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And when we dance, we’ll dance together

When we cry we’ll hold each other

And when we love we’ll love forever…

 

 –  Tommy Sands, “Down By the Lagan Side”

 


2002


Chapter 1

“I want to tell you about the love of my life.”

After Julia spoke, she slowly closed her eyes. Susanna Cassidy thought that her sister had fallen asleep, as she often did from the medication, but in a few seconds Julia spoke again. Her voice, once strong and hearty, was so soft that Susanna had to lean closer to the bed to hear.

“I want you to get a book for me,” Julia said, her tired eyes opening to a slit and looking toward a small bookcase on the other side of the sunroom. “Yeats,” she said. “Yeats’s poems.”

Julia’s tastes had always seemed to be exclusively popular fiction, so the choice of early twentieth century Irish poetry surprised Susanna. She crossed the room, walking over the lush carpet that David Oliver, Julia’s husband, had put in to make the room softer, and to muffle the footfalls of the nurses who tended Julia constantly. When Julia had returned from the hospital to die at home, she had chosen the sunroom in which to make what she smilingly called her last stand. What might have become a mausoleum had been transformed instead into a celebration of her life. All of Julia’s favorite possessions were there, framed family photographs and the artistically designed scrapbooks she had created, the porcelains she had collected, a home theatre system with DVDs of the films she loved best, and a vast assortment of plants.

Even though the Pennsylvania winter had been harsh so far, the sunroom was an island of green in the snowy whiteness of the landscape. Potted plants stood about the large room, and four large crystal vases of cut flowers sat on the tops of tables, blazing with color in the afternoon sun that splashed through the brilliantly clear glass panels that walled the room. At first, Susanna had wondered how Julia could stand such brightness, but the malignancies had attacked even the optic nerves, and her vision was fading as quickly as her life.

Susanna knelt by the bookcase. It took her some time to find the small volume bound in dark green leather with the words Poems of W. B. Yeats in faded gold on the spine, but when she did, she took it back to Julia and held it close to her eyes.

Julia nodded and smiled. “Open it,” she said. “Right at the beginning.”

Susanna opened the book to the front endpapers, where there was an inscription in ink:

I saw her by the riverside, down where the Corrib runs,

Was nearly blinded by her, for she fair outshone the sun.

M.L.

1-2-72

“Read it aloud,” Julia said, and Susanna did. When she was finished, she saw tears creeping from Julia’s eyes. “I’m glad he can’t see me now,” she said. “Oh God, look at me…”

Susanna grasped Julia’s hand and squeezed it. It was true. Her sister’s countenance was ravaged. For the past twenty years Julia had weighed 140 pounds, but the disease had wasted her to less than a hundred, low in flesh and high in bone, as the old song put it. The therapy itself had been nearly as cruel. Julia’s hair was all but gone, and in the endgame comfort had trumped vanity, so that she no longer wore any of the wigs she had sported earlier.

Julia put on her brave smile once more. “I don’t think he’d recognize me now,” she said with a weak laugh.

“Who was he?” Susanna asked. “M. L.?”

“His name,” Julia said, closing her eyes again, “his sweet name was Michael Lynch, and he was the handsomest, tallest, and most darlin’ man ye’ve ever laid eyes on.” The attempt at a brogue made Susanna smile. “But don’t worry, little sister,” Julia went on. “It was before I was married. I’ve always been faithful to David…” The words trailed off into a heavy silence in which they shared what both had known for years, that David had not returned Julia’s fidelity with his own.

Susanna looked again at the inscription in the book. “1972,” she said. “January second.”

“February first,” Julia corrected her. “They switch month and day in Ireland.”

“It was in Ireland then?”

“Yes. In Galway. Ever been there?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Susanna nodded.

“Oh, you…you’ve been everywhere, haven’t you?” Julia gave a little laugh.

“Not everywhere, but a lot of places in Ireland, through the college.” Her Chair in Peace Studies at Conestoga University had taken her to several conferences in both Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic, which always provided a pleasant relief from the pressures and tensions of Derry and Belfast. “1972…” she mused. “Was that when you went with Kathy and Liz to Europe? Over a long semester break or something?”

“My senior year. We were on trimester, and the three of us didn’t take anything in the January term so we could do the ‘Grand Tour.’”

“But you came home early,” Susanna said. “You were sick or something.”

“Love sick,” Julia said, and gestured toward the glass of 7Up on the bedside table. Susanna held it for her while she took a sip through the straw. “That’s better,” Julia said after she swallowed. “It’s a long story…and it ends with a favor.”

“From me?”

Julia nodded almost imperceptibly. “A last request from a dying woman. How can you refuse?”

Susanna smiled. “We’ll see. What is it?”

“First, the story. Sit back and relax.”

Susanna did, and Julia told her, with many pauses.

“I was twenty-one, old enough to know better, but young enough to still be stupid. That Grand Tour thing I mentioned? I’d been reading Henry James for a lit course, and I liked the idea of how the young American ladies went off to Europe for a year or so and saw the sights and got involved with aristocrats before they came home and got married to boring men. Kathy and Liz were already practically engaged, and it was getting more and more likely that David was going to bring up marriage before too long. So, it seemed like the perfect time.

“I talked Daddy into paying for three weeks in Europe, and Kathy and Liz did the same with their folks. Liz’s dad said that she had to stop in Galway and see her great-aunt and uncle while she was over there, so we decided we’d do that first and get it out of the way, just maybe a day or two, then head for London, and then Paris.

“We arrived in Galway on January 23rd, a Sunday, and got checked in at a nice hotel. It was only around noon, and we were all pretty jet-lagged, but we decided not to take a nap. Liz figured her relatives would be home from Mass by then, so we had lunch and Liz and Kathy got a cab to the house, on the outskirts of the town.”

