was fashionable, I suppose.’
He grips the steering wheel as they edge down the incline of the slip road. The snow is falling heavily and caught in the fluorescent glow of the motorway lights.
‘But was Acklehurst involved, or a believer?’
‘Look, they are just paranoid about him. Aisling hates his… individuality, and they all try and cast slurs on his work, they’re not scholars.’
Murray coughs and drives slowly onto the main road, empty now and thankfully gritted. They only need to make it to the next exit; they pass a giant stone sculpture of a head perched high on the hill overlooking the road. It makes Murray think vaguely of Easter Island and he grips the steering wheel tighter.
‘You should come to the seminar, hear a different perspective – he has so many new followers now, investors, tech people, and we might need the security.’ She laughs.
He feels her staring at him in the dark but he doesn’t dare turn his head from the road.
‘Look, you’ve heard of Darwin? Replicate advantage… the more suitable prevail over the less. Acklehurst was not a eugenicist, these ideas were just in the air, poverty being an inherited defect, breeding patterns, failure being in the genes.’ She crosses her leg and flicks on the radio.
Murray feels nauseous. ‘And he believed that?’
‘It informed some of his views, but he wasn’t going around measuring people. Read his last book, it’s the most accessible. He believed in modernity, technical progress, the lot of the human race, and our civilization won’t decay if we believe in a healthier, wealthier society… reason, rationale.’ She sounds as if she were reciting a speech.
‘It upsets Aisling very much, these ideas,’ he says.
‘Everything upsets those two.’
They abandon the car on the outskirts of the town, and he walks her the short distance to the Clyde townhouse. He thinks the main street has never looked as bleak, despite or maybe because of the Christmas lights which are dangling on a string across the empty road, some bulbs missing or flashing out of time, and no one around except a woman in a long black coat who walks far ahead of them.
‘I don’t want to make you think I don’t like Aisling, it’s just she’s more upset by his writings than someone digging up his remains.’
‘They are very upset.’
‘Stella couldn’t even be bothered to come down and see me.’ She shrugs her shoulders. ‘I’ll be here for another day, if there is any news as to who’s been vandalizing.’ She speaks as if she were his boss.
‘But you met Stella, earlier today?’
‘Yes, briefly, she was in town and…’
‘And?’
‘She’s a drug addict, I never pay much attention to her.
Hysterical about her father and the event this month.’
Murray wonders if she is lying about the drugs, then he thinks of Naoise and whether Stella is the friend who had inspired him to help the centre all those years ago.
‘I really think there could be a connection to your seminar. I need that list of people attending.’
She grips the iron railing at the side of the steps.
‘Fine. But digging up a grave… to even consider something like that, it has to be personal. I mean, what are your theories apart from that it’s one of my delegates?’
‘A person could just be angry, or weird, up to no good… I’m not sure I have a theory.’ He kicks the slushy brown snow at his feet. ‘It’s funny, if he believed in that stuff, eugenics and that, his daughters kind of disprove the theory. They don’t believe in his work or what it stands for, something about his mind, it skipped a generation – they don’t believe.’
Her eyes narrow and she looks irritated.
‘Yes – there is something soft about them, damaged and not like him at all.’ She angrily pushes the door and disappears into the dark hallway of the narrow Georgian house.
Murray walks slowly back to the car, the snow falling heavily again – he wants to move it to the yard at the back of the station. He sits into the driver’s seat and thinks he will be able to make it, but he pauses a moment and watches the snow fill the windscreen. He turns the key and the radio blares out, he struggles with the volume dial; when he gets it lower, a man is speaking, an opera singer, talking of how every performance is a sort of death, and you must surrender. He can relate to that sentiment.



PART 7
Galway, New Year’s Eve, 1963



Chapter Twenty-Five
Naoise and I danced for an hour that New Year’s Eve. It is my most distinct memory of that night; no, actually, that’s just a lie I like to tell myself.
I do know there was a storm and the snow was falling heavily, encasing us, while inside the room glittered with candles and tiny red lanterns which Stella had made; they cast patches of soft warm light on the floor.
Jonathan was in a tuxedo and in charge of the music, so Sinatra played on repeat, and he refused any other offerings or suggestions.
He flicked ash into the crystal ashtray but it missed and landed on the arm of the chair. He looked at it for a second, as if surprised to see it there. ‘I feel life was simpler before the Beatles.’
‘Where would we be if they didn’t exist, imagine? They’re the best ever,’ Stella piped up.
‘Who are?’ Jonathan said.
‘The Beatles. I still love Cole Porter though, don’t you?’ she asked.
‘Oh, completely.’ He smiled.
She was drinking champagne out of a narrow glass flute, through a straw – Jonathan had suggested the practice so as to reduce the amount of alcohol that would be consumed, as she was still only seventeen. She had removed her eyepatch earlier that day, still nervous, a lone tear on her cheek and clutching my hand as we sat in front of the mirror in her room. But as her full gaze emerged she looked radiant, her sky-blue eyes balanced and even. We had hugged tightly, both crying now in relief.
‘Wait till Siobhan and Dymphna see me!’ she had squealed.
Jonathan gestured to Naoise and me dancing.
‘They’re in love,’ Stella called out, laughing.
I gave her a daggers look over Naoise’s shoulder.
‘They just don’t know it,’ said Jonathan, more quietly.
Stella watched us for a moment more, then leaned into Jonathan. I couldn’t hear what she said but he nodded and then looked in our direction. ‘I could do without books, but not without music… I’d rather be blind, than deaf, if I had to have something wrong with me.’ Stella’s face was serious, the glass hanging from her hand over the couch, the straw dangling at an angle.
‘There will never be anything wrong with you, my love.’ Jonathan reached out and touched her face.
Stella blushed a deep red. ‘Have you ever been in love?’
‘You are the most adorable alien come to earth, do you know that?’ Jonathan laughed, avoiding the question. ‘She is priceless, Aisling, you need to bring her to Dublin soon but don’t go to Trinity. Get a nice job, play your harp… have fun.’ He touched her hair.
‘You know I’m into folklore at the moment, which sort of goes with the harp playing. I am reading up on it in the library. Did you know, Aisling, the hawthorn tree means very bad luck? I know Siobhan said it, but it actually does, she wasn’t just trying to scare us.’
I rolled my eyes at Naoise.
‘She’s right, actually,’ he said.
‘And let me guess, you shouldn’t build a house over dead people either,’ drawled Jonathan.
‘Your house must have a ghost?’ I said.
‘Yes – dead knights who wander the gardens, they predict things, bad things, if you see them.’
‘Like the banshee… we used to think it was a banshee here, at night, the sounds the house makes, but it’s not which is a relief, it’s just something else.’ Stella walked to the French doors. ‘Look at the snow…’ It was filling the windows and doors again. ‘It’s like a nuclear winter,’ she murmured.
‘I think that would be worse, darling.’ Jonathan poured some more drinks.
‘Total annihilation.’ She turned back, her face pale.
Jonathan frowned and fiddled with the volume of the record player.
Siobhan had laid out food in the kitchen before she left, with instructions as to when to set the table in case she was delayed getting home; she had rung about five thirty that evening in a panic of upset and guilt saying she couldn’t make it as the storm was too severe, the road out to the house impassable. Her voice on the shaky recently repaired phone line was distorted and breaking, she seemed to be disappearing. I reassured her we would be fine, and knew what to do. We were experts on his parties.
Naoise and I danced on in jest, or so we told ourselves. We had been drinking lots and the swaying was comforting. He was warm and strong, the room spinning; the curved walls enhancing the sense of everything connected, flowing, and we seemed to be all as one.
‘Songs for swingin’ lovers,’ Jonathan murmured, taking Stella by the hand and twirling her round. ‘You’re wasted here, Dublin next year…’
She beamed up at him.
My father was still in his study and when there was a lull in the music we could hear the tapping of his keys; sharp, angry, impatient. It was like notes from the abyss, something dark rising up from another person’s unknown mind. Naoise looked down and caught my eye a few times, his eyebrows raised at the sound. ‘A new book?’ he whispered in my ear.
‘A speech, or possibly his new manifesto,’ I replied.
I could feel him alert, awake in my arms, his interest piqued, or perhaps it was unease. This strange house, on a snow-filled night, moving not to the melody of Sinatra, but to something else. He leaned back and stared down at me for a second, a quizzical but playful look in his dark eyes. He didn’t care too much about my father, he had forgiven me my birthright and I was forgetting that I was supposed to have a giant showdown about my mother’s death. Even she seemed benign in the low light, her melancholy eyes at ease on the wall behind us.
Naoise and Jonathan had yet to meet our father. He had not bothered to greet our guests at the door, had looked bored when I explained we had people coming. His eyes had the light they had when he was writing day and night, a closed off, not-quite-there element to their darkness. Shuttered away, in another place that mortals could not reach. He was speaking slower too, his words belonging to something else, a place inside himself, and not yet ready to be shared.
Meanwhile the phone rang on and off all evening, cancellations coming thick and fast like the snow falling outside. Stella and I taking the messages and leaving them in a notebook by the phone. Nothing was turning out as he had planned and I thought how the duel he and I had begun on Christmas Day was evolving away from words and ideas into opportune moments, incidents and chance; each episode with a clear winner and a loser. It had become a skirmish now, and we were relying on instinct and the gods, for survival, for victory. I had tried to talk to Naoise about what the last few days had been like, how I had tried to stand up for myself and be different, braver than before. He didn’t say much, but listened intently, only telling me to be careful, which puzzled me.
I smiled to myself as we circled the floor, the pattern of the parquet surface moving beneath us, changing shape; like a jigsaw in motion. We had pretended that once, Stella and I. We said there was a giant jigsaw in our sitting room, how lucky were we?
I rested my head on Naoise’s shoulder and wondered should I tell him I was going to leave Trinity, then decided not to. I would say it tomorrow, or maybe I wouldn’t have to say it at all. My head felt muzzy from the wine, we were barely moving now, just clasped together, pretending it was only a dance.
By nine the wind had whipped up, stronger now, the dark snow-capped trees swaying in the windows that encircled our glasshouse. The hothouse where odd, exotic things grew, plants that didn’t belong to the land around them. I imagined the snow outside drifting into mounds, building up like mountains, forming and collapsing in the dark.
There was only breath between us now. In my head we were not in the sitting room of our house, but in the shadows of his bare dormitory room.
I vaguely heard the door close, Stella had left to get something upstairs.
‘This party’s a bit small.’ Jonathan lay down, eyes closed, on the leather chaise longue, his hands behind his neck. ‘Who are the others supposed to come tonight?’ he asked.
I could feel Naoise stiffen in my arms. ‘Monsters,’ I answered.
The record unattended now, overplayed and smudged with fingerprints, jumped and scratched. The wind seemed suddenly louder outside, a full winter storm building, while inside the house was beginning to ache and groan, keeping in time to the rhythm of my father’s distant, urgent typing.
The wound alive again.



Chapter Twenty-Six
I went to look for Stella after a while. In the hallway, the door to my father’s study was closed and the tapping had ceased. Climbing the spiral stairs, the phone began to ring, I hung over the side, waiting for him to emerge and answer but there was no movement and eventually it rang out. The clock with no numbers, which hung on the wall outside his office, struck ten. The notes we had left about the guests who had called earlier were missing.
I climbed to the landing and the ringing of the phone was replaced by a dull banging noise coming from one of the bedrooms. There was a low lamp burning in the room and the thin silk curtains were blowing out through one of the windows – they were open, swinging and thudding against the side of the house. As I walked quickly towards them, afraid they would crack and break, I almost slipped. Snow was melting on the floor. Leaning into the night the trees were writhing and contorted against the dark sky and for a second I was afraid, the night seemed vicious, wild.
I struggled to pull the windows to a close, they were dragging against me in the wind and I scraped my wrist while shutting them, the metal edge was sharp, jagged. I placed my finger on the cut, a blob of blood bursting out, and heard a cry then, like a young child, muffled or lost somewhere in the house. The windows secured, I left the room and walked to Stella’s door which was shut, a strip of light at the bottom. It pushed open to the touch but she wasn’t there, her bed strewn like mine with discarded clothes. I could hear Jonathan and Naoise laughing suddenly below, and the record player roared back to life at its highest volume playing the Beatles – I want to hold your hand.
I walked quietly along the curving corridor towards the room where my mother’s clothes were stored. I thought perhaps Stella was planning on dressing up again, showing off to Jonathan. I wished suddenly Siobhan was here with us. The house felt unknown, and secretive, its curving spaces confusing, deceptive, making you think you knew the way, when you did not.
I heard another sound then and it came to me not as something happening now, but as something from before. A sound I remembered, but had buried deep. I walked into the dark dressing room, wardrobes tall on either side, the clothes of my dead mother behind the slim doors, jewellery hanging on disembodied sculpted hands jutted out from the walls, fingers draped with pearls, reaching out. It was the death room, that’s why I never went in; I wasn’t brave like Stella.
The sound came again, closer – heavy, wasted, despairing breaths from behind the trunk at the end of the room. Stella was crouched, her knees up against her stomach, her face wet and glistening in the low light. She looked broken, like a doll, as she had done that day out in the field when she’d fallen from the wall and I hadn’t known what to do. She rocked a bit and didn’t look at me, but stayed staring behind me to the door.
‘What is it?’ I whispered.
My voice low, barely heard, the lessons of our childhood alive again. We must hide from him. She bowed her head suddenly into her chest. And she wasn’t a doll then, but a person closing down, the button for life turned off, and I thought I won’t be able to turn it on again and I felt a panic rising in me. And I knew the sound of her rattled, frightened breathing because I had heard it before, at night, from her room. The nightmares she had which I always thought I did not hear. My head against the shared wall, thinking I’m dreaming and she is not there and it is not my sister who cries. A door closing then, and I drift to sleep once more.
‘What’s wrong?’ I spoke more urgently now.
Because I felt like she was going to die there. I was sure of it, surrounded by my mother’s lost party clothes. The room darkened then, and Stella stopped rocking. I jumped to my feet and turned back to the door. My father was framed there in black, cigar in hand.
‘What did you do to her?’ I shouted.
He stood unmoving for a second, then walked away down the hall. The music stopped playing below me, only the wind and the creaks of the house now filled my ears. Stella’s breaths were hushed, I knelt back down and held her.
‘Tell me.’
She started to sob and covered her face with her hands upon which were deep scratches which had not been there earlier. I could hear Naoise and Jonathan start to make their way up the stairs and I screamed and the sound echoed around me.
My father had done something terrible, something he had done before.
Naoise and Jonathan stood, nervous, outside the door.
‘What’s…?’
‘Go to her,’ I shouted to Jonathan.
‘What the hell…’ he said under his breath, walking into the room.
‘Find him…’ I shouted at Naoise.
I ran into the hallway, and his face was pale, staring, but he followed me without question. Every room we looked into was empty, until we got to my father’s door. I leaned for a second against it, my heart tight in my chest, and turned the handle.
Locked.
‘Kick it in.’
Naoise stared at me, his eyes wide.
‘Now.’
He kicked once, twice and on the third time he burst through; the room was icy cold, the doors to the balcony that could be accessed from the terrace below were wide open and swinging out to the darkness.
‘He’s gone down the outside stairs.’
I ran to the balcony, but Naoise pulled me back and pushed me out of the way, slamming the doors to the outside shut. He was twisting the key when my father reared up against the glass, his face pressed against it, pounding furiously. Naoise fell backwards, I grabbed his arm to steady him and we stood there paralysed for a second. My father’s banging on the glass growing louder, and louder.
* * *
Naoise and I ran from the bedroom and descended the stairs to the hall, both of us nearly tripping on the narrow spiral steps.
He ran ahead of me into the sitting room and over to the terrace doors. He put his hand on the handle of the door to check it was locked.
I pressed my face against the glass but could see only my reflection.
‘Turn off the lights.’
Naoise stood close behind me, his breath on my neck.
‘Bolt everything.’
He ran around the room checking all the doors and windows, then sprinted out to the kitchen and the rest of the rooms downstairs. I locked the front door, all three bolts, pulled and shut tight. The house now a white fortress.
Jonathan came slowly down the stairs with Stella, both unsure, nervous. She had stopped crying, but was pale and wretched-looking.
‘We wait.’ Naoise looked to each of us.
As we stood in the hall silent for a moment, my father pounded on the windows of the downstairs rooms, the sound encircling us. Stella let out a moan and hid in Jonathan’s arms. Then the banging stopped suddenly, and that was worse. The house like a round tower of uncertainty and fear, the glass sure to shatter and open us to the elements. Naoise nodded to me and we left to search each of the dark rooms to track his movements around the house.
‘He can’t get in,’ he whispered over and over.
Naoise’s breathing was laboured, heavy, every now and then he put his hand out to touch the walls as if he might fall, needed them to strengthen him, guide him. I bent my head and leaned it against his back; we both stopped briefly, his body shuddering.
‘Are there any other rooms?’ he whispered.
‘No.’ I mouthed the words into his shirt.
We went back to the sitting room and waited.
Stella had her head in her hands on the couch, Jonathan’s arm around her. Naoise stayed standing, wide-eyed, tense, his shoulders raised and his head twitching this way and that. I sat beside Stella and held her, Jonathan put a blanket around us; our hands touched as he passed the corner to me, and we held hands tightly under the cover.
Almost ten minutes passed with no sound. Stella lay across me now, her head on my lap. Jonathan was in the chair opposite, biting his nails and drinking whiskey slowly. Naoise stood at the mantelpiece, his back to my mother, watching the windows, like a soldier on alert.
‘He’ll freeze out there,’ Jonathan said.
Stella turned her head to look up at me, a wrinkle on her brow, but her eyes were wide and steady. I begged her silently to forgive me for not minding her, for not protecting her from him, and stroked her hair. Naoise jabbed at the wood in the grate, poured another drink and then walked up and down. We jumped at any noise, water flowing in the pipes somewhere, the creak of a snow-laden branch falling in the fields. The wind was dying off, no longer a howl, but a murmur.
‘Maybe he’ll walk to the village?’ I said.
Naoise shook his head vehemently and looked at his watch. ‘Even if he did, what can he do? We’ll call the guards, tell them what he’s done to her.’
Stella sat up suddenly, eyes wild. ‘We can’t ring them, everyone will know,’ she cried.
I shook my head and nodded to Jonathan who held her by the arm and they went to the kitchen to make a hot whiskey.
I laid my head back on the couch, and Naoise knelt before me. ‘Did he, you…?’
‘No.’
He closed his eyes briefly and bowed his head, as if praying or thanking someone.
‘I didn’t know, I didn’t know.’ I shook my head.
I could feel tears forming because it was a lie. I knew something had been wrong, just not quite what it was. We stared at each other then, and I thought of the dance earlier and how it had happened in another life. He was going to speak, say something, but there was no time because we heard the shatter and crash of glass breaking upstairs, and ran into the hall.
Jonathan’s startled face met us in the doorway of the kitchen as we ran past, the sound of Stella’s muffled tears somewhere behind him.
Naoise and I crept up the stairs.
‘His room,’ I whispered.
‘What about the other rooms? He could get in there too.’
‘No, his room, it’s the balcony, he’s there again.’
The door to his bedroom was half hanging off from earlier when we had broken through. I thought how stupid we were, we should have stayed here, this was how he would get back in. What had we been thinking, going downstairs?
Naoise moved through the entrance first, his head darting from side to side.
The music began playing suddenly below then, loud, the record skipping.
‘It’s Stella,’ I whispered.
I knew this because she was playing her favourite tune – ‘Anything Goes’. She was trying to block things out.
Naoise’s face was white, his eyes huge, but I nodded to reassure him and as we moved closer to the now shattered French doors, I knew it had to be me. I had to go first. It was not Naoise’s fate, it was mine. I tried to push past him but he grabbed me aside, his hand hurting my wrist, and he went through the door first into the white, cold night.
My father was standing at the top of the steps that led to the garden and the terrace below. The place where a drunken guest from London once fell and broke his leg, the place where Naoise with his simple question to me had first suggested there was something wrong, fatally so, with who we were.
My father didn’t turn, he surveyed the land from the top of the steps and maybe he was not afraid, or thought we were too weak. The feeble and the meek who would never challenge him.
‘You bitch,’ he hissed, turning, and the word echoed across the white fields and there was the glint of a steel spade in his raised hand and I cried out. Naoise, letting my hand go, ducked, barely avoiding a blow to his head, and then kicked him back; my father stumbled, teetering at the top of the steps before leaning forward towards us again, his eyes burning, he used the spade as a crutch, digging it into the ice; Naoise grabbed it from his hand and, with a deep thud of metal upon flesh, smashed it hard against his side. My father stared at me for a second before he twisted and fell, his eyes pained and full of shock, as though he was trying to tell me something before he took his last breath. His silent body pivoting away then, falling into the icy darkness below.
* * *
We huddled in the sitting room, the fire the only light we dared to watch each other by, while every half hour Naoise or I would go to the doors that led to the terrace from the sitting room and look out, making sure the crumpled heap of a body still lay there. At six Naoise stood suddenly, and wordlessly opened the doors and we followed him out, blankets around our shoulders, the morning still dark and frozen.
My father lay mangled and askew on the snowy steps that led to the box hedges and the fairy field beyond. I moved closer, crouching almost beside him, and his eyes were wide and staring up to the black sky. A dark pool of blood around him had soaked into the snow.
I looked up and Naoise was gazing not at my father but towards the school across the fields where there was a light on in the attic.
‘You need to leave.’ I spoke quickly.
He turned his gaze slowly back to mine.
‘Go, get back, before they notice.’ I stood up and touched his arm.
He started to shiver, uncontrollably, every part of him shaking.
Jonathan was leaning against the door, his face turned away, Stella hiding behind him.
Naoise leaned down and slowly kissed me on the head.
‘I’ll tell the guards – it was self-defence,’ I said.
He stayed leaning against me for a moment, his head resting on mine. ‘That’s up to you.’
‘We tell no one.’ Stella moved from behind Jonathan and stood on the terrace, her face calm, serene almost, and her words clear in the still air.
I rubbed my eyes which were sore, my throat dry and parts of my body beginning to throb with pain.
‘We tell no one,’ she repeated, as the snow began to fall again.
‘Get a doctor, not the guards, tell them he must have gone for a walk, fallen, tried to get back in but couldn’t…’ Naoise looked at me.
‘But the glass, it’s broken upstairs, and the door, what will I say?’
‘You were in bed asleep, knew nothing, he got drunk, smashed things then went out and fell.’ His calm eyes willed me the strength to lie more completely.
‘Go, just go.’ I nodded.
Naoise picked up the spade then and with Jonathan at his side disappeared across the white fields.



