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For the women the house remembers.

For the women the house kept.

“There is one secret which I can never tell you, not even now. But this I will say: the dead are not always quiet.”
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A Note on Language
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Irish names and phrases appear throughout this novel in their natural form. Approximate pronunciation guides for key characters are offered at the back of the book. Pronunciations are approximate and may vary by dialect. The Irish language belongs to this story as the stone belongs to the landscape: it is not decoration but bone.
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Principal Characters
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Aoibheann Ní Raghallaigh (Ee-van Nee Rye-a-lee) — twenty three years old, daughter of the house

Síomha Ní Fhaoláin (Shee-va Nee Fway-lawn) — age unknown, found on the bog road

Máire Ní Raghallaigh (Maw-ra) — Aoibheann's mother, dead these nine years

Caoimhe Ní Raghallaigh (Kwee-va) — Aoibheann's cousin, arrived from Galway

Brighid Ní Cheallaigh (Breed Nee Hyal-ee) — housekeeper of Dún Mór, thirty years in service

Dr Tadhg Ó Duinn (Tyg Oh Dwin) — physician, antiquarian, keeper of uncomfortable knowledge

“The house does not forget. It has only ever been patient.”

— found written in the margin of a prayer book discovered beneath the west wing floor, author unknown
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The rain came in from the Atlantic as it always did, without announcement, without mercy, as if the ocean had grown tired of holding it. It crossed the Connemara bog in a grey curtain, bent the rushes flat, filled every rut and hollow in the bog road until the road itself was indistinguishable from the surrounding water, and arrived at last at Dún Mór House with a sound like something pressing its palms against the glass and asking to be let inside.

Aoibheann Ní Raghallaigh stood at the tall window of the upper corridor and watched the rain come. She had been watching it for the better part of an hour, which was not unusual. She had spent much of her twenty three years watching things arrive at Dún Mór House from the safety of the inside, as if the glass between herself and the world were a membrane she had not yet been invited to cross. The window itself was old, the panes uneven and faintly greenish, so that everything beyond it appeared to exist in a slightly different quality of light: the black lough at the bottom of the western field, the yew trees that lined the old carriage road, the ruined chapel beyond the second gate with its roofless nave and its tangle of ivy so thick it had begun to look deliberate.

She could not see the ringfort from this window. The ringfort sat further behind the house on a small rise of ground the locals called Cnoc na Mná, the hill of the woman, and no one she had ever met would tell her how it came to have that name. She had asked Brighid once, when she was perhaps thirteen years old and still under the impression that direct questions deserved direct answers. Brighid had crossed herself, adjusted the arrangement of salt along the windowsill she had been tending, and said only that some names were older than anyone alive and that it was better to let them rest.

Aoibheann had not asked again.

She rested her forehead against the glass now. It was cold enough to sting, the cold of stone that had never been properly warm in all its years, and she felt it move through her temples and into the back of her skull where her thoughts had been sitting heavy all afternoon. She had been reading before the rain began. She could not now remember what. The book lay face down on the windowseat behind her and she could not summon the energy to go back to it.

This was the quality of days at Dún Mór: long, grey, and belonging to no one in particular. Her father, Peadar Ó Raghallaigh, had not come down from his rooms since Sunday, which was three days ago, and which was not exceptional. Since her mother's death he moved through the house like a man who had lost a great argument and could not stop rehearsing his defence. He ate when Brighid brought food upstairs to him. He answered when spoken to, in monosyllables that closed the conversation rather than opened it. He sat for long hours at Máire's writing desk with his hands flat on the surface and his eyes fixed on something Aoibheann could not see, and on the three occasions she had opened the door and found him there he had looked up at her with an expression she could only describe as guilty, though for what she did not know.

Her mother had died in this house. That was the plain fact of it. Máire Ní Raghallaigh, aged thirty seven, had died in the west wing bedroom on a Tuesday morning in October nine years ago, of what the doctor called a wasting complaint and what Brighid, in her one unguarded moment, had called the old hunger. The phrase had lived in Aoibheann's chest ever since like a seed that had not yet decided what to grow into.