“You didn’t go with them?” Susanna asked.

“No. They were always tighter together than with me. Liz tried to talk me into it, but I just didn’t want to go. I mean, there I was in Ireland, another country, for heaven’s sake, and the last thing I wanted to do was sit in some stuffy parlor and make small talk with old people. So, I let them go and then bundled up—it was a little chilly, though not as cold as it would have been in the states—and walked out to see Galway.

“The city was magic. The wind was blowing, and I walked down by the docks and gulls were flying all around, and the water was choppy and the sun was flashing on it. There was this row of houses, all painted different colors, and the smell of burning peat in the air. I didn’t like the smell at first, but I love it now, because it helps me remember what it was all like.

“I walked back toward the river then, the Corrib River it’s called, and I went on this little path right by it. I’ll tell you exactly where it was—right across what they call the Wolfe Tone Bridge. He was this Irish rebel or something…”

Susanna nodded. “The 1798 Rebellion. The British were going to hang him, but he killed himself in prison.”

“You know everything, don’t you?” Julia said with a small laugh. “Anyway, that’s where it was, just off the bridge on the side toward the town. On the path there was this old stone wall, and little balconies that you could step into overlooking the water. I was in the second one—remember that—leaning on the rail, just looking down at the water rushing by, and I felt somebody standing behind me. I didn’t hear anything, but I sensed it. So, I turned around and there was this guy…

“God, but he was beautiful. Really tall, maybe six foot three or four, and he was wearing a pea coat, you know, one of those dark blue wool coats. It was open, and he had on a white cable knit sweater underneath. His hair was kind of longish, but not sloppy, a little curly, sort of a red-brown shade that just gleamed in the sunshine. And Susanna, his eyes… I don’t think I’ve ever seen eyes quite that blue. Maybe Peter O’Toole in his prime…”

“Another Irishman,” Susanna said.

“Was he? Oh sure, of course he was. Anyway, there he stood, just smiling at me.”

“He sounds perfect.”

“Well, not completely. His nose was a little crooked. I found out later it had been broken. But it just made him look even better, like he would have been too pretty without it.” Julia paused, looking up at the ceiling.

“Then what?” Susanna asked. “Did you just look at each other forever?”

“Sometimes it feels like it,” Julia said. “If I could have frozen that moment in time, spent the rest of my life like that, just the two of us seeing each other for the first time, I think I would have. So many times in the past few months I’ve gone there in my mind and remembered us looking at each other, like we’d just discovered the meaning of our lives, and how from that point on everything would be perfect.” She closed her eyes, and Susanna saw tears slowly roll from them.

“But it wasn’t?” Susanna prompted.

“No. No, it wasn’t perfect, though it was then. For a whole week. It was probably the happiest week I ever spent.” She took a deep breath. “Finally, he said something. ‘I believe your face is brighter than the river.’ He said it in an Irish accent that sounded like water rolling over stones. At that moment I would have followed him anywhere, done anything he told me to do.” Julia smiled. “Easy, wasn’t I?”

Susanna smiled back but said nothing.

“But if you’d have seen him, you’d have done the same thing. I smiled, I couldn’t help it. There was just something so honest about him. It was like he was saying, oh, what a pretty bird, or how beautiful the sun was on the river. It wasn’t a pick-up line, it was…an observation. And it touched me so, hit me so hard that I couldn’t help but beam at this boy.

“So, we talked. His name was Michael Lynch, and he was from Galway, going to the university there, studying history. He pegged me as an American right away. I told him I was on a trip with some friends, and he said in that case that he wanted to invite all of us to a pub that night where he and some friends of his were playing music. He told me where it was and made me promise I’d be there, and I said I would. He wound up walking me to my hotel, and made me promise again that I’d come.

“The problem was that I didn’t want to share him with Kathy and Liz. But when I went inside the hotel, there was a phone message from Liz. Her relatives had invited them to stay for dinner, and she’d left directions for me to join them, with the address and phone number. That meant—hooray—they wouldn’t be back, so I just had to pretend I hadn’t gotten the message. I could tell them I hadn’t come back to the hotel at all.

“At seven o’clock I went to the pub, and there was Michael sitting in a big booth at the front with three other guys. He was playing guitar and singing, and the others were playing tin whistle, fiddle, and one of those little squeezebox accordions. He grinned when he saw me, and when the song was over, he sat me next to him. When I told him the other girls wouldn’t be there, he seemed glad, though he didn’t come out and say so.

“The four of them played a lot of tunes, but did songs, too. They sang a lot that Grandpa Cassidy used to sing to us when we were kids, like ‘Cockles and Mussels’ and ‘I’ll Tell Me Ma,’ so I could sing along. Michael bought me pints of Guinness, but I drank them slow. I didn’t want to get drunk—I wanted to enjoy myself, and hear and see everything crystal clear.

“They took a lot of breaks, and Michael introduced me to his friends—some of them students, some working guys, but all of them nice. We all talked, but after a while he and I just talked together quietly. It was pretty late when the pub closed, and I knew the girls would be back by then and probably worried sick about me. But I just didn’t care, you know? All that mattered was being with Michael.

“There was no place to go. It was late on a Sunday night and all the pubs were closed, so we just walked. It was cold, but he put his arm around me and that was all I needed. There was this sweet Guinness smell on his breath and a hint of aftershave, something fresh and clean, and I huddled against his chest like I’d been born there. He told me he was studying history because he wanted to teach kids what had happened in Ireland, how it had been made free and then torn apart again by the English, and his voice got hard when he talked about it. He said he was originally from the North, and that when he was little, he saw things that little kids shouldn’t see, and because of that he wanted to help to change things.