Chapter Twenty-Seven
Stella and I arrived at Naoise’s house by the canal late one evening in January 1964. We had locked up the house in Galway early that morning, my father buried almost three weeks by then. A stream of his friends had called at the door in the days immediately after the funeral, but I didn’t answer. I left them standing in the snow. Siobhan was pale and silent at the table. Stella, fearful and exhausted, watched me, saying little and disappearing to her room. I didn’t have time somehow to talk to her, which when I look back now seems extraordinary, grotesque even. I couldn’t bear it perhaps.
I gave a sum of money to Siobhan and promised to send her some more, it would be a permanent allowance. She was to stay at her sister’s for a few weeks while I sorted things. She had cried deep, shaking sobs as we stood at the platform of the train station; we had been her only real family for years and now a bare few days after my father’s funeral I was sending her away. It all felt rushed and incomplete but I needed her to leave because if she stayed Stella would break and tell her what we had done. There had already been hushed midnight conversations in my room. Stella refused to sleep on her own, and she had begged me to tell Siobhan.
‘We can trust her.’ She wiped her eyes.
‘No one can ever know, no one, you told us that,’ I whispered back.
But Siobhan was different, she had been our only proper family.
‘No, not now, maybe sometime.’ I kissed her head.
* * *
‘You won’t have to work any more… I’ll give you anything you want, we’ll mind you now…’ I hugged Siobhan tightly.
The stationmaster came out and nodded nervously.
Siobhan wiped a tear away.
I watched her climb hesitantly aboard the train and assuaged my guilt and pain at her leaving by imagining I would, in a few months, buy her a small cottage by the sea in Sligo where she was from; a part of me determined to spend every penny of my father’s money on good things. I would make amends. I dreamed on one of those nights that I was standing in the field under the hawthorn tree, throwing his money into the wind, some of the notes caught there on the branches of the tree, like the fraying, purple ribbon. Everything now, it seemed to me, would be about disassociation, and release. I wanted nothingness.
Stella had wanted to take some things with us, our mother’s portrait, some of her jewellery, but I lied and told her we would be back again, that there wasn’t time now or space in the flat I was going to try and rent for us. She sat on a half-filled suitcase in her room, crying quietly, and I wanted to comfort her but couldn’t. Time felt like it was pursuing me, goading me, the things from our past had to be forgotten, dispersed, left behind. They were an unnecessary burden. I was afflicted with a manic focus, tidying, throwing things away, finding money in the safe in his bedroom, looking for cheque books, bank details and his will. My mind pushing the epic, dark nature of his deeds, and ours, away.
I thought only of small things.
In his study the smell of his cigars lingered. I recoiled at the scent, had avoided entering all week, knowing that if there was anywhere his spirit would remain, it would be there. I stood at the entrance for a minute, shivering, sure he was present, hidden, watching me; there were photos of Stella in silver-edged frames on every surface, and barely any of me. I wondered for a moment how I could not have seen, how it was possible to live with people and understand nothing. I would never trust my senses much after this, the rational world so feted by my father and others was never again reliable to me. You could see things, but also not.
A stack of papers stood by his typewriter, his latest work, and a leatherbound address book. I carefully lifted it up and flicked through it – names and addresses, places in Europe, America. I felt weak looking at the words which seemed to shift and move under my gaze, taunting me, and I didn’t know what to do. It seemed like both proof and evidence, something dark on the pages that I wasn’t ready to take inside me yet, but something I couldn’t leave behind either. I picked up a few of the typed pages up then, my hand trembling, and didn’t quite read them, I wasn’t able, but scanned them instead for the words that I knew would lie there. Power. Authority. Leadership. A new way, the right way.
The same empty rhetoric as before, but this time in the form of a manifesto, a political reckoning. He would inflict himself on everyone, not just the converted and his unfortunate children. I felt ill looking at the words, the way I used to as a child when he would read out loud at one of his parties. My head down, a sort of burning shame inside me, please don’t see me, for I’m not really here.
I took the pages off the table and threw them into the stove in the kitchen, grabbed a hammer from under the sink, then ran back to the study and lifting the typewriter off his desk, I pushed open the doors to the terrace and taking a deep breath of the cold, raw air I threw it, with all the force I could find, onto the flagstones. It smashed and bounced across the ground, breaking into two large pieces. I took the hammer then and standing over each segment I started smashing it, the ribbon ripped and torn, the narrow, spindly keys broken apart, weak and meaningless now. I was sweating, mad with a rage, pushing my soaked hair from my eyes, but I couldn’t stop. It had to be unrecognizable, demolished, and no one must ever know again what it was or who we were.
Stella watched me from the balcony above, her fair hair blowing in the wind and her eyepatch back in place, because our world was best viewed in half measures.
* * *
Naoise’s house was a single storey red-brick on a quiet street near the canal in Portobello. He was pale and exhausted standing at the front door, his shoulders down. There was a barely perceptible pause before he invited us in; a despondent, regretful silhouette of a host. We followed him to a room at the back of the house, a small fire in the grate, the ceiling above us tall, the paint peeling and folding inwards at the corners of the room. He made us sausages, mash and a pot of dark tea. I stirred the stewed leaves which gathered in the bottom of the cup.
Law and history books were stacked around in towers, while a small desk covered in notepads stood under the window that looked out to a garden. The curtain had come undone from the hooks and was hanging oddly. A picture of his parents, I presumed that’s who they were, stood in a mother-of-pearl frame. I suddenly wanted to cry. I wiped my eyes roughly, hoping he wouldn’t notice. I could feel the harshness within, the icy part of me which had sustained me all the last few weeks, like one of the steel girders in our house of horror, starting to buckle.
Stella smiled vaguely, unsure, when he handed her the dinner he’d made, but she started to eat, her plate soon clear. I did too, a desperate hunger suddenly upon me. I couldn’t remember if we had eaten in the last few days, I had no memory of food at all. Naoise was awkward, uncomfortable at the table; he explained the toilet was out in the garden. Stella threw me a fearful glance. I noticed him staring at her often, her eyepatch in place, unwilling to remove it now. We didn’t speak much after that, Stella occasionally tapping her nails against the table as if to some invisible beat. He showed her to the spare room soon after dinner. Her one visible eye was ringed by shadows and the stunned, numb look I had recognized since that night peered back at me as she left the room. Her powder blue ladies’ case under her arm, too jaunty, too perfect. It was something from another, possible version of her life.
Naoise returned and wordlessly opened some wine and we sat at either end of the couch. We had spoken on the phone a few times since that night. They were short, urgent, intimate conversations about what the doctors and the guards had concluded. Everyone seemed to agree. The man had been drunk, slipping and falling several times in the dark night. There were a few questions about footprints in the snow across the fields but they were dismissed as poachers or some such, while the injury to his side was blamed on the fall.
I had lied well, been taught by a master.
I felt less comfortable with Naoise now in person, preferred him as a disembodied, unseeing voice. He and Jonathan had offered to come to the funeral but I had told them to stay away. Jonathan had spent a few nights with Naoise in Dublin but had now returned to Meath and was planning to move to London. It had become urgent. He would leave, and never come back.
‘Stella has to go with him. I’m going to say it to her tomorrow then arrange it with Jonathan.’ I sat upright on the couch.
It was clear as anything to me. I would contact Jonathan and sort it all. She could start again, just as she had always wanted. Naoise lit a cigarette and blew the smoke towards the ceiling.
‘I will get her harp sent over, and her dresses.’
Some innocent, ridiculous vision of what her life would entail played in my head. The stories Stella and I had told each other come back to life. Stella as a social success in Kensington, dancing on streets of gold, meeting gentlemen and playing the harp.
‘I won’t go.’ I laid the wine glass on the coffee table.
I thought he might ask why or where I would go instead, but he didn’t and we sat in silence for a minute. And now when I think back, I wonder why I separated her so clinically from me. I should have gone with her, things might have been different.
He got up from the couch and went to the kitchen, where he dropped a glass. I heard him cursing and then he was back, another bottle under his arm. Vodka. He stood in front of me a second, his eyes searching, looking for something, waiting. I leaned over and took the bottle gently from him and briefly, very briefly, I felt him want to touch me, a yearning inside him at my closeness, but then he withdrew and sat on the chair opposite, tightly coiled, arms folded.
I poured drinks into the small shot glasses he put on the table then fumbled in my bag. I had kept my father’s address book from the study and handed it to him.
‘I think it’s the people, the people who came, all their names.’ I looked at the fire.
He took it from me and without opening put it on the table between us and I felt relieved, rid of it. We didn’t speak for a while.
‘May was here today,’ he said eventually.
He shook his head and I thought briefly how his eyes had the same startled look as Stella’s. I wondered if that was what would give us away, our gaze for ever captured by one horrifying moment.
A stab of panic in my chest then. ‘She can’t ever know.’ I retreated into the cushions and drank the fiery liquid in one gulp.
‘No.’ He spoke listlessly and looked to the fire.
‘I’ll talk to Jonathan in the morning. I’ll arrange it all for Stella, he will mind her,’ I said.
There were loud voices on the street outside then, a group of drunk men wandering by and in high spirits. I felt alarmed for a second, as if they were about to enter the room, only a rackety thin door between us.
Naoise stayed still, staring at the fire. ‘May’s having a baby.’
He spoke the words quickly as if saying so would prevent them from being understood, their meaning lost in fury and speed.
The men’s voices outside died off.
I stared at the glass in my hand; everything seemed mostly at an end then.



PART 8
Galway, December 1999



Chapter Twenty-Eight
Murray is just starting his car having left Anna at the hotel, when there is a call on the radio from Fallon saying there has been a break-in at the Clyde. He makes his way back along the icy main street and into the hallway where Naoise is standing alone, muffled in a long grey coat and a striped scarf.
‘Hello, what are you doing here?’ Murray checks his watch.
‘Looking for Anna. I forgot to give her something.’ Murray gazes up the stairs where there is the sound of voices before glancing back to Naoise. ‘You got here very quickly.’
‘I came the back way, know all the shortcuts…’
‘Dangerous tonight.’ Murray is surprised at his recklessness in driving the roads on a night such as this, and wonders at the urgency of the visit when Anna had just been at the house with them a half hour or so previously.
‘I was careful, and it’s important,’ he answers, seriously now.
Murray nods and goes to climb the narrow stairway, noticing the dusty, framed photographs that line the wall – a local hunt from the turn of the century; nuns on the steps of the church. In another there are people in evening dress and black tie, the date underneath reads December 1963. He unhooks the small photograph and puts it under his arm.
Anna is leaning against the wall of the hallway upstairs, the manager of the hotel and a woman beside her, the door to what Murray presumes is her room open behind them. The manager turns and nods his head, relief spreading across his face when he sees him; while Anna just stares coldly – a blank nothingness in her gaze. He walks slowly to the door of the room; the lights on the landing flicker on and off above them and he pushes open the door. It’s lit only by a small bedside lamp, but there is no need for further illumination. The wall behind her bed is splattered in dark red paint and her belongings are scattered everywhere.
They gather downstairs in the small bar area of the hotel which fronts onto the main street. Fallon has arrived and is talking to the receptionist. The lights in the bar flicker now and then so the staff have stoked up the fire which is roaring, and lit candles on each table in case the power goes completely. It might have been romantic, Murray thinks, if it wasn’t for the room upstairs that looked like a slaughterhouse.
Fallon has taken statements from everyone. The few hotel staff there claim no one had entered or left that evening until Anna came back, and the place is quiet – only two rooms booked for the night due to the weather. They didn’t have any CCTV cameras though so who might have come and gone is impossible to confirm. There also doesn’t seem to have been anything taken from the room, or certainly nothing obvious.
Naoise didn’t say much when he heard, just sat quietly down, a folder on the coffee table in front of him. Anna rests her head back on the chair, looking exhausted at being asked to account for her day.
‘After I saw you this morning, I went to the graveyard and then came back here and worked in my room on my laptop. Then I went to Aisling’s at five, I walked there and you dropped me back, what, twenty minutes ago.’ She leans forward.
Fallon returns having checked the kitchens and yard at the back, no forced entry and no signs of paint or anything unusual in the small yard.
‘Perhaps it’s the person who killed him.’ Anna stretches her arm along the back of the chair.
‘Sorry?’ answers Murray.
‘Jesus.’ Naoise stares at the fire.
‘They said it was an accident, him falling in the snow, but he had injuries not from a fall.’ She flicks her gaze to Murray.
‘And how do you know this?’ he answers.
She shrugs and looks away.
‘May I leave now?’ Naoise asks. ‘I only came to drop off some papers.’
Murray shakes his head. ‘What papers?’
Naoise nods towards Anna. ‘She’s buying the house.’
Murray looks at her in surprise; she smiles faintly at him.
‘I thought they weren’t ready?’ She lights a cigarette and stares at Naoise, a gleam of triumph in her eyes.
‘It’s all there, the deeds, everything…’ He hands her the folder.
She lays a perfectly manicured hand across it and blows out smoke.
‘What will you do with it – the house?’ Murray asks.
‘Restore it and then open it as a retreat. We’ve an institute in Windsor and his house here will be a sort of connected space. I’m going to announce it at the seminar.’ She takes the folder and stands, while Naoise looks out of the window to the snowy, dark night.
‘You can’t leave yet,’ Murray says.
‘I’m just going to sit there and read.’ She gestures to the fireside and leaves them.
‘That’s news…’ Murray turns to Naoise.
‘We knew someone was interested, an anonymous buyer, but not that it was her. She came to see us tonight and… told us. Aisling was reluctant, we were arguing when you came earlier. But in the end, what does it matter really, she needs rid of that house so, I got her to sign and came to drop it all off. Get it done.’ He shrugs his shoulders.
‘And she teaches his stuff, his work at this institute?’ Murray nods in Anna’s direction.
‘She’s a historian, of sorts.’
‘Right.’ Murray sighs.
‘What Anna said before…it’s a conspiracy theory, running since he died really, bullshit. He was a drunk who broke his neck falling down steps.’
‘And Aisling and Stella were there that night?’
‘Yes, asleep, found him the next morning… a shit end to what had already been a shit life with him, and the conspiracy theories don’t help.’ Naoise rubs his temples.
‘Did he… was he a bad father, did he not treat them…?’ Murray thinks of Dymphna from the shop who had brought in the photos of the girls with their housekeeper, and described them as trapped in an ice palace.
Naoise flinches in his seat then stares seriously at him. ‘It’s not my place to tell that story, it’s theirs.’
Murray feels a sort of emptiness in himself, maybe that’s what was really driving his interest in these people. He recognized a void in them which he felt in himself.
The lights flicker on briefly, and then go off and there is only candlelight.
‘They can be dangerous.’ Naoise looks to the ceiling where there is a hiss from the light bulbs above them, and the vague smell of something burning.
‘Who?’ Murray asks.
‘Historians. Reinventing the past, laying claim to it. The past is dangerous. People forget that.’ He returns his gaze to Murray, his face in shadow now.
‘You’d rather Anna wasn’t the buyer?’
‘Yes. She will turn it into a shrine.’