The old hunger.

She knew hunger of a different kind. Not hunger of the body, though Dún Mór's meals were adequate if not warm. She knew the hunger of a woman who had spent nine years in a house that was too large for two people and felt smaller every year. She knew the specific starvation of living among rooms where every object was arranged to the taste and memory of someone dead. The blue china on the parlour mantle. The psalter open to the same page it had been open to on the morning her mother did not come down. The portrait in the east hallway under its black cloth, because her father could not stand to see it and could not bear to move it.

She had lifted the cloth once, at the age of sixteen, when her father was away at Galway on some matter of business that had taken him three days. She had stood before the portrait with the dust still unsettled in the air around her and looked at the woman her mother had been before the house had finished with her.

Máire Ní Raghallaigh in the portrait was perhaps thirty. She was beautiful in the specific way of women who are unaware of it, her dark hair arranged without vanity, her expression somewhere between contentment and a thought she had not yet decided whether to speak aloud. She wore a deep green dress that Aoibheann did not recognise from any trunk or wardrobe she had ever searched. And beside her, rendered in the same careful detail, stood a second woman.

Aoibheann had not expected the second woman.

She had stood before the portrait for a long time studying her. Pale, as pale as birch bark in February. Dark hair arranged differently from her mother's, looser and longer, falling past the painted shoulder. A dress of deep blue, or perhaps black, it was difficult to tell in the old portrait's dimming oils, and an expression that was not contentment but something she could only call satisfied hunger, the look of a woman who has been offered everything and expects to receive it. Her hand rested at her own throat in a gesture that might have been thoughtful or might have been something else entirely.

Aoibheann had not recognised her. She had replaced the cloth carefully, centred it, straightened the frame as it had been, and gone back to her room and sat at the edge of the bed with her hands in her lap and her heart beating in a way she could not explain.

She had not lifted the cloth again. Not yet.

Brighid came up the corridor behind her with the soft, certain step of a woman who had learned long ago that Dún Mór's floors would not carry sound where she wished them to and had adapted herself accordingly. She was sixty or sixty five, Aoibheann had never established which, with white hair pinned back under a dark cap and hands that were red from cold water and work and the kind of knuckled strength that belonged to a woman who had spent her adult life between stone walls. She had been at Dún Mór since before Aoibheann was born. She had been there when Máire came into the house as a bride. She had been there when Máire was carried out.

"You'll go blind looking at that rain," Brighid said, which was not what she had come to say.

"I was not looking at the rain."

"What were you looking at?"

Aoibheann considered this. "Nothing in particular."

Brighid set down the tray she had been carrying on the windowseat beside the abandoned book, and stood for a moment looking out herself. Her reflection in the greenish glass was a second old woman, slightly blurred, examining the same landscape from a slight remove.

"Storm coming," she said. "There's something in the feel of the air."

"There's always a storm."

"Not like this one." Brighid picked up the book and set it upright on the tray without looking at the title. "Your supper's going cold below. Your father won't be down."

"He's never down."

"He'll come down when he's ready."

"He's been not ready for nine years, Brighid."

The old woman looked at her then, which she did not always do when Aoibheann said things she found uncomfortable. The look was not unkind, but it carried in it the full weight of everything she knew about this house and had decided not to speak of. It was the look that meant: you are right, and it would do you no good to know how completely you are right, and so I will say something else.

"Come and eat," she said.

Supper was laid in the small dining room rather than the large one, as it always was when Aoibheann ate alone, which was most evenings. The large dining room belonged to formal occasions that no longer occurred. It had a long mahogany table that could seat twenty and a fireplace so large that a man could stand inside it without stooping, and on the four or five times a year her father agreed to receive any company, Brighid and the two remaining house girls would light every candle and lay the table and the room would be beautiful in a desperate, preserved way, like a beautiful woman dressed in her mother's clothes.