“I didn’t know much about what was going on in Ireland, but what he said sounded wonderfully romantic. I didn’t tell him much about myself because my life was so dull in comparison. So, we walked and I listened to him talk, and finally we stopped down by the river where we met. He turned to me and didn’t say any more, but just looked at me and touched my cheek. Then he kissed me.

“His lips were so cool, but then they got warmer, and I kissed him back, and before I knew it, I was kissing him hard and our arms were around each other, and all I could think about was how much I loved him. I know that sounds ridiculous. I’d only just met him. But I loved him, more than I loved David back home, more than anything. And when he asked me to come back to his place, I didn’t say a word, I just went.” Julia closed her eyes again. “Do you think I was awful?”

Susanna leaned over and placed her hand on her sister’s emaciated fingers. “No, I don’t think you were awful. I think you were just in love.”

Julia winced. “And I never fell out of it again.”

There was a knock at the door, which opened a crack. Rachel, Julia’s daughter, looked into the room. “Hey,” she said softly. “Anybody awake?”

“Hi, honey,” Julia said. “Nice to see you. But could you give me just a few more minutes with your aunt Susanna?”

The tentative smile on Rachel’s thin face wavered, then returned. “Sure. I’ll be right out here.”

Susanna smiled and gave the girl a little wave, but felt a small sting at the disappointment on her face. Rachel had crossed many bridges to come home to her mother’s dying. Despite her armored exterior, she was fragile, and Susanna hated to see her receive any more rejection than she already had.

“So, you went home with him,” Susanna said.

“Yes. He lived above a grocery store in this little one-room apartment—he called it a ‘bed-sit’—with a tiny bathroom, but it looked like heaven to me. You know, I’d only slept with one boy at that point.”

“David.”

“Yes, David. It was nice, but it wasn’t, well, what everybody said it was supposed to be. But with Michael…it was. I spent the night with him.”

“Weren’t you worried about your friends wondering what happened to you?”

“That was the farthest thing from my mind. It didn’t matter. I was totally irrational, I admit it. All that mattered was that I was with Michael. In the morning he had to go to classes, but we arranged to meet afterwards, and I went back to the hotel. Kathy and Liz were crazy with worry. Liz wanted to call the police, but Kathy talked her into waiting till morning.”

“What did you tell them?” Susanna asked.

“The truth, that I’d met someone and that I wanted to spend as much time as I could with him. They told me I was nuts, but I already knew that. What about David, they said, and I said it didn’t matter, that I didn’t know what I was going to do about David or about going back home or anything. They were leaving for London the next day, and I just said leave, I’m staying. And they asked what they were supposed to tell their parents, and I said just tell them I’m too sick to travel and staying in Ireland till I feel better.”

“They must have been very upset.”

“God, they were insane. But it didn’t matter. I calmed them down as best I could and then went to meet Michael. I told him I was staying with him, and he looked surprised but said all right. We went back to the hotel and got my bags and took them to his place, but snuck up the back stairs since he wasn’t supposed to have women in his flat. It was all…a great adventure, you know? We had a wonderful week. It was just—oh, what’s that word when everything is perfect?”

“Idyllic?”

“Yes. Idyllic. In the evenings we went to pubs and listened to music, or he played, and then we went back to his place. In the morning, I made us a little breakfast and he went to his classes, and when they were over he showed me the town, and then we went back and made love before we went out in the evening. We talked tons. I told him about my family, about you, about America, and what I knew about Vietnam and the civil rights problems, which wasn’t really much, but it didn’t seem to matter.

“I called home on Wednesday and told Mother I was having really bad travel sickness, and that I’d stayed on in Galway at the hotel, and I’d probably meet the girls in Paris in a few days. She was worried sick and wanted to fly over and take care of me, but I talked her out of it, and told her not to call David and tell him, because I didn’t want him to worry. Then I went back…to my life of sin.”

Julia chuckled, and it turned into a cough. Susanna helped her to sip some 7Up until it stopped. Julia put her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. So much time passed that Susanna thought she had fallen asleep, but then Julia spoke again, her words far away.

“Sunday came. Everything was so good. Then Sunday came.” Again, tears slipped from Julia’s eyes.

“What happened on Sunday?” Susanna asked into the silence.

“You should know,” Julia said, opening her eyes and looking at her sister. “You know all about Ireland’s problems. Sunday, January 30th…”

“…1972,” Susanna said. “My God. Bloody Sunday.”

The day was the most iconic in the history of Ireland except for Easter, 1916. It was the day British soldiers had killed thirteen unarmed civil rights demonstrators and wounded fourteen more in the Northern Ireland town of Derry. After that ill-conceived massacre, nothing had ever been the same again in the politics of the North, and in the delicate balance between Loyalists and Republicans.

Julia nodded gingerly, as though it caused her pain. “Bloody Sunday,” she echoed. “And that Sunday had been beautiful. We’d gone to Mass at the big cathedral, then had lunch and went to Eyre Square. Michael had his guitar, and he surprised me with a song he wrote for me. It was called ‘Julia By the River,’ about where he’d first seen me, and I cried when I heard it, and he kissed my tears away and said he hoped I wasn’t crying because I didn’t like it, and I told him that I loved it, and I’d remember it forever.

“That evening there was a telegram waiting for him from his cousin up North. He and Michael’s uncle had been at the march, and the uncle had been shot and killed. His cousin wanted him to come to Derry right away, so Michael said that he had to go. I thought he just meant for the funeral, so I asked him if I could stay there until he came back or even go up with him. He said that he might not come back at all, that he’d probably stay in the North and help. He didn’t want to tell me specifically what he was talking about, I guess to keep me safe if anyone ever questioned me, but it was all too clear. He was going up there to join the IRA.

“I begged him not to. I cried, I told him to come to America with me, I was so afraid for him. But he said this was something he had to do. I didn’t understand, I still don’t. He said it would take a day or two to get his affairs in order and we could stay together until then.