Chapter Twenty-Nine
It’s after eight p.m. when Murray and Fallon leave the others in the bar and look around the hotel again. The only other guest booked in that night had failed to show up and the receptionist provides their name and details.
‘It’s a woman, she was to stay tonight, not tomorrow…’ She squints, trying to read the details.
‘Perhaps she forgot to cancel,’ murmurs Murray.
‘Do you need that?’ She points to the framed photograph from the hall he is still carrying under his arm.
‘Yes.’
‘They’re the ghosts.’ She smiles faintly.
‘Sorry?’
‘We have a ghost in an evening suit… on the back stairs up to the third floor. Other people have seen him, I haven’t.’ She points again to the photograph. ‘We always say it’s one of them.’
Murray sighs deeply and makes for the stairs, Fallon following behind. The corridor on the second floor is quiet, all the doors closed tight; they go back to Anna’s room and look at the wall. ‘No words this time… She doesn’t think anything’s been taken, but she’ll need to check again.’
‘She could have done it herself.’ Fallon speaks quietly.
Murray nods and looks to the window where the curtains are tied back, locked from the inside. A full blizzard outside now, the lights strung across the street are blowing wildly on a wire, the shops and houses on the street opposite are unlit.
‘Who were they?’ Fallon picks up the photo.
‘Friends supposed to be at the house the night Acklehurst died in 1963.’
‘We need some help, like if it’s a hate crime, it’s not really something we know about, people being targeted in that way.’ He puts the photograph back down on the bed.
‘It’s revenge,’ Murray replies. ‘Personal, and local.’
Fallon folds his arms and raises his eyebrows. ‘But why the Swedish woman?’
‘Because she peddles his words to a new generation who are looking for something. And she’s buying the Glass House.’
‘What’s in his words?’ Fallon laughs quietly.
‘Lies, I suspect.’ Murray holds his head.
‘Or she’s trying to create interest, publicity for her seminar thing. I mean she comes here and things start happening, we don’t know she was in Dublin.’
‘True.’ Murray straightens his shoulders. Fallon certainly has a point, but it would be a very high-risk marketing strategy to focus attention on one’s subject’s fascist sympathies and dig their remains out of the ground.
A shout from below breaks the silence and Fallon dashes out of the room and down the stairs where he finds Naoise trying to leave the hotel, his foot jammed in the door. The manager is loudly attempting to stop him.
‘I’ve to meet someone…’
‘No one’s to leave for a bit,’ says Fallon.
* * *
‘Terrible what happened at the graveyard, and now that person was here.’ The receptionist shivers as she hands out platters of sandwiches. Everyone is sitting around the large fireplace in the candlelit sitting room.
Anna reaches over to look at the framed photograph Murray has laid on the table, holding it close to the fire.
‘Were they all former Nazis?’ Naoise tilts his head.
‘They were businessmen mainly, academics, and yes, some of them worked under the regime but what could you do?’ replies Anna.
‘I don’t know, join the resistance?’ He throws his cigarette into the fire.
‘I would have thought a learned man such as yourself would be able to separate the work from the man and understand the complexity of the situation of the time.’
‘Not in this case… nor could that man in Stockholm, 1985, was it?’ Naoise kicks out his legs.
She glares at him.
‘What man?’ Murray asks.
‘It was nothing, a crazy guy,’ she says quickly.
‘He burned himself to death in front of the government buildings, and Acklehurst’s book was found on his person.’ Naoise stares at her.
‘He also carried the bible,’ she snaps back.
‘Well, there you go. Words matter.’
‘Aisling knew about the seminar, I wrote to her and Stella last month.’ She looks pointedly at Naoise who stands up abruptly and walks to the window, staring out at the street.
‘She told me she didn’t,’ Murray says.
‘Don’t believe anything they say or tell you.’ Anna speaks quietly.
Murray glances at her but her gaze remains fixed on the fire.
‘My father remembered that night well.’ The hotel manager sits beside Anna and takes up the photograph. ‘There were about ten of them that had to stay over, made it this far but the weather stopped them here. Mr Acklehurst up at the big house paid for it all, kept ringing too to check in on everyone. Continental types, very smart, we were glad to have them over, my father always said, the lake and the fishing brought them, I think… Then they all stayed for the funeral. Desperate.’
Naoise turns back to the group. ‘It wasn’t the fishing they came for.’
Murray walks to the window. ‘Were you at the school recently?’
‘No, and I won’t be anytime soon.’ Naoise reaches out to touch the glass which is filling with snow. ‘I’m retired and due to travel the world, my wife’s idea.’ He laughs quietly.
‘That’ll be nice.’
Murray thinks he hadn’t mentioned his wife before and it seems jarring or odd though he can’t really say why.
They both stare at the snow falling heavily outside; a wheelie bin is rolling this way and that down the street before catching in a drift at the edge of the path.
‘You know Aisling’s opening a bookshop in Siena. Bought the place and all. I’ll drop in on my grand tour, help her a bit.’
‘Worse places to stop off.’ Murray glances at him.
They are silent a moment, still mesmerized by the white storm outside. Murray again wonders why he hadn’t mentioned his wife before.
‘And Aisling or Stella have no enemy or person you can think of who might do something like this, organize a campaign like this here? Someone like that man in Stockholm, perhaps?’
‘Whoever it is, is not their enemy really, it’s their father’s, isn’t it?’
‘And that man in Stockholm, was he part of a group?’
‘He was an anti-fascist, killed himself in protest at the country’s past collaboration. He left an array of stuff, different writers, their work was found in his flat and he wrote like a manifesto, essay thing. Acklehurst was one of the targets, his publisher had been Swedish as you know. Anna’s right, he was not well, and it was tragic but it did lead to some new thinking, debate about what people had done, what constitutes collaboration, so that was useful probably, in a way, a facing up to things. It didn’t really affect Acklehurst’s reputation overly though, nothing ever seems to.’
‘You hate Acklehurst?’
Naoise’s eyes widen, and he cocks his head slightly. ‘Not hate; well, maybe, close to it.’
‘When you go to the school, talk to the students, does he come up as a topic?’
‘The headmaster makes sure he does… and now there is this seminar. Do you think it’s one of the students?’
‘Possibly, but then, the digging up of the grave, I’m not sure,’ Murray replies.
‘Maybe it’s not a passing dislike, maybe if it was a student, they felt very strongly and wanted to really make a point… They can be passionate at that age, have no fear of consequences. I had a case a few months ago, eco warriors, they were living in the trees and in tents in Wicklow, trying to stop a motorway being widened. I was so struck by their purity, in the face of everything, ridicule, a jail sentence, they didn’t care – they were so sure that what they were doing was right, they were willing to do something extreme, to prevent something extreme.’
Naoise’s face was alight. ‘Passion and belief in the moral force of something, it can be overpowering, the drive to prevent.’
He looks to Murray suddenly and goes quiet. ‘It’s possible it’s a student, is all I’m trying to say.’
Murray watches him closely. ‘Anything is possible.’
‘Indeed.’ Naoise smiles faintly.
‘Anna says Aisling did know about the seminar?’
‘She never said anything to me about it.’
The receptionist pokes her head around the door. ‘Can we get you anything more?’
Murray remembers her now as a teenager, hanging around the street with a gang of kids. ‘We’re fine thanks,’ he answers and she leaves.
He turns back to Naoise. ‘You’ve read all his books?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’
‘I was very fond of Aisling. I wanted to know everything.’ He stops suddenly and looks lost in thought. ‘Once upon a time.’
Behind them Fallon is telling the group that they can leave now, no further enquiries to be made at this point. Anna stands up in a flourish of sullen anger, and the manager goes quickly to her side. ‘We have a new room for you, just next door to your old one.’
She attempts a smile in response, then gathers her things and leaves with him.
‘I’ll head so,’ Naoise says.
He walks to the door, but then turns back. ‘You know who they were? The people Acklehurst had at his house, at all the parties… They were former Nazis, genuinely so. I watched them in the town, when I was young, and I went to a party once in the house, it’s where I met Aisling first.’ He gestures to the photograph. ‘They were surrounded by all these monsters… and their father like a ringmaster. Hiding out from their crimes, all of them, reinventing themselves as men of the future. They never paid for anything they did.’ He bites his lip.
‘Justice wasn’t done. You must understand that, to understand anything really.’ Naoise stares at Murray for a moment.
‘We’ll be closing up soon,’ the barman calls over.
The manager starts blowing out the candles and the room darkens, lit only by the fire which is dying out now.
‘Stella, was she the friend… who had the problem with drugs?’ Murray asks.
Naoise looks down at the floor briefly before raising his eyes. ‘Yes. But she’s better now, strong, sort of a miracle… that she lived.’
‘I’m glad, that’s good, there’s hope, with help.’ Murray flushes, aware he sounds like a brochure on recovery.
‘I think so.’ Naoise smiles sadly and leaves the room.
‘I might sleep in the station,’ Fallon calls out from the door.
He and Murray walk together back along the deserted road.
‘What happened with the judge?’ Fallon is gripping the railings which run along the wall in front of the hotel, trying not to slip.
‘He hates Acklehurst, cares a lot for Aisling and doesn’t want her to sell the house to Anna. He also has access to the school easily enough.’
‘Right. Possible suspect so.’ Fallon frowns as they tentatively cross the empty road, the surface thick with almost a foot of fresh snow.
‘I don’t know,’ Murray says quietly.



PART 9
Florence, 1964



Chapter Thirty
Naoise and I didn’t see each other, or write, for months after that January night. Stella and Jonathan were dispatched to London and I settled on Florence, a city I had dreamed of visiting and one I didn’t think my father had ever been to. The map of my travels was plotted by the guiding principle of his absence. Guidebooks and dictionaries were bought, Henry James novels, a stack of them from Greene’s bookshop; dates ticked off on the calendar of my room in Fitzwilliam Square. I would leave in February.
I rented a small flat which overlooked a tiny, hidden-away piazza where a dilapidated, lonely carousel stood in its centre, the animal rides the children would usually sit on hooded and draped in the rain; a café and a tobacconist under my window. My flat was entered via a small courtyard, then up a narrow flight of stairs to the first floor, past a door which led out to a small terrace, beside which was my room. Low ceilinged with dark wooden beams criss-crossing above my head, there was just a kitchen and a windowless bedroom.
My neighbours were an elderly lady who ignored me, and an Iranian man called Arman. His English was scant, but we tried a few conversations in Italian and came to some understanding. He was studying medicine, I said my plans were fluid. He nodded and smiled sadly. The first week I was there he came home very upset one evening and knocked on my door. He had witnessed a suicide, a student had thrown herself into the Arno.
‘People come to Florence to kill themselves, something about the beauty, and the despair…’ We drank wine quietly together.
The one large window in my flat opened outwards and I liked to sit there, when it was mild enough, with my coffee, and watch people pass. They never hurried, but sauntered, stepping out of dusky doorways and disappearing into misty narrow streets. Beauty and confidence reflected in the turn of their heads; in the glimpse of a haughty profile. It seemed like a city comfortable with the shadows inside me, a lack of judgement somehow mirrored in the alleyways and laneways, dark places leading somewhere else, to something magnificent and extraordinary. A secretive place where beauty and ugliness were easy bedfellows, as Arman had said. There had been reason somewhere in the chaos of my thinking that January. I had found the place where I needed to be.
Every morning on my way to my job at a small English language newspaper, I stopped at one of the antique shops near my flat and looked at the faces of the ghoulish masks that hung in the windows – black, gold, blank spaces for the eyes – elaborate disguises. I thought of Stella and Naoise then, all of us really, having to hide behind something now, our faces averted in a mask, concealed from each other, and the world. Everything artifice and make-believe. Masks that enabled you to begin again. Because we were young, children still, and we had done wrong, but for the right reasons, and there had to be some forgiveness in that.
I drifted between seeing us as misguided saviours by day, and evil killers by night. Waking in the darkness of my room, images of my father’s face, the staring eyes and the angle of his frozen neck floated around me.
I was medieval and silent in those first few weeks of winter in Florence, like a version of the old city brought to life, majestic, but cowed by something I believed in, things which were bigger than me. Taking shelter in a heavy rainstorm one day I discovered a tiny chapel, the door half open. The flicker of a barely there candle shone weakly from the gloom within; the sign outside read ‘Dante’s Church’, the place where he first spied Beatrice. I sat alone in the bare space, my thin, drenched raincoat dripping quietly on to the concrete floor.
It was not the same for the others, or perhaps it was, but their pretence took a different form. Stella was settling into her life with Jonathan in London. She got a job in a women’s clothes boutique, while he was working in a gallery. They both wrote frequently about people and places I had never heard of and parties they had attended; promising they would visit me in the summer. They sounded happy, filled with the drama and energy of a longed-for escape finally realized, a purposeful forgetfulness to their words. Life new and fresh again; living in a flat together at the top of a house, they could be different people. Their wounds not healing but rather transforming instead into quirks, eccentricities which they would play with – Stella replacing her eyepatch with a monocle – as the music of a jazz band played on. Something original about them, which was theirs alone to fall back on, and no one would suspect anything of its bloodied origins.
I could not reach inside myself to truly feel Stella’s pain. Willing though she was to leave, I had in fact sent her away, and assured us both that things would be overcome, forgotten. And I believed that mostly, though every now and then I saw myself as I really was – a woman who was disposing of people and memories. I thought things could be forgotten, if you just hid them away.
Sarah wrote once to tell me of May and Naoise’s wedding plans. She was to be chief bridesmaid, and the wedding was to be in University Church on St Stephen’s Green at the end of March. They had to get a special dispensation from the Pope. I almost smiled – a celestial intervention required to allow them to be together. A wedding breakfast was to follow in the Shelbourne Hotel. I received my invitation eventually, a thick cream card with heavy embossed gold writing lying on the mat of my dusty hallway. It felt like an accusation, or perhaps an uncomfortable truth. I wondered would he write, but he didn’t. The silence begun that night in his house was the defensive, wounding action of two resolute but weary warriors. And so I didn’t make the journey home, and he sent me no word.
It started then, I think, the sense of Naoise observing me from afar. I would walk home in the evenings, convinced he sat in the window of a certain bar, or in a palazzo high above, looking at me pass by – my collar up, head down, rickety umbrella like a weapon, navigating the path home, hoping never to catch his eye. It was as if the rules of time and space had collapsed, been torn down and rendered meaningless. The weight of death had overturned everything, and despite the hand fate had dealt us, we were together still in some way.
Sarah was also leaving Trinity and transferring to Edinburgh at the end of the term. Jonathan’s, and my, hurried and bizarre exit from her life had been confusing. I had wanted to explain that something had happened and we had to go, but also that Jonathan was always going, she just hadn’t wanted to see it. I didn’t yet know that he loved men, he had not found the words to tell me, nor had I found the wisdom to understand, but the sense of him needing to disappear, to renew himself as someone true, authentic but elsewhere, had been there, deep within him, long before the night at our house in Galway. And so I wrote her of the weather, my eccentric neighbour and the attractive American man in the office who kept asking me for coffee. His direct insistence a kind of wonder to me; something from a life before, that perhaps might comfort me, if I chose to let it.
I expected her to confide in me about May’s pregnancy, they had always been close and there was no shame really, now that the church was booked and his mother’s large engagement ring had been placed on her perfectly manicured hand, but she never mentioned it. There were tales instead of long-drawn-out dress fittings, rolls of satin and tulle draped on bodies in a shop off Grafton Street; afternoon teas in the Gresham and a party in Naoise’s house planned for the night before the big day. Everyone toasting the happy couple in what would become their marriage home. I imagined May triumphant, but duplicitous, sure that in time she could seduce him away from the dank, peeling house and out to the seaside, and the tennis clubs of her youth.
Sarah’s other letter to me, about the actual wedding day, I threw in the bin.
There was no baby. She lost this first baby, as she would the others. Naoise had tried to do the right thing, and perhaps it was a way to get away from me and my father’s death; he needed an escape too, and I could not blame him for that.
May offered him something I could not – respectability. She was the proper daughter of a proper family, who entertained in style. She would do it well, always the right people for dinner; politicians and writers, modernist architects intent on destroying the Georgian city, socialists who held lucrative jobs in the media, and of course people who could be of benefit to Naoise and help him along the path to becoming a man of note, a judge. His secrets buried forever.
She saw herself as a vague bohemian and convincing Naoise to be her husband was her one act of rebellion. She wasn’t bohemian or daring at all though; in reality she was the mother he never had. She fussed over his suits and his potential for greatness, reciting by heart the words his mother had written to him all those years before. He would save the world, he would do something special; and the orphan in him would shrivel off and die.
In truth he wanted everything too, he just pretended not to and in a way he had done his duty by his mother. He had tried to prevent an evil man from thriving, or so he thought. It was just not as she, nor his devoted wife, might ever have imagined.



Chapter Thirty-One
The sun arrived in April and didn’t leave my side. The city renewed, sanctified in its light, and I too somehow. The ghosts receded and I threw myself into work and went from answering the phones in the office to writing a few small articles that were generally well received. I started to get involved in more editorial work, suggesting ideas, and travelling by bus around Tuscany to find stories. My brief was eclectic – the plucky outsider discovering the city and sharing its quirks with the English language reader. I wrote about festivals in medieval hilltop villages; I sat with aristocratic families on sun-drenched terraces and discussed the art they were selling, and in the evenings I partied with the ex-pats in the city.
Arman introduced me to his student friends, they were all studying medicine, and he’d drive me home after dinners and parties on the back of his moped. The world was opening up again, like the city around us, flourishing in the light of a hot sun. Winter vanquished. We sought sanctuary in the Boboli Gardens and went to a candlelit fashion show in a shadowy palazzo where tall women with angular faces swished past in elaborate ballgowns.
‘You seem better than before, than when you came first.’ Arman smiled. ‘Sometimes you have to leave home.’
And he was right, life and joy were returning to me. My once shadowed face was tanned and glowing. This city was feeding my body with its food, and its wine, while its beauty filled my soul. You can live again, overcome, the statues we sped past at twilight seemed to whisper.
The American man in the office was called Mike and we went out sometimes. He was from Boston; charming, cultured and generally simple to be with. Older than me, so perhaps that made it easier. He knew of my father and his death, had read about him, but we didn’t dwell on politics, or anything important. He acknowledged my loss and then talked of other things. He was calm and happy, exploring Europe for a year or two and looking to the future; keen to entice me, but my heart stayed safely locked away.
Jonathan visited in June and we danced our way through a month of late-night parties with students, trips by train to the seaside, wine bars, the cinema. There was the frenetic energy in him again, the one I had recognized in his letters. He didn’t want to stop, if he stopped something else would overtake him so we had to keep running, and he pulled me along with him. We ate ice cream, flavours I had never tasted – pistachio, pineapple – and people-watched. Jonathan provided a running commentary on style and what it really was, which was not apparently what people thought it was.
‘You’ve style, and Stella.’ He blew smoke towards the sun.
‘And that is…?’
‘Grace.’ He held my hand then.
We shopped for scallops and prawns at the market in my square, the sound, smells, taste, everything in technicolour. We drank wine. He met the American.
‘He looks like a Viking,’ he whispered. ‘Not like Naoise at all.’
I didn’t respond.
We had a picnic one afternoon in Fiesole in the hills above the city, lay in the long grass, side by side, our small Fiat car parked up on the road.
‘She’s happy,’ he sighed.
We had not talked much about Stella. She was always there, but also not. In my naive head she was dancing through London, glittering and charismatic, too busy to come and see me, though every now and then I wondered. She was dating the son of a lord, apparently, and had sent me pictures of them both in fancy dress and out on pheasant shoots, dead birds held up to the camera. She looked thin, painfully so, and dead-eyed behind the smiles. She reminded me in some strange way of the women who used to visit my father’s house and I wondered about that. Men, men, always men, beside her in those pictures, clutching her arm, like she was a new possession, a doll to be toyed with and never taken seriously. Young men, and then some older ones too. In time the lord turned into a photographer, then a writer, then a lead singer in a band.
‘She hasn’t told anyone…’ I sat up suddenly.
The sun was white hot, Florence in a haze in the distance, and I had to cover my eyes. I felt dizzy with the heat, or perhaps it was the sudden fear, again, of being found out. Jonathan stayed completely still, a yellow, burned strand of grass touched his cheek in the faint breeze.
‘She won’t, she can’t, none of us can.’
We were silent a moment.
‘She takes things, pills, sometimes.’ He turned on his side, head propped up, and looked at me.
I didn’t know what to say.
‘Everyone does, it’s OK,’ he said.
I lay on my back and there were blue butterflies in the warm air above our heads. I knew why she would take them. She was chasing nothingness too.
‘Naoise—’ He started to speak.
‘Don’t,’ I replied.
He didn’t answer, but his hand was tight on mine, and we lay together, drowsy and warm.
‘I’ve met someone.’ He spoke hesitantly after a time and told me of the first man he came to love.
* * *
It was an evening in early September when I arrived home to my flat, and passing the small door that led out to the terrace I saw a woman sitting. Her back was to me and she faced out to the rooftops, but something about her sensible suit and matching hat was familiar.
Mrs Mason stood up awkwardly, a tiredness in her stance, a large black handbag under her arm. She was wearing a mauve tweed suit, a silk scarf at her neck, and looked set for a shopping trip to Dublin on a wintery afternoon. I pushed open the door, the evening cool, dusk falling and lights coming on in the flats across the piazza, a bell chiming somewhere in the distance.
She smiled vaguely and I felt a weight on my chest looking at her, something awful returning again, not her, but what she represented. My past.
We went for dinner in a restaurant nearby. We sat at the last table by the window, a stuffed head of a boar over our heads; a man in a black suit played a cello on the street outside, his cap laid on the ground, and a music stand beside him. The pages of music fluttering in the evening breeze.
‘I’m on my way to Rome.’ She squinted at the menu.
I had sent her a postcard with my address back in February, but there had been no contact since. I poured us both water and sat back in my chair.
‘Robert is working there for a few months.’ She laid the menu down and stared at me intently. ‘You don’t seem so sickly as before, you’ve filled out.’ She touched one of the large rings on her finger. Her hand was broad and the rings looked like they had to be squeezed on.
‘I’m well, thank you. What’s Robert doing?’ I sipped the iced water.
Her eyes darted from me then and she looked out the window. ‘He studied medicine but he – he’s not working presently, he’s been quite exhausted, so is spending the winter there… Why are there almost no pasta dishes on this menu?’ She squinted at the page.
‘Try the bean soup.’ I smiled.
She asked about Stella, what I was doing, then the food arrived and we ate in an awkward silence for a bit.
‘It was a gift for you and Stella, him dying. You can start again.’
She leaned forward across the table and patted my hand. ‘I would have come to the funeral for you, but the weather.’ She lit a thin cigarette and her eyes narrowed. ‘All those glowing write-ups in the papers after, a loss to the intellectual world.’ She snorted.
‘What did they see in him?’ I asked.
She stubbed out the cigarette and raised an eyebrow.
‘Don’t go philosophizing or dwelling, I can see you have a tendency to it and it’s not healthy, a young woman like you, everything ahead of you. Don’t dwell on that nonsense peddled by your father with his superior people, and men with no limits being our saviours… It wasn’t Christian, you know, that’s what bothered me most about his bloody work – and your mother, she couldn’t see it, until it was too late. You must read the signs with men.’
I thought, you must read the signs with everyone, they are always telling you things.
‘What do we do with his thoughts? His books?’ I said.
‘Throw them away, such rubbish, he just wanted power and glory and put pretty words around the desire, nothing insightful in that.’ She stared at me.
I wanted to say, but we are coloured by his thoughts, we must live with them, and how do we do that? But the words wouldn’t come, and she was not that kind of a person. She would think me an intellectual for speaking so, like my father, unsuited to the real world which was made of practical things, things you could touch, buy, sell. A god you might worship. She drank some more wine and then asked the waiter for bread and olive oil.
‘Your poor mother, I think of her here, she loved Italy.’ She shook her head.
‘Did anyone else ever know that she’d killed herself?’ I asked.
‘I don’t think so. He kept it all hushed up and then performed “his grief” for the next fifteen years.’
‘An actor, he was like an actor, but you never knew if he was on stage or not.’ I suddenly saw him again that long-ago afternoon, standing in the field with the hawthorn tree, the black bowler hat on his head and the man taking photos.
She looked at me quizzically.
‘That’s why he was so terrifying. You never knew – and it might be real, who he was being, or it might not.’ I waited for her to touch my hand again, to do something to indicate she knew or partly knew what it had been like, but she sat motionless.
‘I wanted you to come that night, to the party. I had it all planned out. I was going to confront him about her death,’ I mumbled.
‘Confronting people’s overrated, best to just move on, try and overcome,’ she said.
I thought of the afternoon in Fitzwilliam Square, how she had confronted me with my mother’s death.
We drank the Chianti and she talked about her plans for Rome. Robert was, I could tell, a worry to her, something she wouldn’t say about him or his condition. I could recognize secrets now, knew exactly what every pause meant, every stray glance.
It was close to ten when she began to ready herself to leave, insisting on paying the bill and giving me the address where she would be staying in Rome.
‘You and Stella must come to me in Dublin, when you’re back next.’
‘We won’t be back.’ I pushed my chair from the table and it scraped the bare floor. I felt her watching me, questioning.
‘You say that now.’
‘He hurt Stella. He was a rapist,’ I said.
She stopped still, not a muscle moved on her face, but she paled and then looked quickly around us to check if anyone might have heard, but the room was almost empty.
‘For years, all the time, when he was home, he would go to her room.’
They were the images that came to me in the dark of the night, when I couldn’t pretend and the silence demanded honesty and truth. She sank back in the chair for a minute, her face contorted and collapsed, as if all the years of worry and distaste, and the trying to bury something about what had happened to her sister, all came back. I wondered if that was how it would be for me too, the truth would rise up from deep within me and write itself across my collapsing face.
‘I found out the night he died, but I think a part of me always knew. I just didn’t understand. You see, he never loved me like he did her, and I thought that was bad, but it was actually a good thing – I was saved by hate.’ I laughed in a harsh way.
‘He didn’t love either of you, that wasn’t love.’ She grabbed my hand suddenly and pulled me back into my seat; her eyes were wide, alarmed, and I knew what she said was true. ‘You must not tell.’
I didn’t reply for a minute just stared at her hands clasping mine again, emeralds, rubies glinting. I wondered if they were antiques, things inherited, perhaps they might have once belonged to my mother. I had the sense of nothingness again looking at them, the same feeling I had after the funeral – the desire to clear space, demolish the past.
‘I found Stella that night, he’d hurt her and I was so angry and…’ I spoke the words slowly.
‘And then he fell.’ She leaned across the table, willing me to agree, her eyes bright and large, like someone who had seen something terrible, and could hardly believe it.
‘Then he fell,’ I said quietly.
But I shook my head as I said the words, the body unable to lie, intent on dismantling its own fictions. She sank back into the shadow of her seat, her face just a putty shape of lines. I don’t know why I tried to tell her, perhaps it just seemed correct, proper even. My mother’s sister should know what befell us and how we, as orphans, had been required to fend for ourselves.
She kissed me on the cheek under a streetlight. Water was flowing slowly down the edge of the ancient cobbles. I watched it trickle past, the day’s dirt being washed away.
‘I want to know everything about my mother, everything, from the start to the end.’
She gripped my hand and nodded. ‘I will write, every week,’ she said.
And she did, and we never spoke of my father or what I had told her again. He was vanished and my mother could appear, in the fits and starts of a story created by a sister who didn’t really know her, but we both pretended this wasn’t the case so came instead together to create a fiction with which we could live. My father had trapped her too, we told each other. She was different from him, she was lost, captured, entranced. Until Mrs Mason died and then there was no one left to remember anything of my mother, whether it be truth, or lies.
But that night in Florence, after my aunt left, I walked the short distance home diminished somehow. The truth, or the half of it I’d tried to tell, didn’t really liberate you, it marked you out, left a stain on your skin, like a burn. I knew this, had always known this. It’s why Stella was high on drugs and Jonathan was pretending to be an Irish earl in some fancy art gallery, and Naoise the devoted, studious husband. While I played the travelling ingénue, typing my articles with the skill and discipline my father had taught me.
You had to use what you’d been given, and then pretend it was something else entirely. Manufacture an innocence in order to go on.
As I fumbled for my keys in my bag, at the edge of the square an invisible woman shouted out of a window somewhere, a deep, guttural cry of lust, or maybe it was loss. All expression and feeling interchangeable in the dark of the night, or perhaps I just didn’t know what anything meant any more.
‘Aisling?’
My name emerged softly from the shadows of the courtyard, the iron gate swinging open at my touch, and the sound of that word made me hold my breath. Naoise sat on the steps to my flat, a small suitcase at his side, and I wanted to cry out then, like that woman in the dark. I walked slowly towards him. My heels clicked on the cobblestones and the sound echoed all around; a light came on in the flat above, the washing strung high across fluttered like phantoms in the night breeze. He stood up hesitantly, hands jammed into his pockets, his eyes half hidden, but staring, burning, through his messy fringe.
He didn’t look like anyone’s husband, so I stepped forward and he moved into my arms and we touched, the way we should have long before.