The small dining room was warmer and had a window that looked south rather than west, and Aoibheann had eaten her solitary meals in it for so many years that she had begun to think of it as hers in a way no other room in the house quite was. She had her books stacked in the corner. She had moved a low chair close to the fire that her father had never commented on. She had placed, on the mantle, a small brass figure of a hare that she had found in the old stable some years ago and cleaned and kept because she liked it, because there was no Ní Raghallaigh tradition around hares and no history for her to be wrong about.

She ate. Outside, the rain intensified.

The storm Brighid had predicted arrived just before nine in the evening, and it arrived with the full operatic ambition of Atlantic weather when it decides to be extraordinary. The wind came first, a sustained, shrieking thing that found every gap in Dún Mór's old stonework and pushed through it. The trees at the front of the property could be heard even through three-foot walls: a deep, collective groaning that was less like a sound of distress than a sound of something very old being pushed further than it wanted to go. Then the rain, heavier than before, no longer a curtain but a solid thing, striking the windows in waves. Then the lightning, which lit the bog and the lough and the ruined chapel in white flashes, each one making the landscape briefly look like something painted by a man in the grip of a fever.

Aoibheann sat in the small dining room with a book she was genuinely reading now, her feet tucked up beneath her in the low chair, and listened to the house move around her. Dún Mór had its own sounds in a storm, which she knew as well as she knew Brighid's step on the corridor: the particular complaint of the west wing roof, the sound of water finding its way through the older guttering and running down the interior face of the north wall, the faint rattle of the portrait in the east hallway because the frame had never quite sat level.

She was not afraid of storms. She had grown up inside this one.

At a quarter past nine, or thereabouts, she heard a sound that did not belong.

It came from beyond the front gate, from the direction of the bog road, and the storm should have covered it entirely. That it did not was itself strange. It was the sound of impact, of wood splitting, of something large and heavy leaving the road in the darkness and meeting the ditch and the low stone wall at the edge of the property with a violence that she felt, briefly, in her chair. Then a further sound, lower and more sustained, that she could not immediately identify. Then silence, which was somehow worse than the impact had been, a silence that had the quality of aftermath.

Brighid appeared in the doorway of the small dining room still holding the rosary she had evidently been praying over in the kitchen, because Brighid always prayed over her rosary during bad storms, which she would not have called prayer if asked but which served the same purpose.

Their eyes met.

"The bog road," Aoibheann said.

"Stay here," Brighid said, which was what she always said in the moments before Aoibheann did exactly what she was about to do.

She took the oil lamp from the hall table. She went out through the front door into the storm.

The wind hit her at once, not as a force pressing from one direction but as a disorganised violence coming from several, and the rain soaked through her shawl in the first twenty seconds. The lamp held its flame with a doggedness that seemed personal. She walked down the carriage road between the yews, which were enormous in the darkness, their shapes in the lamplight looking less like trees than like something that had chosen a tree's shape for strategic reasons, and came to the front gate where the road met the estate boundary.

She could see it from the gate.

A carriage, or what remained of one. It had left the road, which was by now almost entirely water, and struck the low boundary wall at a point perhaps forty yards along. The impact had done serious damage: one of the large rear wheels had sheered away entirely and lay some distance back in the road's rut, and the carriage body itself had tipped badly to one side. The horses were gone. She could hear no horses, which was wrong. A carriage required horses and horses did not simply vanish. In the lantern light she could see the broken shafts where the harness had been, the leather traces loose and trailing in the water like something that had given up.

The second sound, the low sustained one, came from inside the carriage.

She opened the gate and went through.

The water on the road was at her ankles. The storm came sideways. She raised the lamp and walked toward the overturned carriage with a steadiness she would not have predicted in herself, a steadiness that came not from courage exactly but from the absence of an alternative, because there was a sound from inside that carriage and she was the only person here and that was all
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