“The next day he went off to tie up whatever loose ends there were, I guess, and came back late. I helped him pack. We didn’t eat dinner—I know I wasn’t hungry—and went to bed early. I didn’t sleep well. I kept waking up and putting my arms around him to make sure he was there, because I knew that he wouldn’t be tomorrow. In the morning, we both woke up early. We lay there with our arms around each other, and he told me that he couldn’t say where I could contact him because it would probably be impossible to reach him. I gave him my family’s address and phone number, but he wouldn’t write it down, he just memorized it.

“Finally, he told me that it could be a very long time before he was able to contact me again. ‘Julia,’ he said, ‘I might not ever see you again, not because I don’t want to, but because I won’t be able to.’ I cried when he told me that, but then after a while I made a suggestion. It was the kind of thing a romantic young girl in love would do. It was silly and stupid, but I said it anyway.”

Julia lay there silently, and finally Susanna asked, “What was it?”

“I asked him to meet me again. Thirty years later.”

“…Thirty years…”

“Yes,” Julia said with a touch of pique. “I told you it was silly. It just came into my head, and I said something like, whatever happens to us, if we don’t see each other again, if I’m not able to get in touch with you, if our paths part and don’t reconnect, let’s meet here in Galway years from now and say hello, and tell each other what became of our lives.”

“What did he…what did Michael say?” Susanna asked.

“He laughed. He thought it was silly, too, I guess. He asked me how long and I just pulled thirty years out of my head. You see, it didn’t matter to me if it was thirty or twenty or ten or five—I knew I was going to see him before then, so it was just a romantic game. He said, ‘That’s such a short time—why don’t we make it thirty-one?’ Joking, you know? And I said all right, thirty-one it is, and we decided to meet on the thirty-first anniversary of the day we first met, where we first met.

“He gave me that book of Yeats and he inscribed it with a line from the song he wrote for me, and he kissed me goodbye and got on a bus. I never saw him again.”

“What did you do?” Susanna asked.

“I went home. I didn’t want to meet Liz and Kathy, I didn’t want to see Europe. I was miserable and alone and I just wanted to go home and see my mother. So that’s what I did. When I got home, I just pretended to be sick, and it didn’t take a lot of pretending. David came down and was all concerned. I let him comfort me, hell, I needed comforting.” Julia paused, then smiled. “I comforted him a little too. Too much, I guess. In March I found out I was pregnant. You know the rest.”

Susanna did, up to a point. Julia had finished her semester and been graduated, and a week later she and David had been married. Rachel had arrived in November. “But what about Michael Lynch?” Susanna asked. “Did you try to get in touch with him?”

“David and my little unexpected surprise put the kibosh to that. Besides, I didn’t know how to reach him. When the Internet came along, I searched, but do you know how many Michael Lynches there are in the world? Even typing in just his name and Galway gave me over ten thousand hits. It was impossible.”

“And he never tried to contact you?” As soon as the words left her mouth, Susanna was sorry she had asked.

“No.” Julia’s voice was pinched more than usual. “Every time an airmail letter arrived, my heart would beat a little faster, but I never heard anything from him. Still, part of me always kept loving him. I guess it was only natural—after all, he never got any older, never lost any hair or put on weight. In my memory he was always young, always my romantic Irish rebel lad. And I guess I was always young in his memory too. Never to get old or sick…never to die…”

She gave her head a little shake. “But every time I thought about him, I remembered the arrangement we had made, and I knew—I knew, Susanna—that someday I’d see him again.”

“Did you ever try to find him when you went to Ireland?” Susanna asked. Julia and David had vacationed in Ireland every few years, and Susanna had always been aware of her sister’s love for the country.

“No. We never went to Galway. I never wanted to. I could just imagine walking down the street with David and running into Michael, or even worse, Michael and his wife. And how could I try to find him when David was there? But I kept going back to Ireland, kept talking David into it, just because when I was there, I could think about him, and remember.

“And now, my dear sister, comes the request. A few months from now it’s going to be Thursday, January 23rd, thirty-one years to the day I met Michael by the River Corrib. That’s the day we agreed to meet. Only I don’t think I’m going to be able to make it…” The sentence trailed off into nearly silent sobbing, and Julia’s head shook on her stalk-like neck. The hand that Susanna put on Julia’s forehead to comfort her trembled, for she knew what was coming.

“It’s all right, honey,” Susanna whispered. “It’s all right.” But it wasn’t all right. Julia would be dead by January 23rd and they both knew it.

When her crying subsided, Julia wiped her eyes and looked at Susanna. “I want you to go in my place. I want you to meet Michael for me.”

“But do you think…?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know if he’s still alive, I don’t know if he’s forgotten me. All I know is that if he comes there on that day at that time and I’m not there…if that happens, no matter where I am, my heart will break for him all over again.”

Susanna nodded and smiled gently. “All right. If that’s what you want me to do, I’ll be happy to do it.”

“I want you to tell him what happened to me. I want you to show him pictures of me and David and Rachel and our house and the boat. I want you to tell him that I had a happy life, a good life, but that I never stopped thinking about him. I never stopped loving him. Tell him that. Will you do that for me?”

“Yes. Of course, I will.”

“And I want you to take that book and tell him I kept it all these years, and that I read it often. I know most of the poems by heart. You know the one I’ve been thinking of most? It starts, ‘When you are old and grey and full of sleep…’”

“‘And nodding by the fire,’” Susanna continued, for she knew the poem, and they recited the first verse together.