Chapter Thirty-Two
He wrote every day and I read his words alone in the square with the late October sun on my face. Our three days together seemed like a strange, feverish dream now and I was different, hopeful.
I lay in bed late most mornings listening to the sounds of the square outside, the city rising and alive, thinking about him. We had made no promises but an ache for him grew as the days cooled and I felt sure we would find a way. He and May had not been married very long and it was a mistake. You could make a mistake. I turned on my side and missed his voice, the warm, deep tone of it in my ear, and his spare thin body in my bed. I took to walking to Piazza della Signoria every day – following our exact footsteps, stopping and marvelling as we had, then laughing because it could not be believed almost. Beauty and love, they could not be believed almost.
Spring, when he promised he would come back, seemed a lifetime away.
I received other letters too, that autumn, batches of them, redirected from my father’s publisher. Airmail from Vienna, Prague, Munich – invitations from the party people to come to weekend shoots in Yorkshire, concerts in Rome, the launch of some essays written in tribute to his work.
He lives on in you and Stella.
I looked at their names and tried to memorize them, they were clues, codes, signs as to who all the guests had been, why they had come to our house, why they had cared for him. Some day when I had the strength I would find them, and really understand who they were.
There were plans, too, to republish some of his early work – requests for photographs and some correspondence from American universities looking for his papers, and any unpublished work. It was overwhelming and I had the sense of being pursued by his shadow.
‘You need a lawyer,’ Arman said one evening after I’d shown him the correspondence. ‘To arrange it all.’ He rubbed his hands to indicate money.
‘It won’t last.’ I frowned at the pile.
He raised his eyebrows. ‘Maybe, maybe not, but you are the caretaker.’
We had talked before of my dislike of my father’s beliefs and Arman seemed to understand the desire to seek change, to recreate yourself. He had travelled far to do so himself and home for him was a burden too. I wrote to Mr Falk and told him I wasn’t ready yet to deal with any of this. He asked if he could visit me, but I refused, blaming abject grief as the cause.
Sarah and Jonathan were planning to visit in November but she called from Edinburgh a few days before they were due to arrive.
‘May’s lost her baby, she was only a few weeks gone but it’s so awful, she’s in hospital and Naoise’s devastated. I’m going to Dublin,’ she explained.
The room spun a bit and I murmured of course and how terrible, before gently resting the phone down. Another pregnancy. I looked at the bundle of letters from Naoise on the windowsill which had mentioned nothing of this news. He had told me she had lost the first baby the month before their wedding, and now this.
I didn’t hear from him for a few days after Sarah’s call, and threw myself into work, functioning on a sort of numb disbelief. I woke in the night gasping for breath, images of May merging with the cobblestones of Trinity, which then turned into Naoise’s house by the canal. She was standing at the door, refusing me entry.
I was typing an article late one evening when he finally rang. There was a rainstorm outside, the city illuminated every few minutes by the flash of lightning.
‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered before he could speak.
‘Don’t.’ He sounded angry almost.
‘You should forget me now, we need to stop.’ I felt no anger, just sadness.
‘How did you know?’ His voice was softer then.
‘Sarah.’
The cord of the phone was in tangled knots and I fiddled with it. I wondered did he really expect me not to find out, what would he have done when the baby was due, when it arrived? The romance of the last few weeks appeared before me as it was, something tragic, and sordid even. We were made of deceit, and worse perhaps.
I looked out the window into the wet square; lights in the flats opposite, other people’s lives illuminated. Chinks and scraps of existence, cut off, blacked out in parts. There was so much we never knew of each other.
‘I dreamed about you last night,’ he whispered.
I imagined his dark head bowed and May somewhere else in the house, waiting for him.
‘Don’t tell me that.’
‘I can leave her.’
‘You can’t, she’s your wife and you’ve college, you need to stay in Dublin and finish your degree.’
The truth of it all tumbling down on our heads. He didn’t say anything for a moment.
‘But it’s a lie. She deserves better, we deserve better.’ I could hear the anger again now and met it with my own.
‘It’s not a lie, you married her. We’re the lie.’
‘We’re not, just everything went to shit. I love you.’
He had never said that before, but I wasn’t listening really and the tone was wrong, off, and the timing, and everything. I missed so much of what he tried to tell me over the years and then just lived with regret, like there was a delay in my understanding, always too unsure to believe. It was many years before he would say it again.
We stayed in silence a moment.
‘I saw your father with Stella once.’
The rain louder now against the window, I looked at the drops of it clinging to the dark glass.
‘She’d been swimming in the lake, and he was watching her. It was before we met.’
His voice was far away and his words were bringing me back to the frozen night, my father a silhouette against the trees and the spade shining in the moonlight. And then further back again, and I was watching Naoise in his school uniform leave his note in the library book.
‘He touched her on the back, there on the edge of the lake, and then her shoulder…’
I could hear a rushing sound in my ears, and a pressure in my chest.
‘I felt sick, ran away. I didn’t know what I’d seen, but when I went to your house for the class, I wanted to say something. We used to see you both with him, in town, and… I put the note in the book. I don’t know what I thought I was doing or how it would help, but something was wrong and I had to tell you, I knew he was… that’s why at the party in your house I was rude. I wanted to make you doubt him, get your attention.’
‘Stop.’ I slammed the phone down and he disappeared into the dark, faraway Dublin night.
I lay on my bed in my tiny room and cried. I held my stomach as lightning illuminated the darkness and thought how I might have told him about our child, how I was sure she was quietly growing deep within me, but I didn’t have the words yet, not for him, or for myself.



PART 10
Galway, December 1999



Chapter Thirty-Three
The room in the station is so cold Murray can see his breath; the cot bed is narrow and uncomfortable and the green exit light above the door both irritating and eerie in its glow. He checks his watch – almost midnight. He is staring at the ceiling, his coat still on, when the lights and electricity blast back on, along with a radio in the front office which must have been left plugged in to the wall. He gets up to turn it off and runs into Fallon who is standing in the doorway looking red-eyed and holding a torch.
‘Was going to make tea…’ Fallon looks around for clean mugs and switches on the kettle before sitting at the table. ‘I was reading his book, Acklehurst’s, found it on the desk.’
‘Yeah?’ Murray rubs his eyes.
‘It’s good, better than I thought, like exciting. Kind of mad to think he lived here.’
‘Really?’
‘This guy in it, wants to change things, and he has nothing, and he has to battle his way against the old guys and convince people that they’re wrong, show them what strength really is, and he can’t follow the rules, he has to act out of his own like way, his own principles, and he can’t feel… you know, the way we can’t feel, we have to stay cool, and use our heads, he’s the same.’
He stops a moment, the kettle whistling, and rubs his hands together to warm up.
‘It was just better, not what I thought at all.’
Murray thinks about trying to talk to Fallon about power, eugenics, false things – the idea of the all-powerful man bending the world into a contorted shape of perfection – but he doesn’t. He doesn’t feel like he has the words, or the right, he doesn’t really know enough.
‘Sometimes you can’t get dragged down, be slowed by others, you’ve to act despite.’ Fallon energetically pours hot water into their mugs. ‘I’m going to finish it tonight, might as well now, the book’s in a bit of a state, the pages melting.’ He laughs, looking at his watch.
‘It’s the copy I found in the church.’ Murray wonders if that will put Fallon off continuing reading, but the younger man just nods and sips his tea. ‘Go to the seminar thing, Anna’ll be delighted to see you.’
‘I might – get some motivation, you know?’ Fallon stands up.
‘For what?’ Murray lifts his head.
‘Improving myself!’ He winks.
‘You’re fine as you are.’ Murray stays sitting, the lights flickering off and on, and thinks how the search for meaning is like an impulse which throbs across time and space.
Everything about the quest changing, and also nothing.



Chapter Thirty-Four
He’s disturbed from his thoughts by the shrill ringing of phones in the station. Fallon picks up one receiver in the back room, while he reaches for the other – there has been a road traffic accident, emergency services are already on their way to the scene.
Murray grabs his torch and heads towards the hotel, avoiding the entrance and taking the side alley which runs by the car park at the back of the building. He flicks his gaze upwards and notices the hotel is dark and quiet, some relief after the strange drama earlier. He feels exhausted and thinks what fool was on the road after midnight, then curses, and says a quiet prayer for them.
It’s no longer snowing but remains bitterly cold; he trudges a while further, the ground crunching and creaking, then, noticing tyre marks coming from the back gate of the hotel, he follows them along a narrow road, where the tree-lined edges are piled high with drifts of snow, giving him the sense of being in a tunnel made of ice, the trees hanging low overhead. He hears the emergency services before he can see them, the air frozen and clear.
He walks slowly on and notices a bush is shredded and torn from the hedgerow, while the tracks are deep, erratic pathways now, sliced into the snow. The car had skidded coming into the bend on its way out of the town. He rounds the corner slowly and the emergency services are nearer than he expected; there is the flash of spinning blue lights and the amber glow of the motorway bridge towering high above. While beneath a grey sports car has plunged into the steep verge, the bonnet and windscreen sliced and twisted inwards, the white ground sparkling with shards of shattered glass. He feels the tightness in his chest again as he recognizes the car and for a second he thinks he doesn’t have the energy to walk on.
The radio in the ambulance parked up comes alive suddenly and a voice floats into the cold air, a paramedic nods at him and steps slightly back from the car.
‘One fatality, male,’ she says.
Murray leans into what’s left of the shattered window where a man is hunched over the steering wheel. He recognizes the grey coat Naoise had been wearing when he’d arrived at the hotel earlier. His arm is hanging limply at his side, his neck, visible at this angle, looks fragile and pale in the light.
‘Jesus,’ he says under his breath.
Murray’s eyes sting and burn at the sight and he pulls his gaze away and stares at the ambulance behind where a group of paramedics are in a huddle tending to someone at the back of the vehicle. He looks briefly to the sky which is clear, the stars bright, and he tries to centre and control his breaths, remembering their last conversation. Justice, why justice, he thinks.
He walks to the ambulance and it’s a sort of nightmare, the lights and sounds are shrill, harsh, and he thinks if I could I’d disappear into the fields and the woods beyond. The paramedic moves aside as he gets close and a woman is sitting on the steps of the ambulance. He pauses in surprise, unsure at the sight; she is covered in gold foil and when she raises her fair head a thin line of blood is coming from her temple.
‘Stella…’ Murray moves quickly then and kneels in the snow beside her.