 …take down this book,

And slowly read, and dream of the soft look

Your eyes had once, and of their shadows deep…

“I used to know it all,” Julia said. “I can’t remember the rest.” She looked at Susanna pleadingly, and her sister went on to the second verse:

How many loved your moments of glad grace,

And loved your beauty with love false or true,

But one man loved the pilgrim soul in you,

And loved the sorrows of your changing face…

Julia smiled, her face alight, and Susanna could not bring herself to go on to the final and, she had always thought, tragic verse about how Love fled…And hid his face amid a crowd of stars. Poor Julia’s lot with David had been for the most part love false, and Susanna thought it better to leave her with the image of a man whose love never grew old.

“That’s so beautiful,” Julia said, and closed her eyes. “Susanna?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t want you to tell David about this. Or Rachel. I don’t want to hurt David. And I don’t want Rachel to…to be confused. All right?”

“Mum’s the word,” she said, using the phrase they had used when they were girls, keeping secrets from the world.

Julia laughed. Her thin fingers sought Susanna’s, who took them and squeezed gently. “Thank you. Thank you so much. There’s…something else, too.” The effort that she put into returning Susanna’s affectionate touch brought tears to her sister’s eyes. “I want to apologize.”

“For what?” Susanna asked when Julia said nothing more.

“For long ago. Even longer than Michael. I want to apologize for what I did to you with David.”

It was something they had never spoken of, but which had remained between them for years, until David’s behavior as a husband had shown Susanna that she had gotten the best of the bargain. When Susanna had been a freshman at Duke, she had met sophomore David Oliver, and had found him to be the boy of her young and rather non-selective dreams. He, too, lived in the Philadelphia area, and when he visited the Cassidy house over the Christmas vacation, older sister Julia had taken a shine to him immediately.

It was only natural that she should have, Susanna had rationalized later. David was everything Julia had gone to college to find. He was handsome, came from a family with money, and his future in his father’s business seemed assured. He was a lock, and Julia had zeroed in on him. David was flattered that an “older” woman was interested in him, and it wasn’t long before he had delicately broken off with Susanna by simply not calling her anymore. A year and a half later Julia and David were married.

“I am so sorry,” Julia said. “I never told you that before. But I’ve felt bad about it all my life.”

“Don’t,” Susanna said, and she meant it. “It was the best thing. David and I weren’t right for each other. If we would have been, we’d have stayed together.”

“But I—”

“No. That was all long ago. I don’t want you to even think about it anymore. You understand me, honey girl?”

Julia nodded her head and closed her eyes. “Yes. Thank you.”

“Now,” Susanna said with mock officiousness, “where and when exactly am I supposed to meet this Irish gentleman, should he make an appearance?”

“Three o’clock in the afternoon, Thursday, January 23rd. Where I said—the second little balcony over the river. Carry the book of Yeats so he’ll know who you are. Oh, Susanna, do you think you’ll have any trouble getting away from campus?”

“No, I’ve got my sabbatical next semester, and part of the time I’ll be in Galway anyway, at the university there.”

“Oh God, thank you—I love you, Sue.”

 “I know, honey, and I love you, too.” Susanna leaned over and kissed the dry skin of Julia’s forehead. “You ought to get some rest now, okay?”

“I want to see Rachel first. Send her in?”

“Sure.”

Susanna put the volume of Yeats in her purse and walked to the door. Rachel was reading a magazine in the next room, her legs thrown over the arms of a chair. She hopped up when she saw Susanna, and the two hugged each other. Even at thirty, Rachel reminded Susanna of a little girl, thin and wiry, dressed in tight jeans and a baggy sweater, her hair cut boyishly, her makeup minimal.

“Go on in,” Susanna told her, then warned, “She’s pretty tired.”

A determined look came over Rachel’s delicate features. She nodded, then walked into the sunroom as though entering a lion’s den, and closed the door behind her.

Susanna made her way through the house to the front door, but as she placed her hand on the knob, she heard David behind her. “Leaving?”

She turned around. “Yes. She’s ready for a nap after she talks to Rachel.” David crossed his arms over his chest and rolled his head back as if to stretch the muscles of his neck and shoulders. At fifty-one he was still in good shape, with no trace of a belly. His hair had remained dark except for stately gray wings at his temples, and his face was still recognizable as that of the college boy for whom Susanna had fallen so hard years before, the sharp lines of the nose and jaw in marked contrast to the softness of his brown eyes.

Susanna had never felt comfortable with David after he and Julia had been married. It wasn’t so much the fact that they had once been romantically involved, as it was her sense that David still wished they were. Now, with Julia dying, that thought seemed more appalling than ever.

“How are you holding up?” she asked him.

“Dealing with it like we all do—one day at a time. God, it’s hard though. To see her fade like this.” He sighed. “When it comes it’ll be a relief…for her, I mean.”

“Be honest, for all of us,” Susanna said as kindly as she could. “It’ll be a blessing.”

“I suppose so. How’ve you been, classes and all?”

“Fine. It’s no problem. I have fairly small class sizes this semester, though I’ve been getting ready for my sabbatical next year.”

“Oh yeah, that’s right. Going to Ireland again?”

“Yes. In January.”

“You Cassidy girls love your Ireland, don’t you? Julia asks for that fiddle music over and over. You still playing at those, what do you call them…”

“Sessions. Yes, once a month.”

“You play a lot.”

“Just that and the symphony. Something to do.” Susanna had played first violin in the local Conestoga Symphony Orchestra for over a decade, but had been playing in Irish sessions in a Harrisburg pub for barely a year. She had learned to love the traditional music on her many trips to Ireland, and found she liked playing the reels, jigs, and airs with other local musicians for several hours in a smoky bar even more than she did playing Beethoven and Mozart.

“Just so you’re keeping busy,” David said. “Helps get your mind off things. I’ve been trying, but…” He shook his head in frustration. “Fifty-two is too young to die like this.”

“Any age is too young to die like this,” Susanna said.

“Well, at least we’re there for each other. That’s what’s good about family. You’ve been such a help the past few months, and not just getting Rachel and us back together but with everything, just being there. Look, Susanna, if you ever need to talk, I’m always here, and I hope that would work both ways?”

“Of course, David. I’m here for you.”

“Thanks. You’ve always been wonderful.”

He moved toward her as though to give her a hug, but she turned from him quickly and opened the door. “I’ll drop by tomorrow,” she said, then flashed a smile and walked out. He said goodbye and closed the door behind her.


Chapter 2

Through the window, David watched Susanna Cassidy walk to her little red Geo, climb in, and drive away. He felt sad, guilty, and hopeful at the same time. The thought that nagged at him for thirty years was that he had married the wrong sister. Miraculously, Susanna, the younger one, that woman of depth and peace and quiet beauty, had somehow remained unmarried all these years, and soon David Oliver would be single again.

He knew that there was little more repugnant than a man thinking about a possible second wife while his first lay on her deathbed, but he couldn’t help it, despite his guilt. And he did feel guilt. Julia, for all her faults, had been a good wife. She had asked for little and accepted much. Though she must have known about his infidelities, she had never confronted him over them. On the contrary, her refusal to even acknowledge his bouts of unfaithfulness had established her complicity in his crimes of the heart.

Occasionally David admitted to himself that his relationships with other women were merely attempts to recapture Susanna Cassidy. They had all been imperfect clones of her, tall and willowy with facial features slightly sharp, as if holding the hint of danger, the color of hair somewhere between ash blonde and red, and blue-gray eyes. But none had been Susanna, none had captivated him enough to leave the secure comforts of the marriage he had made with Julia and trudge through the exhausting and debilitating marshes of divorce.

He had only once made an overture to Susanna herself, several months after Rachel had been born. It had been in the dying moments of a party, he had been half-drunk, and though he thought at the time that his suggestion had been subtle and safely open to multiple levels of meaning, he had realized in sober retrospect that it had been clumsy. Susanna’s response was skillful, but so cold and cutting that he never made the attempt again. It had taken several years before she treated him civilly when they found themselves alone with each other.

His biggest mistake was in giving her up in the first place, but Julia’s bubbly flirtatiousness had swept him away. Along with the flattering aspect of an upperclassman being attracted to him, Julia had been far more glamorous and flamboyant than Susanna. Though both girls at the time had been slim, Julia’s figure was more womanly and her manner more overtly sexual than the shyer Susanna.

David had tried to push Susanna too far too fast, and she had always rebuffed him. Julia was prepared to go further, especially at the beginning of their relationship when she was trying to shift his affections from Susanna to herself. Once that was accomplished, however, she had become nearly as reticent as her sister. It wasn’t until she had come back from her aborted trip to Europe that she had been willing to give herself to him fully.

Unfortunately, the gift had been too full. She told him of her pregnancy at the beginning of April. Though he had not formally asked her, their understanding had been that they would marry when they had both been graduated, she from the Bryn Mawr class of ’72, and he the following year from Penn, to which he had transferred in order to be closer to Julia. This little accident, she said, would only speed up the process. David thought it would do far more.

He had never liked being forced into anything, and he deeply resented being forced into a marriage, despite the fact that it would have been his own choice in another year. When he mentioned the option of abortion, Julia had bridled, and though he told her it might be more reasonable to wait until they were more secure in their careers to have children, she had replied that there was no way she could give up their baby, and besides, a career really didn’t matter that much to her, and the only career she needed was to be his wife and the mother of their child. David had bitten the bullet, smiled, and agreed to marry Julia the week after she received her diploma in May.

David had been concerned with how the two sets of parents would react to the news, but all four seemed understanding and forgiving enough. Both mothers panicked more at the short time in which to put together a wedding, but David’s father’s money did wonders, and the ceremony was satisfyingly grand. When the baby arrived in November, the unofficial announcement was that Rachel was premature, and the circles in which Julia’s and his own parents moved were too polite to count weeks, at least publicly.

 The decline began shortly after Rachel’s birth. He began to resent both mother and daughter for ruining his senior year of college. Money was not a problem, since his father was paying for the rent of a spacious apartment where both David and Julia’s mother frequently visited their new granddaughter, keeping Julia company while David was at classes or studying. With Julia breastfeeding, their social life was minimal.

Still, David was occasionally able to slip away to a party, and it was at one of these, two months after his daughter was born, that he had his first of many extramarital affairs, a one-night stand with a graduate student whose first name was Jill but whose last he never learned. He had had several drinks, and she reminded him of Susanna. When he went home, very early that morning, he cried on the way, thinking that his life would never be what he had wanted it to be.

It was, however, in many ways what he expected. He had always planned to follow his father Robert into the real estate business, and so he did. His father was happy to have his son join the firm, despite his disappointment in David’s having to get married, and upon his graduation made David a vice-president with a commensurate salary that allowed him to buy a new home.

David had always hated disappointing his father, who showed his disapproval never overtly, but by subtle changes in his attitude, a silent treatment that had devastated David ever since he was little. In order to expiate his sexual transgression, David threw himself into his work and quickly surpassed his father’s expectations.

As a family man, however, he remained deficient. While he always made sure that Julia and the baby lacked for nothing corporal, their needs of the heart often suffered. With Julia, David quickly settled into a mode of benign neglect, treating her kindly but seldom warmly.

Rachel felt his emotional distance as well. David faithfully went to her school and social events, and praised her when praise was called for, but he left the nurturing to Julia, who grew ever more protective of her daughter, as if determined to single-handedly give her the love of two parents.

That strategy had failed miserably. Julia’s protectiveness of Rachel morphed into a clinging possessiveness that smothered the child, and her response to it was withdrawal from her mother and a constantly growing desire for independence. By the time David finally stepped in, Rachel’s path of rebelliousness was set.