PART 11
1966–1970



Chapter Thirty-Five
Mrs Mason died a few months after my daughter Saoirse was born. She left Stella and me their house in Wicklow, the childhood home she had shared with my mother, because we were orphans and had no home really, the Glass House locked up and tainted, something which existed only in nightmares now. I would go back eventually, reclaim some part of it, but that summer I had yet to make the journey west. Her son Robert was not happy at our inheriting this house and some legal letters were exchanged, but he never took it any further as we did have some rights to it. I believe he resided in Dún Laoghaire, uninterested in us and we in him.
I stopped in Dublin that July day of 1966. I was on my way to Wicklow, but Mr Falk had called before I left Italy and said he would be staying in Dublin and could we meet when I was over. I was early and along with Saoirse, who was one, sat in the front lounge of the Shelbourne Hotel where he was staying. She was sleepy from our journey so sat mostly on my knee, resting her head against my chest, a small panda toy keeping her amused. Eventually she collapsed with exhaustion and I laid her on the couch.
Jonathan said she looked like Naoise, but I saw Stella in her large blue eyes and her open, curious energy. She was bright and charming, always smiling, and with an air of mischief. When she slept she looked like her father though, something about the bend of her lip, and the frown which sometimes crossed her sleeping brow. I hadn’t spoken to him in over a year and half and he knew nothing of our child.
The hotel was filled with mothers and daughters in smart summer dresses, their hair perfectly coiffed, pearls around their necks. I caught their curious glances every now and then, and felt perhaps I should wear a wedding ring when in Dublin. They ate tiny sandwiches and slices of cake and I thought of May. I could imagine her here. I wondered, as I so often did, about Naoise, where he was in the city; college over for the summer he was probably working for May’s father, or perhaps they were travelling. I remembered how he had talked of his plans to travel to Greece, and all over Europe when we used to go drinking; he was going to backpack and camp under the stars. I could not imagine May would have ever agreed to do this.
Falk grasped my hand suddenly. ‘You have a daughter, how he would have loved to see her. Oh, for Richard not to get to see his grandchild, sometimes I still just can’t believe it…’
He looked the same, the very blue eyes and the high cheekbones, his hair streaked with grey. He was staring intently at my sleeping child and for a moment I felt a stab of fear in my heart. We hadn’t met since my father’s death, I had managed to always avoid his suggestions to meet, but we had written to each other many times. It was strange, unnerving to see him again, and I laid my hand on Saoirse’s head as if to protect her.
‘He was never fond of children, we were a distraction.’ I felt perspiration on my forehead as a few of the women looked over at us again.
‘Of course, of course, but that is the fate of great men, their work must, has to, come first. But to see his flesh and blood live on through you both, that stops you in your tracks, does it not? A greater legacy even, perhaps, than words.’ He sat into his seat.
I felt sick at the thought of inherited bloodlines and legacy.
‘I wake still sometimes, and can’t believe he’s gone. That night in the hotel in town, unable to get to him. I remember feeling like something was wrong, the others were drinking, partying, but I just stayed up, couldn’t sleep… It felt like the end, even before I knew.’ He glanced to the window.
I ordered tea from the waiter and Saoirse snuffled in her sleep. I again gently touched the side of her warm head.
‘Things were too good, going too well for him, finally.’ Falk’s eyes were misty and distant suddenly. ‘Would you write the prologue for me? I know you can do it, do him justice, that personal account of his vision and understanding.’
‘For what?’ I asked.
‘We are reissuing the last book, new print run, the third.’ He sat back and watched me intently, his eyebrows raised.
‘Already?’ The room felt clammy and humid.
‘You don’t have to answer me now, but please do think about it. It would be a nice personal touch, I think, and I know you write now.’ He folded his legs and smiled. ‘You are so like him really. You have the touch with words and an abstract thinker too, I always felt that about you.’
I breathed deeply. ‘It’s not really the same at all. I write articles about restaurants, and fashion shows. I’m not trying to change the world.’
‘In time, you’ll find your purpose, but it will be with words, and in that way you are like him.’
‘Perhaps I’ve found it already.’ I smiled thinly.
‘They want to see you and Stella, his friends, colleagues. You vanished, it seems to us.’
‘We grew up, and are making lives for ourselves.’
‘Of course, but we are here for you, we value you.’
I felt a sliver of fear run down my back.
‘I wanted to ask you, the last work, the manifesto he was working on, can you give it to me?’
He had asked this a number of times in many letters. I had always managed to ignore the request in my responses.
‘I destroyed it.’
I looked past him towards the door and for a moment thought I recognized a woman in the hallway – Birgitta, my father’s lover. I sat up and strained to see more but whoever it was disappeared past the door frame.
‘But why would you do that? I was worried when you never answered me, but hoped you just needed time and had kept it safe.’ His cheeks were flushed, his eyes narrow.
‘Because it wasn’t finished, he wouldn’t have wanted the world to see it in that state.’
Saoirse stirred beside me and I touched her cheek.
‘I don’t understand why you would do that?’
‘I am also a guardian of his work,’ I replied.
A dark guardian.
He said nothing and stared out the windows to St Stephen’s Green.
* * *
I arrived in Wicklow later that warm afternoon, the faint breeze through the open window a cool delight after the city. I drove our hired car down the laneway to the house, the hedgerows tumbling and wild on either side, the sea a glimpse of blue in the distance. The old black gates were wide open and on the pillar a name – Elsewhere – which made me smile. The house appeared from under trees then, a two-storey Georgian, cheerful-looking, and painted a pale and flaking yellow.
Saoirse woke as I pulled to a halt on the gravel drive. She rubbed her eyes and yawned, then clapped her hands together when she noticed me turn back in the seat. Her cheeks flushed from sleep, she smiled slowly then kicked and stretched her bare feet out. I extricated her from the car – she was hot, her skin clammy – and climbed the steps with her perched on my hip. The air around us was perfumed and heady, sweet peas and roses trailed over the doorway, while a swing hung from a large oak tree in the corner of the garden. I imagined for a moment my mother there, in a white dress, like the one she wore in my only memory. She had left us, but perhaps she was trying to make amends now and her call for forgiveness was in the sun overhead, in the bright green of the trees, and the perfume of the air.
Stella was already in the house. She was planning a garden party for the next day, she’d told me on the phone the previous night. I heard her laughter first and the mumble of other voices. She had brought her entourage with her, and the clink of glasses made me stop in the hallway, a memory of something else, other parties. Siobhan came barrelling out of the kitchen then, arms wide and squealing. Stella had asked her to come and stay for the summer, as housekeeper. We hugged and she kissed Saoirse on the top of her head. It was their first meeting.
‘Oh the angel, the dote,’ she cooed.
There were tears in her eyes as she looked from me to the child. She didn’t know who the father was, had never asked. I could well imagine my having a baby alone filled her with some level of horror, but she never said a thing, and I loved her for that. Saoirse was not a mistake, never a mistake. Little knitted jackets arrived in Florence; parcels from Sligo, and tiny prayers covered in plastic. She worried as to how I was coping on my own, giving advice and telling me what to ask the childminder lady who took her for the mornings while I worked. We are doing fine, I’d answer and we were, though I’m sure Siobhan was never fully convinced.
I hadn’t told Stella yet who the father was, only Jonathan knew. It had seemed simpler that way. Stella was still in touch with Sarah and not reliable in her secret-keeping. We had only been together a handful of times since leaving Ireland, so it wasn’t too difficult to avoid her enquiries. I had pushed her away those first few months after our father’s death, and she was repaying me in kind. I bored her too, in a way. I worked in an office and had a baby, so was relatively dull.
I had returned all Naoise’s letters since that last phone call and after a while they stopped coming. I could not forgive him for never saying what he’d observed between my father and Stella, which a part of me knew was unfair to him, it was also an excuse to not contact him. I was determined not to need him, he had a wife. While I had my daughter, who filled up almost all of the gaps in my heart. I was starting over, properly. I’d bought the flat next to mine with the inheritance from my mother and was renovating and had just been promoted to a staff writer on the magazine. No one asked any questions about my life or my choices, no one really cared enough.
The interest in my father too seemed to have waned, the letters and requests less frequent, despite Falk’s best efforts, which probably explained why he was reissuing the book. Other ideas had come to replace his, I thought, and felt a sort of satisfaction at that. I would bury his legacy in silence and hoped he would eventually be nothing, forgotten. And so, on that summer’s day in my mother’s beautiful house, I felt the most acute phase of the storm in my life had passed. I was twenty-one. I was neither happy nor unhappy, just a survivor of something, haunted not by my father’s killing but by what I had failed to see with Stella. I forgave myself much over the years, but never that, and Naoise’s observation about what he had seen between my father and my sister fed into that sense of deep guilt.
In a way I became convinced I was a sort of simple person, or certainly not very wise. I could not fully rely on myself, and that instinct, once it settles on you, is hard to escape. It went hand in hand with my lack of a full and complete education. I was unfinished, something put together in bits and pieces, with parts rescued and repurposed, and others made up entirely. A fiction of a person now created with what was left, and what had not been fully ruined.
The only thing I was good at was loving Saoirse. She was thriving, and I never felt anything other than full and whole in her presence and I thought perhaps that was the love I was meant to share, wholehearted and free.
‘I don’t know if you should stay here,’ Siobhan whispered, taking Saoirse into her arms. ‘I barely want to stay, she’s brought some crowd with her.’
I shook my head and she kissed me on the cheek, heading off to the kitchen. I collected my bags from the car, dumped them in the hall and followed the tinkle of glasses.
‘Aisling!’ Stella jumped from the couch which stood in the middle of an elegant cream-coloured sitting room. Large open windows looked out to the garden, white curtains caught and moving in the warm breeze. A tall thin man with long, greasy blonde hair, dressed in a purple waistcoat, handed me a glass of champagne, strawberries floating in the golden liquid. His eyes were wide and vacant, as if he didn’t really see me, the glass almost slipping from his hand as he passed it over.
‘My sister!’ Stella laughed as if she had just heard the most hilarious of jokes.
Two other men lay on cushions on the floor, staring at the ceiling. One of them was blowing smoke rings above his head. They didn’t turn to look at me, just raised their hands in a feeble greeting. The room smelled of weed, while a TV played loudly in the background.
‘Guess who’s coming tonight?’ Stella gripped my arm.
Her eyes were huge and bright.
‘Do you play?’ One of the men pointed to a guitar.
‘Are you the atheist?’ called out another.
‘Black magic?’
I stood looking around me and felt shame and self-loathing. I shouldn’t have come and certainly should not have brought Saoirse.
* * *
I helped Siobhan in the kitchen for a while and we sat in the garden on a rug with Saoirse in the late-afternoon sunshine. Every now and then a shriek from the house would pierce the air and we’d catch each other’s eye.
‘This isn’t right. I feel very uncomfortable here.’ Siobhan’s lips were tight and I thought how if we were younger, she would have had serious words with us.
‘It’ll be OK, we’ll throw them out in a day or so.’ I tickled Saoirse under her chin who chuckled and waved her panda at me.
* * *
Dinner was at the oval table in the window overlooking the garden, the evening sun streaming through and creating patches of orange light on the oak floor. The house was compact but beautifully proportioned, and from the bedrooms upstairs there were views to the sea. Siobhan was staying in my room for the evening, refusing to help with the dinner, and had kept Saoirse with her, still disgusted and saddened by Stella’s behaviour and the strange people she had brought with her. I ended up preparing the meal, hot and tired after the day and seething inside. We should have been together here quietly tonight, thinking of our mother, and Mrs Mason.
A crystal glass fell over and the red wine trailed across the antique lace tablecloth and dripped onto the floor. I ran to get towels from the kitchen and began mopping up. One of the men tried to pull me onto his lap.
‘Don’t think about it.’
He raised his eyebrows and pushed me away.
‘I’ve a special guest for us.’ Stella ran to open the door into the hall. I looked at my watch. It was almost ten o’clock and I hoped it might be Jonathan arriving, perhaps he was the surprise she had planned, but instead a woman dressed in a long flowing red robe, with a silk scarf around her head, entered.
‘Madame Francessca!’ Stella clapped her hands.
She was a fragile-looking woman who moved slowly across the room, guided by Stella who was clasping her arm. They sat together on the couch, Stella whispering intently into her ear.
‘I need some air.’ I stood up from the table.
‘Wait, I want her to be first.’ Stella rose from the couch.
The room went quiet, everyone watching.
‘I don’t think so… Let someone else.’ I folded my arms.
‘No, it has to be you.’ Stella stared at me.
‘Sit, sit…’ The woman smiled.
I perched on the edge of the couch, she closed her eyes briefly and took both my hands. She smelled of peppermint and her hand was soft as it turned and stroked mine. Stella retreated to the table, where the guitar man began touching her hair, someone else coughed and demanded more wine. The air was cloudy with smoke and sandalwood incense. Silence then for a few seconds, while the woman began to rock slightly, backwards and forwards, her fingers tracing a circle on my palm. I could feel the eyes of the room on me, and attempted to appear unconcerned.
‘Who is the mirror man?’ She stared intently at me.
I shook my head, a sense of dread like a weight across my chest.
‘Who is the mirror man?’
‘Do you feel that? The chill,’ said someone behind me.
And it was true, the room seemed a degree or two colder, darker also as the sun had finally dipped behind the trees.
‘He follows you everywhere, and the light, the flash of it from him, it shows you who you are…’ She spoke softly again.
I tried to withdraw my hand.
‘No.’ Her grip tightened.
‘No one follows me.’
She closed her eyes again and began to rock back and forth. ‘The mirror man hurt you.’ Her voice was hoarse.
I could hear Stella gasp, her eyes were wide and staring.
‘No one hurt me, and I don’t believe in this.’ I pulled my hands away, stood up and walked to the door.
‘Perhaps you hurt him.’ Madame Francessca watched me.
I left the room to calls of ‘don’t go’ from Stella who followed me into the hall.
‘See?’ Her face an inch from mine.
‘See what?’
‘He’s coming back.’ Her eyes wide.
‘Don’t be ridiculous, you’re high and this is rubbish. You’re wasting your life.’
‘What do you know of my life?’ She bit her lip and withdrew a few steps.
‘I know this is not enough.’ I pointed to the room.
‘It’s better than any life I had before.’ She walked away as she spoke, slamming the door behind her.
My cheeks burning and a headache forming over one eye, I stepped into the night, the air cool and the navy sky beginning to light up with stars. I wandered down the path, my breaths rattled and uneven, and went to my mother’s swing which hung from the large oak. I sat there for a few minutes, the house alight.
Stella’s voice floated into the night, among the deeper throb of the strange people she dwelt amongst. Swinging there in the dark I thought, she will ruin us. She would tell all to one of these weirdos and it would be over. We would never get away. I needed to go back in to manage her, take control, hold back the forces of the underworld, and Mr Falk, with his new edition of the book, but I didn’t have the energy yet.
I heard the low engine of a car coming up the lane then, the lights swished against the corner of the gate before turning in and pulling up near the house. Stella must have invited another special guest. I got down from the swing and walked slowly across the damp grass in my bare feet, night fallen properly now. The car door opened and the shadow of a man emerged, hesitant, stooped slightly as if from a long drive, before standing straight, hands in pockets. He looked up at the house, quiet and unsure in the summer night as moths darted in the air around him. If I wasn’t so annoyed with Stella, I might have thanked her.
I breathed in deeper this time and thought of our daughter asleep above, a part of me wondering if perhaps in truth it wasn’t Stella, but me, who had summoned Naoise again, to another house, on another night. And that’s what I would always do. We were twilight, evening people to each other, furtive and in the shadows but with a secret signal that brought us together again, and again. An echo of something that only we could ever hear.
As he stood unsure on the doorstep, the sounds of the house floating in the night, I imagined how I would tell him, how the words ‘you have a daughter’ would form in my mouth, but I couldn’t do it quite yet. I needed to stay unseen in the long grass and watch him a few seconds more. Because the darkness was alive to all possibility, you just had to breathe and be still.



Chapter Thirty-Six
He wanted to leave May in those first years of their marriage. They were unsure of each other, insecure, unhappy, and after that night in Wicklow he ran to me when it all became too much. I was a reminder of another possible life, one where he was still just a student, with a lover in small far-off flat, albeit with a child. He would ring me drunk from Dublin, music and people in the background, his tone urgent and passionate, but I never let him continue. I stopped the emotions travelling under the sea and down the phone line, just before they became words.
We had killed a man, and the reward for that could not be happy ever after. Our life was not a romance.
I fooled myself that I let May have him, that was the way I came to view it, and there was a sort of strange, secret power in that which kept me going those first few years. She had him on conditions I set, so I told myself, and when I needed him, he would come. Short, fevered trips to London or Milan, and of course Florence. He would phone most evenings too and as darkness fell we’d remember things about home – the light on the fields, the sound of the wind in the willows, the ice-cold shock of the lake water. We wrapped ourselves in stories because we were still young, and they made up for the things we didn’t want to remember.
I forgave him for not telling me what he had seen of my father and Stella that day by the lake. He had seen more than I. And what could he have known or done really? You can be helpless in the face of evil, and weak. It is not your fault. We had been apart for almost two years, and I could not imagine sometimes how I had let that be so.
Saoirse never called him Father, or Dad. This pained him but she loved him very much and his importance in her life was never denied; but she too had learned the rules. They were alike and companionable and hand in hand they’d walk in the square below our window, off to buy bread and juice for breakfast, and he’d tell her magical stories of the great city in which she lived. Her love of art and architecture was nurtured by him in those early days as a tiny girl when she tried to teach him Italian and then told him he spoke the language like a baby. They became friends.
I wondered sometimes how things would change if he and May had a child, but just as quickly pushed those thoughts away. We would learn to share him again, in a different way, though this never did come to pass. Of course you have to be damaged to live as we did, to justify the sadness of it, but then he and I were damaged, different people. We were orphans at the side of the stairs, content with the scraps of a domestic life, never expecting to attend the whole feast.
Only Jonathan really knew of our half-life, keeping in touch with both May and Naoise from London. He’d send me news of Dublin every now and then – Naoise’s job in a law firm, how May and he had been pictured at the horse show or how May was seen looking elegant in an evening gown in the Shelbourne, though more sedate than she had once been, he claimed after they visited him in London. The winsome cheek and dare of her beauty gone by the end of the decade, she was softer and sadder now. Her campaign to move out to a big house by the sea never materializing as Naoise loved his small home by the canal.
‘He’s going to do well.’ Jonathan was smoking one of his thin cigarettes, his face in profile to me, the light of the setting sun carving him from the shadows of a Tuscan sunset.
And I cared, but also not, for Naoise’s real life in Dublin was not mine to know. Jonathan judged him harshly, I think, or certainly came to as the years passed. He wanted better for me, believed I was worthy of a proper and complete love, which was something I never did believe.
‘I’m never really lonely,’ I’d declare dramatically and defiantly, and he only sometimes questioned this.
Our friendship had its silences too.
Arman qualified as a doctor and was moving home to Iran. I threw a dinner party to mark his leaving. My colleagues from the magazine, mutual friends from the university and a few others who had trailed along came too, bottles of wine and platters of food all laid out. Saoirse was darting around, excited we had visitors, which we didn’t that much. We sat on the roof terrace of my flat, the evening light aglow across the buildings, red geraniums tumbling out of pots on the ledge. A man with a shock of fair hair, a friend of someone at the magazine, came into the kitchen as I got some more plates.
‘I’m the most complete fan of your father.’
He was English, handsome, and his way of speaking was clear-cut and sparkling. He was exploring Italy for a book he was writing, he explained. I wondered how deep the difference was between those who escaped something, and those who could just wander of their own volition. From the outside we could be easily mistaken for each other – travellers and exiles.
‘You don’t have his work, on your bookshelves?’ he asked.
‘You were looking?’ I laid the hot plates down.
‘I always check out people’s bookshelves, don’t you?’ He blushed.
‘Not really.’ I turned to get a cloth.
Saoirse wandered in then, a lemon in her hand. I bent down to kiss her on the head.
‘We must talk, later.’ He held the door to the terrace open.
He sat at the opposite end of the table, his gaze questioning. As the evening wore on I put Saoirse to bed, while people began to drift inside, the breeze cooler now.
He moved to sit beside me and he smelled of mint.
‘Her father’s a genius, you must read him.’ He spoke to the small group left as the sun died.
A few nodded or looked away. I didn’t ever speak to them about my father, the origin of me was not something I ever needed to share.
‘His death.’ He shook his head and someone put their hand on my arm. I looked down and realized, too late, that it was his and I shivered as the heat of the day died off.
‘An accident.’ My words faint, floating in the night air.
‘You know some people think he was on the cusp of greatness – he had to be taken out…’ He looked to the others again, willing them to agree.
No one spoke, they were lazy, drowsy with wine.
‘He fell.’ I whispered the words into the falling darkness and thought how nothing could ever really be forgotten.
* * *
‘He’s just another bullshitter.’ Naoise and I were on the phone the next evening. ‘People will read him, admire him, and that’s their choice. You don’t have the right to stop that, you don’t have to love it but you can’t control it.’
His words were polished and prepared, the justifying of our actions already complete somewhere deep inside him and accepted.
‘But the books? They’re still selling, I’m even getting cheques.’
‘You and Stella have earned that money.’
‘But doesn’t that make hypocrites of us?’
He paused and I could hear him inhale on his cigarette. ‘Just don’t go there. It’s your inheritance, along with a lot else. Take it and keep it, get Stella to buy herself somewhere to live. She’s all over the place.’
He had visited London the previous month and had told me how he was worried about her.
‘She’s just taking time to settle, to move on.’
‘I don’t think that’s it. She’s—’
‘She suffered the most, we have to let her do what she wants,’ I said quickly.
‘Really? You don’t think we should get her some help? She’s taking a lot of pills and shit.’
‘I’ve tried to talk to her but she’s not ready, she says she’s fine. Look, I’ve to go.’
I put down the phone and checked on Saoirse who was asleep in my bed, having crept in while I was talking. I looked at her flushed and chubby cheeks and thought how her father was learning to move on, they all were in their own flawed ways – Stella, Jonathan. I was the one caught in the rhythm of memory, and the forgetting was never fully allowed to enter, whether it be chemically induced, as Stella had chosen, or not. I had to stay present to protect, to guard, while they became free; it was my duty.
And if Stella wanted to party on, perhaps she should, and never stop. I would take care of the other matters.



Chapter Thirty-Seven
May did look different but she hadn’t lost her beauty as Jonathan had claimed – he was trying to be kind to me, in his own way. That summer of 1970 in London she wore a red summer dress, her dark hair long now, and on her arm a gold charm bracelet dangled. I tried to think what the change in her was, because she was different, a deadness in her violet eyes, and too much make-up if one was being overly critical, but in truth she looked every inch the beauty she had always been. There was just something missing; joy, perhaps.
Jonathan stood beside her, greeting guests at his small, but stylish new gallery; Stella was glued to his other arm in a flowing gold-patterned dress.
‘I’ll take you to a club after,’ she whispered on my arrival.
It was raining heavily outside, a summer downpour, though the bright, white room was light and full; someone claimed Mick Jagger was coming. May kissed me on the cheek and I felt a sort of death inside, she was all tightness and display. I pulled away a bit too hastily, nervous, my hands sweating, and Stella raised an eyebrow in my direction.
‘We must catch up, how long are you here? We’ve to leave in a few days, Naoise has to get back.’ May didn’t look at me as she spoke, her words a rush, staring at something over my shoulder.
I made small talk for a minute then wandered away into an adjoining room and stood in front of what looked like a large carpet attached to the wall, giant splotches of red paint in the centre.
People came and went, stopping a moment, then passing on, like it was a department store window and they were shopping for something elusive, an idea perhaps, about how to live, or understand the world.
‘What’s it all about?’ Naoise stood beside me. He was wearing a navy jacket and looked shiny – a smarter, more put-together version than usual. I closed my eyes briefly at the thought of unravelling him, then looked back to the art.
‘Can we leave?’ He spoke quietly.
‘No.’ I stared again at the image before me on the wall which seemed to be moving, the colours dancing, forming over again, and I thought how there is more to everything, and the surface is just a lie.
A woman in a green dress pushed in front of us then and with an outstretched, pointed hand she gestured at the work as if accusing it of something, before moving off.
‘I never know what I’m supposed to look for,’ Naoise whispered.
He smelled of gardenias and I closed my eyes again, wondering was it her scent I caught on him.
‘You don’t look, you feel maybe.’ He shrugged his shoulders replying to himself.
We turned to each other then, he was tanned against the white of his open-necked shirt. They had been away in France the previous week and he had sent Saoirse a postcard of a church perched on a cliff above a very blue sea. She had stared at it for ages then asked why he didn’t bring us with him.
‘What is it all about?’ I repeated his words.
He smiled and rubbed his hair. ‘I don’t read for pleasure any more, I don’t visit galleries and I sit in an office.’
‘We’ve lost our humanity.’ I turned back to the artwork.
‘I have, you haven’t.’ He touched my arm.
‘Perhaps.’ I walked to the vase that was sitting on a plinth.
‘Chinese.’ He leaned forward to read the inscription. ‘He’s doing good, isn’t he, Jonathan?’ he added.
‘He’s found himself here – he says the same about you.’ I smiled.
We said nothing for a second as people came and went around us.
‘I don’t think I’ve found myself at all.’ He looked to the ground a moment.
‘Maybe there is nothing to find, we’re just illusions,’ I replied and as I said the words I felt an immense sadness descend on me. Stella looking too bright of eye, a brittle energy to her, darting here and there; Jonathan nervous and on edge trying to please his rich, imperious guests; and Naoise, lost and chasing something he thought only I could provide. We were all of us strange, messy people now, with a dark origin.
‘Come with me.’ He spoke low and insistently, the way he did when he demanded I listen properly, his eyes raised, alive, and I felt a sliver of guilt, but not enough to stop me nodding in agreement. I wanted him.
We left the crowded space separately, meeting up outside and walking quickly into the rain; our umbrella blew outwards and we laughed as we stood at a pedestrian crossing, the large red buses gliding past, the street busy with faces and life.
‘I love this city!’ He laughed into the rain and raised my hand to his warm mouth.
The hotel was nearby, an enormous wedding cake of a building with a doorman in a top hat who nodded to us and opened the door which led into the hush of the front hall. Naoise pressed the button of the lift several times over as if it might break.
‘What are you doing?’
‘Looking at you.’ He kept smiling and rubbing his wet hair.
The lift descended slowly and when it finally arrived it seemed like a travelling cage.
He pushed the iron grille back and we stood side by side in the narrow space, watching the floors pass upwards, our fingers intertwined, a woman in a sopping wet sun hat and carrying a small dog beside us.
He and May were staying in a suite, it was as large as my whole apartment. He was doing well, as Jonathan had explained, better than he ever let on to me. I noticed May’s things were laid out – tiny coloured bottles, a dress draped on a chair. I had invaded her space and I had to guard against noticing too much or I might have to face up to the enormity of our deceit.
‘I’m not sure…’ I tried to say perhaps we should stop, go somewhere else, that we are not this awful, but his lips grazed my burning neck then.
The lightness was gone from him, everything about us deadly serious and vital now, and he frowned as he touched my shoulder, then traced his fingers across my collarbone.
‘Here.’ I gestured to the floor and he laid silk cushions gently at my feet.
* * *
I stayed with Jonathan that night, and the next morning I rang Siobhan to check in on Saoirse – she had come to stay in Italy while I was in London and was enjoying herself immensely. It was her second trip to Florence and each time I felt her excitement and was so grateful to have her still in our lives.
‘You should have another baby,’ Jonathan said when I put the phone down. He had partied late and looked exhausted, shadows under his eyes.
He collapsed into a chair and I laughed.
‘Ask him, demand it of him.’ He grabbed a newspaper and watched me over the top of it.
I poured more coffee and blushed, thinking of our time together the previous evening.
‘You’re too easy on him. You give him exactly what he wants and what does he give you in return? You need a family, a big family. Listening to you talking to Saoirse… you’re different, happier.’ He shrugged.
‘I don’t want him to leave her, and I don’t want another baby.’
‘Do you know how mad that is?’
‘Why is it mad? I don’t want a conventional life, I’ve never had one. I wouldn’t know what to do with it.’
Jonathan snorted into his coffee and held out his hand which I took. ‘I suppose that’s true… But you need more, it’s about love, not some ideal life.’ His eyes were wide and shining. I wondered for a moment if he was going to cry.
We sat in silence a minute, he rubbed his head and put the paper down on the table. ‘May was all charm.’
‘She barely noticed me.’
‘That’s not true.’
‘She knows nothing.’
‘Really? She knows but ignores. I felt sorry for her. She was looking for him, wandering around, it was pitiful. Stella tried to distract her.’
‘It’s not my problem whether she knows or not.’ I felt my cheeks flush.
He poured some more coffee. ‘Don’t you want more from him? And wouldn’t it be best for everyone if you were both honest?’ he whispered.
I shook my head and stared out the window of the basement flat; all you could see were the legs and feet of people passing above.
‘You love each other, you always did.’
‘Did we?’
‘Yes. Don’t take him, or each other, for granted, Aisling. You’re both playing some game, but it’s not a game, it’s your life.’ He sighed and drank from his mug.
‘You know it’s safer this way, you know that, you know why it has to be like this.’ I spoke sharply.
He leaned forward and put his hand on my knee. ‘I don’t think it does, that night is gone now, the horror of it, we’ve moved on, no one knows and you can love him freely.’
‘He’s building a life and it’s what he always wanted. Her father helps him.’
‘He’s not as shallow as you like to make out.’
‘I know that. It’s just if I made him choose, if I rang him now and told him, it’s me or her, I’m not sure it would be me.’
I walked to the sink and began doing the dishes.



Chapter Thirty-Eight
Stella was pouring tea the next morning in her flat. Her boyfriend was eating a bacon sandwich and sitting on the edge of the counter. I was leaving for Italy that evening and had come to say goodbye, while she was packing things up too. They were moving out of the city, to a suburb further out as it was cheaper. I didn’t know what she had done with her inheritance from our mother, she hated to talk about money.
‘I’d like to come and stay with you for a bit.’ She flicked her eye to her boyfriend who was walking from the room.
‘Is everything OK?’
She nodded furiously and lit a cigarette. ‘To see Saoirse.’
She looked very thin and in the morning light her skin had a greyish pallor. Jonathan, like Naoise, mentioned the drugs every now and then but always seemed to say it was OK, or everyone was doing it. I wasn’t so sure now, looking at her, and Naoise’s concern over the last few months came to mind.
‘We’d love that, come whenever you want.’
There was a pile of magazines on the floor beside the table and I picked one up, Tatler, its cover was coffee stained.
‘Jonathan’s gallery opening will be in the next issue I’d say… in the diary bit.’ She smiled weakly.
We stared at each other, the debutantes replaced now with groupies and hangers-on. I noticed some photographs on the table under the magazine and picked them up, photos of people, oddballs, misfits, sitting on a bench, on a street corner. They were suffused with empathy, and a sense of honesty.
‘I took them.’ She spoke before I could ask.
‘They’re really good.’ I touched her arm.
‘You’re surprised?’
‘No, I just didn’t know.’
‘I feel safe, behind the lens, like a distance or something, and I can see, really see, when it’s there, like I need a barrier to get closer.’
I knew exactly what she meant.
‘I hang around sometimes, all day, and just talk to them, we talk, and then I ask their permission to take a picture.’
‘That’s… I didn’t know.’ I flicked through a few more. In one image there was a doll sitting on a bed, her head removed and resting beside her naked body.
I wanted to cry, say more, but the words would not come.
‘Don’t say it like it’s charity or something, I’m not a pity case… there’s lots of time to find my way, find who I am.’
Her boyfriend was coughing in the next room, he sounded like he was choking. She looked vaguely towards the door.
‘I don’t think I do it well.’
‘What?’
‘Love,’ she snorted.
I knew what she meant, neither of us did.
‘It’s hard to trust,’ I said.
She raised her eyebrow. ‘What an odd person May is, don’t you think? I never knew why he married her.’
‘What did she say to you?’ I threw my eyes to heaven.
‘Just so dismissive, like they’re king and queen of Portobello or wherever it is they live… what a backwater… I asked her if she was still modelling and she looked horrified, like I’d called her a whore.’
That long-ago afternoon in Jonathan’s house in Meath came back to me, May embarrassed behind a cushion on the couch, telling us how her parents hated her modelling.
‘Everyone turns into their parents,’ I murmured.
Stella’s eyes widened and she flicked her cigarette into the already full ashtray on the table. ‘Don’t say that.’ She scratched her arm leaving red marks along it.
I rose from the table and hugged her, she nestled into my neck.
‘It never ends, does it?’ she whispered.
‘We just have to keep going,’ I answered quietly.
She looked up at me sadly. ‘Where did you and Naoise disappear to?’
‘Nowhere.’
‘I know you’re together and that he’s Saoirse’s father.’ She stubbed out her cigarette. ‘You think it’s just me, with the fantasies, the made-up worlds, but it’s you too.’ She sniffed and rubbed her hand across her nose.
‘Please, I’ve had it from Jonathan… we’ve had to make things up, what else could we do? And I didn’t want to worry you, that’s why I didn’t tell. No one knows, or not fully, not even Siobhan so don’t tell her.’
She bit her lip and nodded and I looked down at her hands and noticed they were shaking.
‘He’s a good dad, when he can be.’
She hugged her knees to her chest. ‘People, sometimes, when they know who our father was, they ask me things about him, and tell me things too.’
‘What people?’
‘Just people I meet at parties and places, they look at me differently when they know, like I’m someone…’ She gazed out the window.
‘What do you say?’
‘I tell them he was wonderful, the best father ever. And yes he always was there for us, despite the writing, and the travelling and the big fuckin’ ideas…’ Her voice wavered. ‘Some of them say he was killed, you know, that he didn’t fall?’
‘It’s nothing, just a rumour. Falk wants to sell more books and spreads these things.’
‘I expect so. Sometimes I want to…’ She reached for a cigarette but didn’t light it, just looked out the window again. ‘I want to tell people the truth, like it’s coming, the time for me to find a way. He shouldn’t be glorified and I have something to say, something important about what happened to me.’
The bravery and innocence of her words made me bow my head.
‘I’d like to get revenge on him – I dream about it. Do something, tell people something, which they won’t forget. Will you help me?’ She inhaled on her cigarette.
‘Yes.’ I answered seriously.
‘When I’m strong enough and the time is right. Promise me, no matter what I ask, you will help me.’
‘Yes.’
‘You owe it to me.’ She stared at me.
And I felt a pain in my chest at her words, the accusation I had been waiting for come at last. ‘Yes, whatever you want to do, I’ll do it.’
‘It will take time, you see, to be able to speak of it.’
I nodded my head furiously.
‘Book tickets… come to me soon.’
She smiled faintly.
* * *
I was packing up at Jonathan’s flat later that afternoon when there was a knock at the door. May stood outside in the tiny patio space which he had filled with exotic plants and ferns. She was wearing white, a wide-brimmed straw hat on her head and her skin was tanned, a gold locket around her neck.
She sat on the edge of the velvet green couch, her hat laid down beside her, and looked around the room.
‘He likes green.’ She smiled faintly.
I went to the record player and put on some music; the silence in the flat was unnerving.
‘He says it’s calming.’
‘You’re leaving.’ She looked at the suitcase near the door.
‘Flight’s at seven.’ I stood in front of her and felt nervous then, self-conscious at being alone with her.
She crossed her legs and tilted her head to one side.
‘Would you like a coffee?’ I asked.
‘What would I like, Aisling? Can you even imagine?’
The day had come.
‘You think I’m a fool?’
I shook my head and breathed deeply.
‘You need to leave him alone.’ Her cheeks were flushed and she pulled on her necklace, so harshly it was leaving a red mark on her skin. There was no point denying her words and a part of me wanted her to know, it was almost a relief.
‘I put up with it because I love him. I’ve tried to ignore it, pretend I’m imagining things, but the other night was too much.’ Her voice was breaking.
She looked down at her hands and I felt shame rising at what I had become. I wanted to tell her I had tried to stop it once, but it had been overpowering. And we didn’t want it to stop. We were something, something to each other, but I couldn’t think exactly what we were, not as his wife stared at me, her pretty face red and mottled, her eyes accusing.
‘You think you’re so special, you always did.’ She shook her head.
‘I never thought I was special… and isn’t it him you should be talking to?’
‘I love him and he’s mine.’ She gripped the side of the couch and her wedding ring glinted at me.
‘He loves you. I’m just something else.’ Again I couldn’t find or remember what we were.
She scrunched up her beautiful face. ‘That’s not true, the two of you, always the looks, the smiles, like a code, and he tells you things he doesn’t tell me. I hear him, on the phone at night. I thought I could make him forget but…’ Her voice was louder now.
The kettle began to whistle and I didn’t know what to do – let it ring out, the steam fill the room and hopefully cloud us over.
‘You’ve so much more than me, you’ve your child and your job and I’m…’
‘I’m nothing in his life,’ I said.
‘She’s his daughter.’ She looked up and the kohl around her eyes was running.
I sank onto the seat opposite her and held my head in my hands.
‘He keeps her drawings in our room, in a suitcase…’ Her breaths were ragged. ‘Can we have her sometimes? Can she stay with us? Please.’
‘No.’ I raised my head, shocked, unprepared for her request.
‘We could share her, we could come to Florence…’ Her eyes were large, pleading.
‘Please leave.’ I wiped my eyes.
She got up and walked slowly to the door.
‘I’m trying, Aisling, I’m trying.’ She spoke quietly now.
‘He loves you.’ I tried to offer that to her.
‘You’re a liar,’ she said before climbing the steps to the street above.



Chapter Thirty-Nine
Naoise and I were barely in touch in the weeks after London. We had argued about May’s outburst and request to be part of Saoirse’s life. I expected him to be angry, furious with her even, but he wasn’t. He seemed exhausted and said perhaps we should leave things for a while.
‘I can’t think straight, she’s not speaking to me and wants to leave.’
‘You want her to stay?’ I watched Saoirse playing on the floor, she was drawing, her crayons strewn around her; he didn’t answer and the silence was heavy between us.
‘Are you looking for forgiveness for that night, for killing him?’ It was the thing I always meant to say but didn’t, the thought I woke with at four in the morning. ‘Is that what we’ve always been?’
‘Jesus, stop. I don’t know what you’re saying.’
Saoirse came to stand beside me, gesturing that she wanted the phone, so I gave it to her and when she handed it back, I hung up so never knew if he agreed with me that our desire for each other was a sort of distraction, a warding-off of the memory of murder.
A desire based on a lack.
* * *
The house in Windsor was red brick, Elizabethan in style, with narrow leaded windows which looked out on to a rolling parkland. Falk had invited me, a fan of my father’s having lent him the venue for the weekend, and he stressed it was important for me to be there as he had a big announcement to make. The stately home emerged from the mist that late September morning of 1970, a hint of autumn in the damp, dreaming air. I had told no one of my visit, my own motives in being there still confused. It was vigilance mainly: if I knew what he was saying, thinking, I could hide better, or perhaps defeat him and the others in some way, though what form that would take remained elusive to me.
Falk was directing people to various rooms before chairing a panel which he wanted me to attend. There were maybe thirty people in total, from different universities, and a few politicians. Tea was being served in front of the fire where a wolfhound with sad eyes lay staring and occasionally licking his paws. There was the hum of people in the next room, and stray laughter.
Mr Falk embraced me and by his side was Birgitta and a small girl – she nodded an icy hello before drifting off to another room. I watched them go, surprise across my face, the fair-haired child turning back to stare at me before disappearing into the crowd.
‘We are married!’ He beamed.
I thought back to our meeting in the Shelbourne Hotel four years previously and how I had thought I had seen her.
‘You never said?’ I frowned.
‘Did I not? I’m sorry, we grew close soon after your father’s death. She loved him very much too, it brought us together. Thank you for the material you sent, by the way, though I would have hoped for more.’
He had been in touch over the summer insisting I had material which he needed and I had found some essays and sent them to him.
‘There isn’t more, I’ve told you that.’
I thought of the house in Galway. I had gone back only once in the last seven years, with Jonathan and Saoirse. The walls peeling and damp, glass in the windows cracked, his papers fading and yellowing in his desk.
‘So you keep saying.’ His eyes twinkled.
I put my cup down.
‘Let us not disagree, come.’ He led me to the room and to my seat.
Falk made for the podium and a murmur of interest went through the crowd as he smiled out at the gathering. I noticed Birgitta enter and sit in the front row, she turned only once and stared at me briefly before resuming her attentive gaze to her new husband. I thought of the small items Stella used to steal from her: lipsticks, a pretty handkerchief and once an entire bottle of perfume. I wondered had she ever noticed they were missing, and did she ever suspect us.
A hush fell on the room and it seemed both drowsy – the late-afternoon sun slanted on the floorboards, dust dancing in the air – but also charged with intent, as if everyone was waiting to hear something personal, something carved out of space and time which was just for them, and would change everything.
Mr Falk rose to speak, papers in his hand.
‘Acklehurst was my friend. We argued, we created, we loved.’ He stared at me as he spoke and the air shifted and slid around us, as if the tightness in the molecules which held everything together were loosened momentarily.
‘He is not the first thinker whose questions, I fear, might be more complete than their answers.
‘Cut down, removed, taken from us on the cusp of a new enlightenment. We are left with much but bereft, too, for what might have been.
‘It is the way of things, perhaps, there is never enough time, we are marching against that which has been set against us, the clock running down.
‘And we have only ever begun.
‘Time and death are strict, relentless teachers who propel us to go on, go forward, demanding that we bring others with us, and tell them, show them what we have learned.’
He took a handkerchief from his top pocket and wiped his brow.
‘And so tonight, in the presence of his eldest daughter Aisling, we announce the opening of the Acklehurst Institute, a new and vital endeavour which will offer courses and research opportunities based on his books and ideas. We will engage in research and advocacy, working with students and policy makers to apply his ideas to current issues and promote his philosophical principles of rational self-interest and freedom.
‘Please. Join us on this journey.’
Some people stood, almost everyone applauded.
‘We’ve only begun.’ He looked at me again and I could feel Birgitta turn to stare too.
* * *
I wandered the rooms afterwards like a ghost at the party, haunted by Falk’s plans, anxious and uneasy under the shadowy portraits of long dead people. I was supposed to stay the night but it seemed terrifying to me, I was afraid of something which was not here yet, but which was coming. I sensed it in the heat of the room, the murmur of voices. They would revive him most completely, it was not just an essay in a book, or a new edition, which no one would ever read, it was a school – an institute – dedicated to promoting his vile work.
I was about to climb the stairs to escape to my room, when I passed a doorway, half ajar; inside, a library, walls painted a deep, dark green, a low light on a mahogany desk. I pushed the door open to the smell of cigars and thought perhaps my father was here in the shadows.
Mr Falk, Birgitta and the little girl were seated on the couch, the child was playing with a doll.
‘Come, we’re remembering.’ Mr Falk spoke quietly.
I walked hesitantly to them and sat on the edge of the couch.
Birgitta stubbed out her cigarette, her icy eyes alert.
The child looked at me, a frown on her face. She was around Saoirse’s age, perhaps a year or so older.
‘You understand what we need to know?’ Falk said.
‘Not really.’
‘Tell us what happened that last night,’ Birgitta said. ‘He sent me a telegram that morning, so anxious I come, but I couldn’t.’
‘He was nervous, I felt, unusually so,’ murmured Falk.
‘He was an alcoholic,’ I said.
‘He was not, he just drank to relax.’ Birgitta stared at me.
‘Isn’t that what most alcoholics do?’ I replied.
‘Was someone other than you there that night? Another visitor?’ Falk looked at me kindly.
‘Just Stella and I were there, even Siobhan, our housekeeper, couldn’t get home, we were snowed in… you know all this.’
‘But there were footprints, through the snow, back to the school, the guards told us, and the marks on his side. I mean it could have been the fall, but it seems it might have been an implement…’
‘His death’s a ghoulish sales tool for you, something to keep him interesting. Isn’t the work good enough? I was there that night, you weren’t.’
I stared at Falk who nodded and gazed at the child. ‘It’s so unresolved, or feels so.’ He shook his head.
‘If you persist with this, or this new institute ever pushes out this line of conspiracy, I will come after you, I swear. It has to stop.’
‘I’m sorry, sorry, Aisling. Please forgive us, we are lost still and trying to understand. He wasn’t supposed to die. This institute is all I have left now.’ His eyes were wide and staring.
Birgitta stretched her arm along the back of the couch and in a low voice said: ‘He never trusted her… he told me this.’
‘Hush,’ said Falk.
‘She’s right.’ Energy pumped through me. ‘Because I was like him. I live as I want and he knew that… I’m his daughter.’
Falk sat back on the couch.
‘He’s gone and we’ve to live with that, move on,’ I said.
Birgitta caressed the small girl’s hair and the child stopped playing with her doll then and stared up at me, her blue eyes wide and shining.
‘He’ll never be gone – Anna is his daughter too.’ Birgitta smiled.



Chapter Forty
I went to Dublin from Windsor, delaying my return to Italy by a day as I needed to speak to Naoise. I knew where he worked so stood outside his office on Baggot Street waiting for him to emerge and close to six he came out, wearing a dark suit and carrying an umbrella and a newspaper under his arm. There were a few other young men with him, they chatted for a moment before he made to leave. We hadn’t seen each other since the night in London nor spoken since our subsequent argument a few weeks earlier. He noticed me just as he was about to cross the road.
We went to one of the pubs we had used to frequent on those icy nights in Trinity. It was quiet, only a few men nursing their pints, and I thought how nothing changes here, and perhaps I might love that, miss it even, one day.
We sat in the snug at the back.
‘I can’t stay long.’ His tone apologetic.
‘I know.’ I fiddled with the beer mat.
‘It’s good to see you. How’s Saoirse? I meant to call.’
‘Great, Siobhan’s with her.’
He nodded and looked to the window across from us. It had started to gently rain, the autumn evening closing into a damp night.
‘She got the book.’
He had sent her a book for children about Irish folklore. She had spent ages tracing the intricate Celtic-style drawings with her fingers and then tried to copy them. We had packaged some of her drawings up and were going to post them to him. I tried not to think of him hiding them from May.
‘She’s so bright.’ His eyes alight at the mention of her.
‘Everyone thinks that of their child.’
‘I guess… but ours really is.’ He laughed.
I took a sip of the hot whiskey. ‘I meant to call but things were…’ He stared at me. ‘It was awful what happened. May.’ I shook my head.
He nodded and gulped his pint. We looked at each other, eyes burning, but could not speak of it because it was too much, in a way. A man entered the bar and shook his umbrella beside us, raindrops landed on our table. I wiped them gently away with a beer mat.
‘I was in England, Falk’s launching an institute.’ I took a sip of my drink.
‘Jesus, more of it.’
‘Yeah, he never really dies, does he.’
‘Stay away from Falk, just cut the ties.’
‘He’s married that woman, the one my father was with, Birgitta. She has a daughter, claims she’s my half-sister.’
‘Seriously?’ He touched my hand and looked concerned.
‘I don’t know if it’s true, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter. She’s raising her with Falk, I don’t think they plan to tell anyone, or not now, anyway.’
He slumped a bit in his chair. ‘Sometimes, I really wish…’ He looked at me.
‘We’d never met.’ I smiled.
‘Never that.’ He drained his glass and went up to the bar for another and I never knew what it was he really wished.
‘I’m working on Europe stuff, our accession, we were hired to do some research.’ He sat down and pushed a bag of peanuts and another whiskey towards me.
‘That’s exciting.’
‘Yeah, it really is, such a good thing, huge, we’ll change, be part of something bigger.’ He nodded enthusiastically.
‘Your parents would be proud.’
The light went from his eyes then. ‘I’ve missed you.’ He took my hand under the table.
‘You need to see Saoirse soon, she misses you, and you can bring May, next time, when you come.’ My voice was quiet and he squeezed my hand so tight it hurt almost. ‘She asked that day, in London, and I’ve thought about it, and it’s right.’
‘I’ll let her know.’ He sank back into the chair, his hand loosened on mine.
‘We couldn’t go on… it would get sadder and sadder.’
‘You don’t know anything about our life, what it’s like for us.’ He spoke slowly, not angry or defensive, just trying to tell me the truth of something I could never really know or understand.
‘No, I don’t, but I want to make things better.’
‘And leaving me does that?’
‘Leaving this version of us, but not each other.’
‘Your mind is set.’
I nodded.
‘It’s not true that it was based on guilt, what we were.’ He looked past me to the door where a few people were entering.
‘I know. I was just angry and afraid, but I’m not now.’ I wiped my eyes.
He fumbled in his bag then, and took out a leather-bound notebook.
‘Do you remember? You gave it to me.’ His eyes were bright, eager.
It was my father’s address book, the one I’d taken from his study.
‘I keep it with me, and some day I will find out about each and every one of them. I promise.’
I reached for his hand and he clasped it tightly again, then kissed me gently on the cheek, lingering a moment.
‘Don’t,’ I whispered, a sense of desperation descending on me now. I wanted to hold him, keep him there.
‘I’ve to go home.’ He withdrew from me and pushing the chair away roughly walked quickly to the door and out into the night.
I finished my drink, wiping my eyes and trying to avoid the gaze of the barman, and went to the dingy bathroom, the walls yellow from smoke. I looked hunted, my eyes too large, my skin pale and drained – my face registering the enormity of something my mind could not yet fully fathom. He was gone. I left the pub and walked to Merrion Square, the air cool, the rain falling lightly still. People were rushing past on their way to the train station, they seemed unreal almost, their faces a blur. I passed along Nassau Street to Trinity and stood a moment outside the gates on College Green; the lights came on in the rooms above and I thought I am the ghost in the front square now.
* * *
Naoise and May came to Florence that October and Saoirse was surprised by this new glamorous lady but only momentarily. They went on day trips together, took her to dinner and went shopping for pretty dresses. She came home the first evening laden with gifts. May stayed behind at the hotel and I was grateful. Naoise was red faced, his eyes restless and unsure, nervous as he handed her to me at the door.
‘May is nice,’ Saoirse told me later as she climbed into bed.
I nodded and tucked the sheets around her.
‘I like happy days.’ She turned on her side, her small teddy tucked under her arm.
‘Yes.’ I turned off the light.
I went to close the shutters then and saw Naoise sitting alone in the café in the square, the light fading, looking up at our window. He was there the next night too after he dropped her home, and the one after, until one evening he was not there, the chair empty in the darkening square.