David heard a door opening, and he turned away from the window, not knowing how long he had been standing there thinking about his life and about how Susanna might fit into it again. Rachel was coming out of the sunroom. She closed the door behind her and lowered her head. “How is she?” David asked.

“Sleeping. She fell asleep while I was there. We talked for a while and then she just dozed off.”

“Your coming means a lot to her.”

Rachel nodded but said nothing. Then she straightened up and headed for the door. “I have to go to work.”

David stepped into her path and smiled. “Have you thought any more about my suggestion?”

“I told you, Dad, I thought about it enough. I don’t want to work for you. I’d be shitty selling houses.”

David winced at his daughter’s language. She had started swearing in her early teens and had never stopped, at least in front of her parents. Sometimes he suspected she did it for the effect she knew it had on them. “You wouldn’t have to actually sell—there are plenty of office jobs that would pay a lot better than what you make now.”

“I’m not an office job kind of girl. I like working at the music store.” She sighed. “Look, I appreciate the offer, but it’s really not my thing, okay?”

He bit back his initial response, that her thing had so far gotten her only a dead-end career and an abusive husband, now mercifully ex-husband. “Okay,” he said instead. “If you ever change your mind, there’s always a place for you.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said with a thin smile. “Not very likely, though.” She hugged him perfunctorily and he kissed her cheek. “See you tomorrow.”

After Rachel left, David went to the door of the sunroom and opened it carefully. Julia appeared to be sleeping. He walked inside, closed the door, and sat in the chair next to her bed. A shudder went through him as he gazed again upon the havoc the illness had visited on her body. Despite the way he had treated her, she was always waiting for him when he came home, with a smile on her face that had grown rounder with the years. Now it was nothing but pouches of flesh hanging onto the bones beneath, and he felt tears come into his eyes.

She truly loved him, he thought. No matter what he had done, she had always been there, never making a scene, never accusing him, just quietly accepting whatever he did, and he knew that he could never love anyone like that. He never had, and knew that it was not in him to do so.

He sat by her side and cried, the first time he had done so since he had cried for the loss of his future back in early 1973. He cried for Julia and he cried for himself, at the thought of being alone, with no one loving him.

His sobbing woke her up. She turned painfully and looked at her husband, and reached out her hand. “Oh, my poor boy,” she said through her dry, crusted lips. “My poor sweet boy…”

He took her hand and kissed it and held it against his cheek and pressed his eyes shut to seal in the tears, and tried hard not to think about Susanna’s hand, Susanna’s face.


Chapter 3

Julia became comatose on December 21st and died on the 27th, two days after a Christmas that was barely acknowledged by her family. The last person to see her alive was her night nurse. David had told the nurse to wake him should anything happen, but by the time she did, Julia had passed. David had hoped there would be a look of peace on her skeletal face, but instead he saw only the expression of mild discomfort that she had borne for the past few months.

Julia had requested cremation and David put her wishes into action immediately, calling the funeral home, confirming the arrangements, and making the travel plans for Julia’s widowed mother to fly from Phoenix to Philadelphia. Susanna and Rachel were both frequently at the house in the days preceding the memorial service, and Susanna made it a point to be with David only in Rachel’s company. The situation became easier when Susanna’s mother arrived and moved into David’s house during the week of the service.

Helen Cassidy had visited the Olivers in October, shortly after Julia had come home from the hospital to die. Helen and Susanna had spent a great deal of time in Julia’s sickroom trying to encompass her life in images and memories, going through photo albums, looking at videos of when Rachel was little, recalling the past with laughter and tears. The experience, necessary as it had been, had exhausted Helen, who had a heart condition. When she flew back to Phoenix, she knew she would not see her older daughter alive again.

Before she left, however, she had shared with Susanna something that Julia told her. “To this day,” Helen had said, when she and Susanna were sitting together in a café after doing some recuperative shopping, “she still feels guilty about taking David from you.”

“She needn’t,” Susanna said. “That never would have worked.”

“Do you think she and David did work?”

“They stayed married.”

“But at such a cost.” Helen gave a tsk tsk, shook her head, and sipped her coffee. When she set down her cup, she looked at Susanna over the rim of her bifocals. “I should be the one to feel guilty. I could have stopped it, you know—when she went after David. I knew what she was going to do.”

Susanna felt a small shock of surprise and betrayal. She had never before realized her mother’s prescience. “So why didn’t you, Mother?”

“Because, sweetheart, I knew that you’d land on your feet, and I wasn’t so sure about Julia. If she didn’t get a good husband, she wouldn’t have had anything to fall back on. We both know she went to college for an MRS. Degree. But you were different. You were bright, talented…and also, I didn’t think David was a good match for you. He was shallow. I thought you’d find someone more, what, up to speed?”

“But I never did.”

Helen sighed. “No, you never did.”

“Better that, though, than life with David. You did me a favor, Mother, you and Julia.”

“He did turn out to be…less than perfect, didn’t he? And that’s another reason for me to feel guilty.”

“For letting Julia marry him?”

“For that, but also in a way for not letting him marry you. You say it wouldn’t have worked and maybe you’re right. But I can’t help but feel that if David had married you, he might have become a different person. Better.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because men tend to live up to the expectations set on them by women they love. Julia’s were very low—money, a nice place to live, the outward semblance of affection. Yours would have been much higher.” Helen smiled sadly. “And you would have been smart enough not to get pregnant.” Helen picked up her teacup again and sipped delicately. “Just be ready when Julia…seeks penance from you.”

“It’s funny,” Susanna said, “but I think I always wanted her to feel guilty, though I got over it a long time ago.” She laughed. “Decades, really. Still, I never did find anyone, did I?”

“After David, I think your standards increased. Mister Right became Mister Perfect. And you didn’t want to be hurt again. That combination makes things very difficult. But I have no doubt, darling, that you will find him someday.”