PART 12
Galway, December 1999



Chapter Forty-One
Murray visits Stella later that day in hospital. The nurse stops him outside and explains how she is quite unharmed, a few grazes, but emotionally distraught. She had tried to escape the room earlier. He nods and takes a deep breath. She is sitting up in bed as he enters, one side of her head bandaged. It is his first time meeting her properly, his memory of her at the graveyard overtaken now by the image of her sitting so still and quiet on the steps of the ambulance. In the harsh morning light she seems much older than her sister, her face is thin, lined, and her bare arm is marked. She notices him looking at the old scars, and pulls the pale blue cover over her.
‘I’m not ready to talk.’ She touches the bandage on her head.
‘I need to file a report, you’re a witness.’ He speaks slowly.
‘Reports…’ She wipes her eyes which are red and glances to the window as he pulls up a chair.
She was visiting a friend in town, she reluctantly explains. Her breaths are catching and she has to stop a few times mid-sentence. She was at Dymphna’s and Naoise had come to collect her, then stayed a while. They had left for the Glass House at midnight.
‘Dymphna doesn’t get many guests, she wanted to make him tea and… I thought we shouldn’t go back to the house, we should stay over, there was a blizzard outside, I said that, I said that,’ she repeats, ‘but he wanted to be with Aisling, so we left…’ She looks again to the window where a line of crows is perched on the edge of the frozen wall.
‘We took the turn, and I don’t remember really, except the quiet, everything so still and the glass from the windscreen, it was like crystals on my lap, they were sparkling.’
She starts to cry then and hides her face in her hands.
‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ he mumbles and stares out the window.
‘He can’t be gone.’ She lifts her head and her eyes are searching.
They are silent a moment, she stares past him towards the door, a haunted look on her face.
‘Did you go to the Clyde earlier that night? I’m trying to understand the chain of events.’
‘What chain?’
‘Anna Falk’s room was vandalized last evening, red paint, just the same as the other stuff about your father. I know you met her at the hotel earlier in the day and I wondered what you might know about that?’
She watches him, her head tilted to one side, and she reminds him of her sister then.
‘Naoise’s death is more important, surely, than what happened to her hotel room. He’s dead, don’t you know that?’ Her eyes are wide, fearful.
‘Of course, it’s dreadful. I knew him once—’ He is embarrassed now.
‘You didn’t know him. Just file your report, we’re numbers to you. A death on a road in the snow, an accident. Foolish people out after dark.’
A woman comes into the room then with some tea on a trolley and a few biscuits. She asks if there is anything she can do.
Stella smiles at her thinly but shakes her head.
‘Everyone’s so nice here. I forget sometimes why we didn’t come back more,’ she says as the woman leaves the room.
‘Can I help you with it?’ Murray reaches for the cup but she declines.
‘Aisling came more than me, to collect papers and things. People were always asking for his work. Looking for something.’ She touches the bandage again. ‘Do you know if Saoirse is coming yet?’ Her voice rises in panic.
‘Yes, we’ve been in touch, and with his wife too.’
She nods and slips back against the pillows.
‘I keep thinking Naoise will just walk in the door. Like he did in London when I was sick, he’d come to see me. I don’t feel his absence yet. He’ll come back somehow. Saoirse will bring a piece of him. Aisling will live because of her…’ Her voice is breaking again and she rubs her eyes.
‘Aisling’s her mother, and Naoise’s her father?’
‘Yes.’
He sits back in his seat in dumb wonder, all the things he hasn’t known, not a clue.
‘Did Naoise want to take revenge on your father, and on Anna? Because of the house maybe, or his feelings for Aisling, and his daughter… He wanted to tell people maybe that your father had been…’ He speaks quietly but urgently then.
‘The house?’ She frowns.
‘Anna’s bought it, or her institute has.’
He leans forward in his seat and Stella starts to laugh then, loud, hysterical laughter, her hands to her face. He notices her nails are a deep, blood red.
‘She’s such an appalling—’ She stops suddenly, her face darkening.
‘It’s full circle. Anna’s our half-sister.’ She watches him intently. ‘Our father’s come back, you see, he never died. She wrote a few months ago, she said all the people would come to her event, and we’d have to hear him again, his words, and it was like he’d been raised up and I couldn’t, not again, it had to stop, I had to make it stop.’ She turns abruptly away from him in the bed then and pulls the covers over her shoulder. He can hear her sobbing quietly.
* * *
Anna was their sister – it made sense in a strange way. Her passion and ardour for her event not an academic thing at all, her disdain personal. Her great father insulted and humiliated by vandalism in a town which had mostly forgotten him. He gets up slowly from the chair but it creaks.
‘If Naoise did anything, he did it for love.’ Stella’s voice is muffled by the pillow.
Murray stays quiet a moment, unsure what to say, the sounds of the hospital in the corridor outside comforting somehow.
They had known about the seminar.
* * *
He calls in to the Clyde on the way back to town. The road is quiet, drifts of snow piled up along the edges, brown slush around the drains, only some of the shops open, people still not out and about much, especially after the news of the crash. The receptionist clasps her hands together in anguish when she sees him.
‘It’s so desperate.’ She shakes her head.
She points to the lounge where they had all been last night.
‘Ms Falk’s in there if you’re looking.’
He wasn’t sure if he really was looking for her but he must have been. He thinks of Naoise standing here the night before, and frowns at the memory.
Anna is reading by the fire, the legal papers and folders all laid out on the coffee table.
‘You’ve heard?’ He sits across from her.
‘Yes, terrible.’
‘Stella will be in the hospital for a day or two, I’d say.’ They are both quiet a moment.
‘There was some perfume missing, in my room.’
He nods. ‘Right.’
‘Though maybe I lost it, the last few days have been…’
She glances to the window.
‘Will you go ahead with the seminar?’
‘Yes, of course, I’m not going to be put off by slurs.’ She fixes her clear blue eyes on him.
‘I meant the accident, you might put it off because of that?’
‘No, why? Naoise had nothing to do with Acklehurst or his work.’
She watches him intently, eyebrows raised while flicking the lid of her pen in her hand.
‘Why was Stella with him in the car?’ she asks.
‘When he left here he went to collect her in town.’ ‘Damsels in distress.’
‘I don’t think that’s appropriate, do you?’ He shakes his head.
‘What is appropriate here? A world-class philosopher writes his major work next door and no one bothers to remember him, and when they do it’s just to paint slurs. I’m going to change things, the work of the institute in Windsor is huge, we have followers everywhere, politicians working with us who love his work and a whole new world is opening up with the internet. Galway can be a part of that, we can have a centre of excellence here, research where he lived and wrote—’ She stops suddenly.
‘You’ve great plans, I’m sure.’
‘I do, actually, and they can’t prevent me any more, no one can. I own that house now.’
‘You’re his daughter, aren’t you?’
She smiles widely and doesn’t seem surprised at all at him knowing.
‘You might have said, before.’ He thinks back to their conversation in the car on the way home from the Glass House, and how singular she had seemed in her defence of his dark ideas.
‘The people who matter already know, and after the seminar, more will. Out of respect to my stepfather I have always been discreet. I don’t have to be now though, he died earlier this year and it was something he wanted me to share after he was gone. My stepfather, he loved my real father dearly and tried for years with the other two daughters to bring them along, help them see, but they never could. They just refused to reckon with their heritage, understand it, that they were part of this great thing; they even destroyed some of his work. Can you imagine?’ She stares at the fire.
‘Perhaps living with him changed things, meant they couldn’t see him as you do.’
‘What are you suggesting?’
‘Nothing.’ He shakes his head.
‘You should perhaps focus on the antisocial behaviour in your town, and the state of the roads.’
‘I should indeed.’ He pauses. ‘Did you know them well, your sisters, when you were growing up?’
‘I knew of them. Knew they took his money and lived the life of heiresses while hiding his work from my stepfather, refusing to ever talk about him, unwilling to work with anyone. And they let the house almost rot away, they rarely visited or did any upkeep. My stepfather came to dislike them over the years, he never trusted them. He always felt…’ she stares at him, ‘that they were liars.’
‘And you?’
‘I hated them for having what I never had – a childhood with Richard Acklehurst.’



Chapter Forty-Two
Naoise’s funeral is in a glass and steel crematorium in Dublin the week before Christmas. Murray takes the day off to attend, he felt compelled to go. He also hasn’t taken leave in ages and thought he might visit a museum afterwards and meet his former wife for a drink. He gets the early train from town and sits nursing a coffee, staring out the window at the melting snow – the air feels mild after the last week and the sky is clear, no longer hanging low and ominous over your head.
Aisling and Stella hug a tall woman in a black hat and they enter the building together, a stream of mourners following behind them. He sits at the back and listens as people extol the achievements and kindnesses of Judge Harris. Aisling sits with her head bowed in the second row, shuddering and crying, Stella whispering in her ear and touching her shoulder. The woman in the hat must be Naoise’s wife, and beside her sits a younger woman – Saoirse, he presumes – who turns every now and then to Stella and Aisling.
He watches Stella closely when there is a gap in the rows; her head still bandaged, she sits almost in profile, caring for her sister who looks distraught and diminished. Stella had been virtually untouched in the crash and he thinks how strange life is, made of luck more than anything; circumstance and chance the only gods. When Stella rises to speak she is lyrical though, and her voice soars in the small space. She talks of love, and of friendship and of how they were once four – a man called Jonathan is mentioned – and now they are two.
‘We lived for each other, all of us, we truly did.’ She stares at her sister.
Everyone claps and she blushes then, a handkerchief held to her mouth.
He stares at the stained glass window to his side; the view to the graveyard distorted and wavering.
‘Do you think the judge dug up their father and painted the walls?’ Fallon had asked the previous day when he had told him he was going to the funeral.
Murray had shrugged his shoulders but he did think that yes, Judge Harris had tried to avenge them in some away. They were distraught about the seminar and he had decided to take up arms for them.
Neither Aisling nor Harris’s wife speak during the service but at the end his daughter recites a poem about winter. She does it first in Italian, then in English.
Naoise’s coffin enters the fire then; some books are stacked neatly on top along with his old school tie.
* * *
Outside the chapel after the service Murray waits a few minutes. The morning has darkened, rain in the air. Unsure whether to leave or not, he stands awkwardly, and is about to go when Aisling walks hurriedly from the lineout towards him. People reach for her but she ignores them in her haste.
‘I’m so sorry,’ he mumbles, afraid almost to look at her.
She is frail and birdlike in her black coat.
‘Come to the school, we’ll be speaking at eleven on the first day.’ She clasps his hand before disappearing again into the jostling, well-dressed crowd.
He doesn’t know what to think, something stronger even than her grief is calling her back to Galway. He stands a moment, surrounded by strangers, before walking slowly to the edge of the grounds to wait for a bus to the city. It’s starting to rain, lightly so, and a woman with a baby in a buggy asks him the time. She says they are always late, the buses, and he smiles because it rounds the corner then. He’ll sit on the top deck, he thinks, like he used to, when he was young; he always liked the perspective it gave on things, people’s lives unfolding in glimpses behind high walls and tall trees.



PART 13
London, 1984



Chapter Forty-Three
Jonathan stayed with me in Florence when I was expecting my daughter, the only one who came in those months. We’d sit in the café across from my flat, a cannoli on the plate between us, and read the Wall Street Journal, pretending to understand things about stocks and shares. He called me his Madonna, all sulky and dark, swollen with child. He came to Galway too when I finally found the courage to go back. We swam together in the icy waters of the lake, the June sky above us a pale, pale blue; Saoirse, in a floppy sun hat by the water’s edge, waving a stick and looking like a tiny version of Stella. Jonathan floated on his back for an age, staring at the sky and talking of love and exile. Those nights he climbed into the bed beside me when I was too afraid to sleep because I was sure there was a black bird flying in my childhood room, swooping low above me in the darkness.
We kept each other’s secrets for twenty years.
Death came to him in whispers. Friends were disappeared to hospital and from there, sometimes, back to their home towns. He wouldn’t hear for ages what had become of them, and then he would. He became ill, but it wasn’t serious, we weren’t worried, not at all. And then we were.
He took to writing me letters as our long phone calls were too tiring for him, infection after infection, his gallery closed now. He dictated them to Stella who became his nurse and slept on the floor of his bedroom for a few months. Once he wrote about my father, and that frozen night. I sat, my breath held, wondering if now, at the end, he would say we were wrong, we were evil. But he said he would do it all again. It had saved us. Some of the words were faded on the page, tear-stained; Stella must have been crying as she listened and wrote.
* * *
She told me how people rang to ask how he was, but almost no one visited. They said they would come, but then didn’t. She’d have to make excuses for them but he knew why.
Rumours, whispers.
‘They’re afraid,’ she said on the phone.
‘Are you?’ I asked.
‘Yes.’
He was becoming very depressed and spoke little, shut away in himself, so every second day she bought a bunch of red roses from the flower shop on the corner of his street, and played Cole Porter on his record player.
‘For love, and hope,’ she explained to me.
She had also taken to buying the New York Times, trying to find out as much as she could, following any story or development on the mystery disease.
‘It’s a constellation of symptoms and no cure yet, which I can’t understand – how can that even be?’
Her hands and arms were raw red from washing them with detergent. He had a terrible cough, it lasted all night and day. Too weak even now to raise his head to her, the letters stopped.
His partner was gone, had died the year previously, and no one came from Meath – his brother had long ago decided he did not exist, was not a valid member of their family. I came when he took a very bad turn, Stella’s bravery carrying me the whole journey there. He slept fitfully, his skin almost translucent, face gaunt and breathing heavily.
‘He needs to go to hospital now.’
She stared at me across the room, her eyes ringed with shadows.
‘What will we do without him?’
* * *
Naoise and May came to London close to the end, they were quiet and uneasy in the hospital waiting room. Our relationship for such a long time now one of cordial co-parents – as Saoirse had grown she went to stay with them in Dublin in the summers. We were endlessly polite and proper, and I admired us, all of us, for forging something civilized out of the mess. And I was glad they had come.
* * *
I can’t remember my loneliness when I look back to those ‘polite’ years now, working, loving and raising Saoirse, being there for Jonathan and Stella. I’m sure it must have accompanied me, but it was a full life, I believe that most truly now. Nothing is ever wasted, even the saddest of times have meaning. There were other loves, not ones that lasted, but they did not lack value for that. I had built something anew and Naoise, he was a memory of love, both healing and complete. An antidote to my childhood. In some ways I believe I never liked him more, as a person, as a human, than in those years when we politely talked of schools, and holidays, and whether our daughter could cycle along the canal in Portobello on her own.
* * *
As Jonathan’s death approached I stayed in his now empty house for a few days; May and Naoise had returned to Dublin. I closed the curtains and sat in the semi-darkness, only a low lamp lit for company. I was exhausted and laid my head back in the chair, and for a moment I imagined Jonathan was here, not dying in that sterile hospital room, but somewhere here, just out of sight, in his beloved home, the one he shared with his partner, who was not dead, but only asleep upstairs, and the radio was on; and soon Jonathan would sit with me.
Dream, after dream.
I fell asleep for a while, waking close to midnight, the room cold. Rubbing my tired eyes I took up an envelope Naoise had left for me on the table which I hadn’t noticed earlier. I clicked on the overhead light and inside was a page of typed up names, neat and organized – thirty or so – only a handful of which I recognized, Birgitta’s and Falk’s amongst them, and the man who used to play the piano at the parties. Turning over to the next page there was a short biography or pen picture on each of the individuals listed, starting with my father. It described him as a close confidant of Mosley, the trips he’d made to Germany and Italy in the 1930s, the obscure articles published in journals and papers written in support of national socialism. I scanned the others on the list, all of them guests who had come to our house – their histories here now in full. The dark lives they had led, the newspapers and radio broadcasts they had made in support of the Nazis, and how they had escaped and reinvented themselves in the years after. Gone on to live quiet and respectable lives as bankers, businessmen, academics. A note from Naoise fell out of the pages:
I’ve more to do, at least 40 pages of the address book left to work through, but these are the ones I’ve found so far. I won’t stop, and then when it’s done, you can burn it or do whatever with the information.
I felt my face flush with gratitude, all that he must have done to research this and how long it would have taken, all the years we were apart. I had proof now, for the first time really, of who had been there and why they had come. I opened a bottle of wine and switched the light off, the room just shadows now.
‘Look what he did for me,’ I called out to the darkness, sure Jonathan could hear me and would soon remind me of love and how it had always been the way of us.
I drank more wine and called Naoise. It was late, almost eleven p.m. He answered quickly, expecting news of Jonathan. I told him I loved him, I had always loved him.
We were never apart again after this; and he and May would never divorce. We came to an understanding.
* * *
We buried Jonathan late one December afternoon. Christmas songs on the radio in the taxi, the coloured lights ablaze in the shop windows, people busy, rushing past. Everything so alive, the city which had taken him in, which had loved him, lived and breathed all around. Saoirse’s head was pressed against the window in awe; she, too, loved London – maybe I’ll switch to college here, she whispered.
Stella wore a black hat with a veil, like a widow, her nails and lips a dark red.
‘I am his widow.’ She lit a cigarette. The blue smoke swirled.
* * *
She wore black for a year, and said it was only right. It let people know you had lost someone, and they should tread carefully in your presence.
* * *
Jonathan’s death changed us all, but Stella most particularly. She got clean more often and for longer, and stayed with me more frequently in Florence too. She seemed stronger, more purposeful in herself. She did different classes and courses, and eventually, thanks to our father’s royalty money, was able to buy her own home in London. She rented rooms out at a very low or no rate to people her father would have despised – immigrants, feminists, gay friends. It helped her accept herself, she said, or she couldn’t have lived in the house. The guilt would have killed her. She kept taking her photographs and sold some to a few magazines. She featured in a ‘hot’ fashion list in a newspaper and had her picture taken – she wore a monocle and stood in a field with sheep in the background and it made me smile. She was mocking our father, and only she and I knew it.
* * *
There were still times when things were not good, she would drop away and I would worry, and there was no Jonathan now to keep an eye on her for me, but Naoise took his place in some ways, getting over to London when he could, and encouraging her to talk to someone, which she would eventually do. Siobhan went to London for a weekend not long after Jonathan died and stayed for a year, bringing her no-nonsense care and love.
And Stella lived, we lived.



PART 14
Galway, December 1999



Chapter Forty-Four
Murray sees Anna around town – dashing up the stairs of the Clyde, or hopping into a taxi, papers under her arm. She had stayed in town for Christmas, he had heard.
The headmaster calls into the station the day before the event and asks about securing some extra parking cones. They talk about Naoise’s accident and he says they are going to hold a memorial service for him, but what with the weather, the holidays and the seminar there hasn’t yet been time.
‘I will do though, in January.’ He shakes his head.
Murray sits quietly at his desk and nods every now and then as Connell speaks about the illustrious guests and academics who had already begun to arrive.
‘And some technology people too, from California… Anna has outdone herself really. She’s moved into the Glass House now, so will be nearby over the course of the week, a few of the real VIPs will be staying there too.’ He smiles to himself.
‘That’s quick,’ Murray comments.
‘Anna’s going to breathe new life into that place, with the links to the institute and this event, it will be great for the town and the school, a sort of retreat for philosophers.’ Connell gets up and heads for the door.
He raises his eyebrow. ‘No more vandalism reported, I hope?’
‘No – probably kids messing… just like we thought.’ Murray flushes.
‘Right, well, not any of ours! Such a relief. It would be so embarrassing.’
‘Indeed.’ Murray smiles.
* * *
The school is busy, cars parked up on the verge that edges the driveway. In the reception area a large poster of Richard Acklehurst has been hung above a table where students are serving tea and coffee. He spots Fallon, who is on a day off and is in the corner talking to Anna.
‘All OK? Packed out anyway,’ Murray says.
Anna nods coolly and then leaves them.
Fallon looks around the room and blushes. ‘Not sure why I came.’
‘Ah no, it’s good to see what it’s all about, considering everything.’
There are peals of laughter from a group in the corner, while a woman with an earpiece dashes past them – a stack of shiny new books in her arms.
‘Anna says she can’t sleep in the house, keeps worrying some graffiti will appear somewhere.’
Murray smiles to himself. ‘We should take our seats,’ he murmurs.
* * *
The first session features two academics from the States, and is moderated by Anna. They discuss Acklehurst’s theory of power as manifested in the ‘narrows’ in his book. Murray looks around at the audience, they listen avidly and raise their hands to ask questions. He checks his watch and closes his eyes, listening to the words which seem to mean nothing real, words not as something to explain or help you understand, but as signposts and signifiers. He sits up straight when Anna thanks the speakers and then talks about the gala dinner which will be held in the school that evening, and how there will be a tour of Acklehurst’s house at three p.m. that day.
He heads out to the reception hall in the coffee break where he notices Aisling standing alone on the stairs. Murray ascends quietly and stands beside her. She is looking at the photo of Naoise when he was a pupil, the one he had noticed a few weeks earlier.
‘I can’t believe we were ever that young.’ She touches the frame gently.
She turns then and her dark eyes are mournful.
‘Sure you can do this today?’ he asks.
‘I wanted to give you this.’ She nods and hands him a document which had been under her arm. ‘It was his life’s work, in a way.’
The reception areas is filling up below and Aisling stares at the crowd a moment. An older woman in a wheelchair is steered through the people and towards the hall.
‘Birgitta,’ she says under her breath.
A man with a clipboard approaches the end of the stairs and waves upwards. Aisling shakes Murray’s hand and descends into the throng.
* * *
He settles into his seat in the main hall, flicking over the document. It is a litany of dark and obscure figures from the pre- and post-war era, all of whom had close links to Acklehurst. He looks around the room to check if Fallon is anywhere, but can’t see him; he tries to hold the seat free, but someone takes it, a woman with a notebook which she rests on her knee.
As he flicks through the pages a letter addressed to him falls from the document.
Dear Mr Murray,
Our appearance at this seminar will be something of a thrill to those who care for such things; the elusive daughters due on stage, telling their memories of the great man. The people who love the words and the man, who see it all as indivisible, rejoice; and we are part of that, however much we might have wished otherwise. We were his flesh and blood, alive and contrary. It is the fate of the child to be an extension of what went before, even as you try to cut and separate yourself.
I know I’ll think of Naoise today standing here and imagine him a very long time ago, winning a trophy for debating, and no one in the audience to clap and love him. I want to cry, but I can’t today.
The words we will speak at this event are polished and sharp; we’ve built them to knock things over, lies and myths. We prepared for months, once we knew Anna was coming with her entourage, though her purchase of the house was a surprise. She perhaps outwitted us there.
As you know, we are half-sisters. She says it is time to align herself completely, now that her stepfather is dead. It’s also good for business in a way, as we never were. I imagine she will move into the house eventually, and the Acklehursts will begin all over again. She is the natural heir.
Our father was an evil man. The origin of his untruth held in place by elaborate, convenient structures which dazzle – clear prose and glass walls. No one wants to believe bad things of him, there is a moral goodness falsely attached to success, I’ve found, so you must make people see, when you feel strong enough. My sister and Naoise taught me that. I loved Naoise, we loved each other, but that is another story.
I hope we will make more sense to you in time.
Aisling
Murray breathes deeply and looks to the stage, Stella and Aisling are nowhere yet in sight. They have waited long to tell this story and he both dreads and wants to know it all. The woman with the notebook beside him coughs and extends her hand.
‘Detective Murray?’ she asks.
He nods, still distracted by the weight and intent of Aisling’s words.
‘Stella Acklehurst mentioned you to me, I am a journalist.’
He looks at the papers, only vaguely registering that Stella must have invited her.
‘You might find these interesting?’ He offers the papers up.
‘Oh, I have them.’ She raises an eyebrow and then turns to the stage.
* * *
Aisling and Stella walk out to welcoming and effusive claps from the audience; tall lights have been put on either side of them and as they take their seats a large screen drops from the ceiling behind. Murray strains his neck and notices Anna off to the side, directing someone whom he can’t quite see, while Aisling and her sister hold hands. The elderly blonde woman, her hair in a tight bun and sitting in a wheelchair, is beside Anna.
Murray rubs his forehead and looks around again, but there is still no sign of Fallon, just a sea of expectant faces. He grips the papers and the letter in his hand and quickly scans the names for a Birgitta… Birgitta Bieri – born 1936 to a Swedish mother and Swiss father: a banker. He scans the rest of her biography – father, Nazi gold, joins the Nordic Reich party 1958 in Stockholm – but he can’t concentrate on the detail. The giant screen comes to life behind them and a black and white image of Acklehurst speaking appears, before cutting suddenly to his last book which floats across the screen; then to a picture of the Glass House shining under a cloudy sky. He notices Stella reach into her bag; she puts on a black eyepatch and exchanges a glance with her sister who smiles.
Murray leans forward, accidentally pushing into the seat in front of him; a man with white hair turns around and scowls.
The presenter introduces the sisters, glasses perched on her head.
‘I’d like to firstly ask you about—’ she starts.
‘I’m sorry,’ Stella interrupts and stands up from her seat. ‘We’ve something we’d like to say first.’
A few people exchange looks, and shuffle in their seats.
She politely takes the large mic from the presenter and clears her throat but doesn’t speak for a moment, just scans the room with her one, uncovered eye. The audience is quiet, not a sound. She turns to her sister then, and they touch hands, before she faces the room again. But still she doesn’t speak, she seems to look at almost every face, scanning the rows. A man coughs, then someone’s mobile phone goes off and the silence is no longer normal, it is strange, unnerving. People look to each other.
‘My father, Richard Acklehurst, raped me.’ Her voice reverberates, beats against the walls.
There is a collective gasp in the hall. Murray rises, as does the journalist, and begins to try and move along the row as Stella begins to speak of the vile abuse at her father’s hands. Aisling stares out to the audience, erect and magisterial.
A man at the back shouts then and raises his hand, people look to each other, eyes wide. Another stands up and shouts – why are you only speaking out now? People turn to look at who has spoken, someone drops their book on the floor and it crashes loudly.
‘Liars, they are liars… he was my father too.’ Anna is rushing the stage from the side and Murray tries to move along the row more quickly, but people are so stunned they barely seem to notice him standing there.
Aisling takes out the photocopied list of all her father’s friends, the fascists and the criminals who partied in the Glass House, and hands a copy to the historian lady due to interview them, then walks to the edge of the stage and leaning forward throws the pages at the audience.
‘You can see where they played, on your tour of the house this afternoon. Be sure to be on time.’ Her voice is clipped and cool.
‘Liars!’ Anna screams again, the pages floating around her head. Aisling raises her hand to ward her off, but Anna does not approach her, just bends down to try and pick the sheets up.
Birgitta screams something in Swedish and starts to wheel herself to the centre of the stage. Murray reaches the end of the row, the journalist follows.
‘Jesus,’ he hears her mutter behind him.
‘We’re happy to take questions,’ Stella calls out to the audience.
But there are none, just lots of chatter and shouting. People standing, turning, gesticulating.
Stella removes her eyepatch then and the sisters smile at each other. They embrace and walk towards the darkness at the side of the stage.
‘Birgitta,’ Stella shouts just before they disappear from sight.
The elderly woman is centre stage, near Anna.
‘You knew everything. You are guilty, like all the rest.’
Anna is quivering with rage and Murray, unsure what to do, just watches her. Her mother covers her face with her hands. Papers are strewn at their feet; while people in the front rows are scrambling to pick up the rest. Anna’s face and hair are almost bleached out in the spotlight, as if she were faceless. The historian beside her is scanning her notes, perhaps checking whether all this might have been planned.
The audience continues to explode, the murmurs rising to open chatter.
‘Paedophile…?’
‘Nazi?’
‘There’s a theory he was murdered…’
Fuckin’ chaos now, Murray thinks as he looks across the room where Fallon has emerged from a row and is staring at him wide-eyed. He wonders briefly what Connell the headmaster makes of it all though he can’t see him anywhere.
Anna takes the microphone. ‘They are liars. They burned his work. Burned it.’ Her voice falters and she grabs a glass of water from the table. ‘I’m here to talk of the future, and my father’s gift to us. His words.’ She gulps down more water, then looks to her mother in the wheelchair who is nodding furiously now. ‘I want to talk of the truth at this, the beginning of a new century.’ She is calmer now as Birgitta smiles and gestures for her to keep going.
‘We must fight on together. They come for us because they know – they know we are right, and… the future belongs to us. He didn’t die, he never died, he was murdered… If you want to know the truth, just think about that.’
Around Murray the audience begins to clap and Anna, still faceless in the white light, stretches her arms out wide as if to touch them.



EPILOGUE
Stella
I danced to forget, wearing an eyepatch and a gold dress, my hair piled high on my head. Everyone said it was a spectacular entrance by the Irish girl. And I thought perhaps they meant someone else, but then I realized it was me to whom they referred. I always thought I was one of the nowhere people. I wanted to tell them that, correct them, say, but I am from neither here nor there – and my father would come to mind then, for he did come to mind at the most inopportune of times. I would see him in the shadows of a hotel room, the shiver on my skin telling me he was back from the dead, and once sitting on the top floor of a bus outside Liverpool Street station. Always angry with me, because I left him to die on a snowy step on the dark of the longest of nights. And because I was letting other men, with much younger hands, touch me. I like anonymous men with young hands, I am able to evade them, and they never mind at all because they don’t care enough, and to be cared for is dangerous.
We were living the life in London, Jonathan and I. Once I saw the actress Julie Christie on the landing of the spooky house we rented in Hampstead, she was visiting a friend and we passed in the hallway at dawn. I wanted to tell her about my life. I thought perhaps she would make my story into a film, but she averted her very blue eyes. A woman with white hair owned the house and would play the grand piano at midnight, and no one ever mentioned it in the morning and I wondered if it was real, or whether I had dreamed again. It was a mansion house, they said. A mansion house, all divided up and cut into rooms with people living their lives behind doors shut tight. But this was before it got dark, then I couldn’t dream any more and Aisling came to see me with her little girl. She had such soft curls, and chubby cheeks and a doll under her arm and she looked like me, but she had Aisling’s solemn stare and Naoise’s smile, though I wasn’t supposed to know that, no one was. And Aisling was cross like our father, and said I needed to change things and get serious about life, but I was only nineteen and how serious should one be? I told her do you know that everyone calls me the Irish girl and wasn’t that funny because I had never been Irish before. We were always something else, but I can’t remember what that else was again.
She loved me, Aisling, but she had sharp edges, you’d cut yourself on her corners. When she hugged you she leaned away in case it hurt, don’t get too close, but she loved her daughter, and she loved Naoise. She just didn’t tell him in time and he married another.
But we didn’t kill our father. We only forgot to let him in from the cold, and there is a difference, which I explained to Aisling. And everyone still thinks he’s great, even better than before. They read him on the Tube on their way to the office. They are a tribe of people who are going to climb things, steel and glass things, to reach the summit and then when they are there, all powerful, alone at the top… I don’t know, what they will do then? Our father never finished that story. Perhaps they fall off, perhaps people at the top of things just fall off and no one can remember why they climbed up in the first place, and it’s all very pointless.
The parties moved to the suburbs then, train rides to the outskirts of things, to roads that looked all the same, one after the other. And I thought, people’s lives are different but the same. Rippling granite roads and red roofs. I’d tell them we used to live in a white house, like a ship stranded somewhere with the captain overboard, lost at sea. Jonathan wouldn’t go with me any more and I went to the parties alone, and put a syringe into my arm and the man said, what age are you as the liquid fused inside me, but he didn’t really care, no one did, and that was a better way for it to be. Jonathan let me stay for a while in his next, new abode when I got sick, my blood gone awfully, terribly bad and my boyfriend vanished.
Jonathan lived in a tiny mews house with an older architect friend who had stylish velvet jackets, and shirts made of silk. Sitting in their roof garden he told me that London was a wounded beauty, he remembered the war, had played in the bomb sites, between gaps and holes, things scorched, pulled apart, and you could fall between them. I was taking photographs then, and he said I had talent and would introduce me to people who might put them in a magazine. And I didn’t realize for a time, until I did, that he and Jonathan were in love, properly so, the way Aisling and I never managed really, with a proper house and dinner on the table, and quiet nights in together, and it made me ecstatically happy. Because I thought how original and very true of them to find each other, when all the world cast a shady eye.
I don’t know where the years went. It is a thing people say, but in my case it is completely true. I lost a decade, the seventies, and may have quite simply forgotten another. Only Aisling came to remind me, her face like the clock outside my father’s study. The one with no numbers, impossible to read but ominous in its relentless ticking. I had stood still, but time had moved on, while she was getting sadder and sadder. Jonathan getting sick changed everything. I tried to get better for him and I did get better. I nursed him for months, didn’t leave his side. His architect friend dead and gone then and no one visiting from Meath. Only letters from home that spoke of shame and disgrace. His thin, bruised arm on the blanket, a slant of sunshine, and some birds in the feeder in the roof garden outside. Busy pecking. People die from love.
* * *
Naoise came with his wife May when Jonathan was dying. She was all prickly beauty and dyed black hair, like a version of Elizabeth Taylor, just less violet of the eye and devoid of jewels. She admired the house, touched the fabric of the curtains and stared at the Picasso sketch above the bed. And she looked at us like we were failures, people gone wrong, gone off. Even her gaze at Naoise subdued, he had tied her to people who were no longer fabulous and she was perhaps bored, or maybe disappointed. But then I remembered she was not loved, and that was a tragedy, so she had to be pitied in a way.
Naoise took me for a drink in a wine bar in Soho. Men in loud ties, women in suits sat around us, everyone flicking their hair and talking about money and things. Everything shiny and new. How’s Aisling? he asked. How is she really? He looked all accomplished and kindly then, fuller faced, not the thin boy at the party, though his eyes were dead, and I said she writes like a demon, like my father. She reminds me of my father but she is a very good mother and he smiled. I sipped a gin in silence. Naoise and Aisling were star-crossed lovers in the wrong play. It might have been a tragedy but the stakes weren’t high enough. We had only left one man to die, and that wasn’t a very big thing. One man’s death is not a very great thing in the scheme of things, not when compared with loving someone so deeply it hurt and made you terribly afraid. Naoise hugged me on a side street in Soho and he felt like he was empty of things now, but then he had always been. I told him he was the orphan of the stairs and when I shared my new name for him with Aisling, she cried. I loved Naoise, he and Jonathan were the only two people who ever understood us.
I did buy the house with my father’s bad money, and I went to do a course too. It was 1985. Aisling and I seemed to have become rich again, because more and more cheques arrived. My father’s words had turned into dollar signs thanks to the institute for eternal strength and self-belief which bore his name and Aisling said we had earned it, our silence paying a yearly dividend. And I said I had paid for it with my body, which felt old and tired now for I had purged myself of things, of everything, and you can only but be weaker after. But I took my photos and I learned how to grow things, to take them from a seed and help them flourish. A tiny patch of an allotment I shared with a lady from Pakistan who grew things I had never heard of before. We didn’t speak much but smiled at each other and held up things we had grown in the thin soil and shared perfumed tea from a flask. Healing. And I thought of the gardens at the house in Galway, how nothing ever grew there. We had settled on the surface of the land and never dug any deeper. The soil impenetrable except for the water. The water coming up from the ground, a secret, bottomless spring that could pull you under and into the lake that had no end.
There was a symposium with my father’s name, a poster fluttering on a pole outside the Tube. People still coming to learn from failed ideas, things that are wrong. I sat at the back and when the mic went around I stood up to speak, and the admiring faces turned to look at me and I thought of the parties in the house, and how they were all endless pilgrims, searching for utopia. Because the words of a strong man, a man of destiny, carry more weight than others even if he does terrible things to the ones he is supposed to love. I started to speak but the words ran away. I cannot tell you the truth I whispered, not yet, but some day I will. I slipped and I fell and then climbed up again and the pills and the wine are not purchased, and then they are. I take my photographs to a gallery and they say it is not really the style they want any more. Everything is shiny now and people are going places – we have no time for outsiders, but I never stop trying.
I too am perched on a tall glass pillar, clinging on, but mine is damaged and cracked, the foundations flawed and lurching. I dangle in the icy winds of my father’s words, and his hands. But I want to live. So I never let go and I talk to a woman once a week in the centre for troubling things which Naoise found and it helps. Because there is always hope, and Aisling forgets this, I fear. People can be very terrible, and also so very kind. There is nothing definite about anything, and you can be constantly surprised, if you allow yourself to be. She meanwhile has few friends and sits outside a palazzo in the sun, cream hat at an angle, and waits for Naoise to come back to her. She shares him with his wife, and it is better than nothing. I tell her there is always a choice. You can usually think about things in at least one of two ways. We could make our father suffer, because he hadn’t really. His thoughts are still everywhere, all he had to do was fall asleep in the snow. He has become more of a hero over the years, and not less, and we have become rich again out of it all, so I write to Aisling about revenge and justice. The words typed fast, spelling errors, and I think I hear his tapping in the silence of my modest London house with its red roof, and the suburban road rippling outside.
People come and then they go, they pass my window at all hours of the day and night, crowds of them, dressed in their pearls and eyepatches. Everyone a guest at something. I have to go back to the marshes of Galway because peace is a hard thing to find, and the voices tell you to smoke things, inject them, and the fear bangs on the windows and doors. Beating, incessant, like the night we left him outside in the cold, the longest night, and I say to Aisling, we must try and keep it closed, press against it with all our might. It must never give way, and we will rise above and away from our past, though it will never stop calling us back, but still the responsibility is to rise. We will kill him again, and stop the words from flowing from his dead mouth, with his new, better daughter presiding over the chorus of lies. Aisling thinks I’m mad and I may be, but you must still try to prevent evil, when you can, and she promised me once. She said she would help me when I called. So we came home to Galway one last time.
Naoise, of course, with us, always, digging in the dark of the graveyard, his back shaking, saturated with cold sweat, his rattled breaths, and his thin, white hands in the moonlight. A spade hitting wood as the bell chimes three and the flash of my cigarette lighter in the dark as the lantern in Aisling’s hand flickers. I am the wronged angel perched on a writhing, undead tomb, then painting it red for good measure a few days later. It was all my idea, dig him up and kill him again so we might live once more. Because Aisling and I were never night and day as people liked to say, we were both night. And Naoise was her love. She asked him to come west, and kill a man, one final time.
How Jonathan would have loved and cried at the irony of it all.
I found our mother’s grave in May last year, moss-covered and lonely in a quiet corner of Hampstead. I visit it every week now. She lies with poets and lovers, and other fallen angels. Aisling says she died because she knew what a mistake she had made marrying such an evil man, and that she never really meant to leave us. The two tiny girls, left behind, sitting on the chair in that painting, one facing the window, the other straight ahead. Her death an atonement for the sin of loving a monster, and I think this is not true, you fool yourself, but then I can’t really care about the mistakes of others any more, so I don’t say any of this to Aisling. I let her think our mother was something different, something good. And I love her anyway, I love everyone. This is all about love. Our life is all about love.
I do believe that, despite everything.
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