“No, Mother, I’ve pretty much given up. Once my childrearing years were over—and they are, believe me—marriage didn’t seem as important. It never did, really, once my career got going.”

“Well, you got a taste of childrearing with Rachel. I always think she preferred her aunt Susanna to her mom and dad.”

“That’s because she didn’t have to live with Aunt Susanna.”

“But she did for a while,” Helen reminded her. “You know, after she finally got smart and left that guitar player.”

“She needed someone and I was there.”

“So were her parents, but all she got from them was ‘We told you so.’ I don’t know why my progeny didn’t inherit my good taste in picking men.”

“I don’t either, Mother. I certainly didn’t.”

“You never know. You may still find your man.”

“And we’ll both totter down the aisle on our walkers.”

“Oh, stop it,” Helen said. “You are forty-nine years old, and you look as if you’re in your mid-thirties. You stay in great shape, you’ve got legs to die for, there’s not a touch of gray in that beautiful hair, and you’re still as pretty as when you were twenty. With that bone structure and the way you take care of yourself, you’ll never need a facelift or Botox, believe me. So, stop pretending you’re Grandma Moses. Besides, if you’re ancient, what does that make me? I’m your mother, for God’s sake.”

“All right, fine, I’m gawgeous, okay?”

“Was that supposed to be Barbra Streisand?” Helen asked. “Darling, you never could do impressions.”

“I thought mothers were supposed to be unquestioningly supportive of all their children’s endeavors.”

“There’s a codicil regarding bad Barbra Streisand impressions.”

“You still make me laugh, Mom.”

“That’s how I kept your father interested all those years.” Her face lost its smile. “I’m glad he isn’t here to see this happen to Julia. I don’t think he could have handled it. Men can be lousy at this kind of thing.”

“Daddy was good with his own passing.” Susanna’s father had shown her how to die—calmly, stoically, but not without humor.

“I think he was relieved he was going first. Dying’s not as hard as being left behind, sweetie. That’s the tough part. Waiting to be with that dear man again.”

“You believe you will, don’t you?”

“Oh, sometimes I have my doubts. Death seems so final, doesn’t it? But most of the time I just know it’ll all be all right in the end. And if it isn’t, well, I’ll never know, will I? It’s always sweeter to believe and have faith.” She smiled. “And I have faith that you’ll find your man someday. Now I don’t know about you, but I could do with another scone…”

After Julia’s memorial service at the church, and after the many visitors to the Oliver house had left, the immediate family milled about as if uncertain of what to do next. Helen sat talking quietly to Robert, David’s father, while various cousins, aunts, and uncles chatted in low tones.

David’s eyes were dry, as were Rachel’s, but Susanna thought that he looked slightly lost. Though he and his daughter had sat together at the service in the same row with Susanna and Helen, they seemed to now be in two different orbits. David stood at the window. He was talking to his younger sister Grace and her husband, but mostly looking out onto the vast expanse of lawn at the rear of the house. Rachel sat on the bench of the Steinway grand on the other side of the large room, softly picking out a tune with her right hand.

 Susanna strolled over and sat next to her. “That’s pretty. What is it?”

“Just a tune my mom used to hum to me when I was little.”

Susanna nodded. “Does it have any words?”

“I don’t know, she never sang any.” Rachel stopped playing, and put her right hand on her leg as if holding herself in place. “It’s so weird. I couldn’t stand her for years and years, and now I miss her.”

“It’s good that you got to know her again…to know her better,” Susanna said.

“Yeah, I guess so. But you know, if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t care as much.” Her words wavered, and her lower lip trembled as soft little sobs shook her body. Susanna put an arm around her.

“It’s okay. You know, having you come and see her as often as you did—getting to know you again, too—I think it meant more to her than anything these past months.”

Rachel sniffed and straightened her shoulders. “I was surprised by how much she talked.” She gave a small laugh. “Sometimes she’d just talk until she fell asleep.”

“What about?”

“Oh, all sorts of things. Like when I was little, and things I did. Sometimes she told me about stuff that she did when she was young. And about places she liked and said she’d like to see again, but she knew she wouldn’t. Like the Bahamas—you know, she and Dad used to go down there every winter. They took me when I was little. She talked a lot about Ireland, too.”

“Ireland?”

“Yeah, she loved that place. They never took me there, though. You’re going back there again, huh?”

“Yes. In a couple of weeks.”

“Is this for the college?”

Susanna nodded. “A sabbatical. I’m doing a study on the violence in Northern Ireland, and how the attitudes of former political prisoners in both the North and South affect the peace process.”

“I just never got it about that place. I mean, why should religion make people so ready to kill other people?”

“Well, the violence there really isn’t so much religious as it is political. Though sometimes the political issues disguise themselves as religious…” She stopped. “I’m turning into a yammering academic, aren’t I?”

Rachel smiled at her. “That’s okay. I don’t really know what you mean, though.”

“Well, let’s just say that things have improved but still aren’t great, and I’m just trying to learn about reconciliation, what people can do to understand each other’s fears and concerns.”

“And that’s how you get to peace.”

“Hopefully.”

“And you get to go to Ireland, too. Nice trick. I’d like to go there myself and see what Mom thought was so great about it. Need a research assistant?”

“It would be nice, but I don’t think that the grants committee who fund my airfare and my tiny per diem would swing for an assistant.”

“Ah well. Maybe I’ll just go over on my own sometime.”

“You should. If you ever want to take a little vacation, I’d be happy to go with you—if you don’t mind an old lady tagging along.”

“Ha. More guys would probably hit on you than me.” Rachel’s expression grew thoughtful. “But I am getting some money from Mom’s insurance.” Her eyes grew teary again. “That’d be a great way to spend it.”

Susanna gave Rachel a hug. “Sounds like a plan. I think she’d like
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