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			The house felt almost as much like a ship as a house. Placed there to ride out storms, it was built into the island as though it were a part of it; but you saw the sea from all the windows and there was good cross ventilation so that you slept cool on the hottest nights.

			

			from Islands in the Stream ERNEST HEMINGWAY

			

HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO HELLO LOVE AND KISSES CHALES

			

			It was a long time before X could set the note aside, let alone lift Esmés fathers wristwatch out of the box. When he did finally lift it out, he saw that its crystal had been broken in transit. He wondered if the watch was otherwise undamaged, but he hadnt the courage to wind it and find out. He just sat with it in his hand for another long period. Then, suddenly, almost ecstatically, he felt sleepy.

			

			You take a really sleepy man, Esm, and he always stands a chance of again becoming a man with all his facwith all his f-a-c-u-l-t-i-e-s intact.

			

			from For Esméwith Love and Squalor J. D. SALINGER

			


			Frightening, isnt it? CHARLES SCHULTZ

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In Ireland

			It was the land of their ancestors, and Honor swore she could hear their voices crying in the wind. The storm had been building since morning, silver mist giving way to driving rain, gusts off the sea now blowing the hedges and trees almost horizontal. The stone walls that had seemed so magical when she’d first arrived now seemed dark and menacing.

			From the plane yesterday morning, Honor had been awed by the green, by the emerald grass and hedgerows and trees. Her three daughters had gazed down, excited and hoping they could see their father’s sculpture from the sky. He had written them letters about Ireland, and about the West Cork farmhouse he had found for them to stay in, and how he’d built his latest work on the very edge of a cliff overlooking the sea. They had fought to open the letters when they came, and be the one to read them out loud, and sleep with them under their pillows.

			“There it is!” Regis, fourteen, had cried out, pointing at a crumbling castle.

			“No, it’s there,” twelve-year-old Agnes had said, crowding her sister to point out the window. Square green fields ran along the coast, each dotted with tiny white farm buildings. Stone towers and ruined castles seemed to crown every high hill.

			“They all look like the pictures he sent,” Cecilia, just seven, had said. “It doesn’t matter which house it is, as long as he’s in it. Right, Mom?”

			“Right, sweetheart,” Honor had said, sounding so much calmer than she’d felt.

			“It’ll be just like home, Mom,” Agnes had said, forehead pressed to the plane’s window. “A beach, and stone walls…only now we’ll be on the other side of the Atlantic, instead of home in Black Hall. It’s like going across a mirror….”

			“Look at all that green,” Cecilia had said.

			“Just like our green fields of home,” Agnes had said, unconsciously echoing the lyrics of a song her aunt used to sing to her.

			“What’s the first thing you’re going to do when you see Daddy?” Regis had asked, turning to peer at Honor. There was such a challenge in her daughter’s face—almost as if she knew how troubled her mother felt.

			“She’s going to hug and kiss him,” Agnes said. “Right, Mom?”

			“That’s what I’m going to do, too!” Cece said.

			“The first thing I’m going to do,” Regis said, “is ask him to show me his sculpture. It’s his biggest one yet, and it’s right at the edge of the highest cliff, and I want to climb up on top and see if I can see America!”

			“You can’t see America across the Atlantic Ocean, can you, Mom?” Cece asked.

			“I’ll be able to see it, I swear I will,” Regis said. “Dad said he could see it, so why wouldn’t I be able to?”

			“Your father was speaking figuratively,” Honor said. “He meant he could see it in his mind, or his heart…the dream of America that our ancestors had when they left Ireland.”

			“And Daddy’s still dreaming,” Cece said.

			Cece had counted the days till this trip. Agnes prayed for his safety. And Regis followed in his footsteps. Although she didn’t want to be an artist, she did want to live life on the edge. Over the past year, she had been delivered back to the Academy by the police twice—once for diving off the train bridge into Devil’s Hole, and once for climbing to the top of the lighthouse to hang the Irish flag.

			Instead of being upset, John had gone straight to the lighthouse with his camera to take pictures before the Coast Guard could climb up to take the flag down. He had been touched by his daughter’s Irish pride, and by her way of making a statement—regardless of risk.

			Almost like his sculptures; he called them “sandcastles,” which called to mind gentle beaches, families building fragile towers in the sand at the water’s edge. But John’s installations were sharp, kinetic, made of rock and fallen trees, dangerous to build.

			Now, on this craggy headland in West Cork, the spiky top of his latest—the bare, unadorned branches of a tree that had fallen somewhere, hauled here by John—was visible over the next rise, at the edge of a cliff, ninety-foot granite walls that dropped straight into the churning sea.

			Honor stood at the bedroom window of the farmhouse he’d rented, looking out. John came out of the shower to stand behind her, putting his arms around her and leaning into her. Their clothes lay in a heap beside the bed. Her sketchpad, abandoned yet again, sat on the desk. She had made a few drawings, but her heart wasn’t in it.

			“What were you drawing before?” he asked, his lips against her ear. He sounded tentative, as if he wasn’t sure how she’d respond.

			“Nothing,” she said. “You’re the artist in the family.”

			Honor pressed against his body, wishing she could turn off her thoughts and give in again to the desire that overtook her every time she saw her husband. She wished he hadn’t asked about her drawing.

			She gazed down at the small pile of moonstones—luminous, worn smooth by the waves at the foot of the cliff, a gift from John the minute she’d stepped off the plane—on the desk beside her sketchpad. She knew he’d meant them as a peace offering, but her heart was reluctant to accept it. She felt turned inside out, frayed from the stress of trying to keep up with him. He turned her toward him, pulled her body against his, and kissed her.

			“The girls,” Honor said.

			“They’re sleeping,” he whispered, gesturing toward their daughters’ room as he tried to pull her back to bed.

			“I know,” Honor said. “They’re jet-lagged and exhausted from the excitement of being here, seeing you.”

			“But what about you?” he asked, stroking her hair and kissing the side of her neck. He sounded so hopeful, as if he thought maybe this trip could stop what they both felt happening between them, stop what they had always had from slipping away forever. “You’re not tired?”

			“Yes, me too,” she said, kissing him. She was beyond tired; of wanting him to come home, of worrying that he’d get hurt or killed working on his installations alone, of wishing he’d understand how worn out she was by the demands of his art. At the same time, she was tired of being blocked. It was as if his intense inspiration had started killing the fire of her own. Even her drawings, such as they were, were of his soaring sculpture just over the next rise. She peered out the window, but the structure was now obscured by the day’s wild storm.

			He had taken them all to the cliff edge yesterday, when they’d first arrived. He’d shown them the ruins of an old castle, a lookout tower built a thousand years ago. Sheep grazed on the hillsides, impossibly steep, slanting down to the sea. The sheep roamed free, their curly white wool splashed with red or blue paint, identifying them for their owners. They grazed right at the base of John’s sculpture.

			It affected Honor deeply to see her husband’s work here in Ireland. They had dreamed of coming for so long—ever since that day twenty-five years ago when she, John, Bernie, and Tom had found the box in the stone wall. Honor knew that John had always felt a primal pull to be here, to try to connect with the timeless spirits of his family, as Bernie and Tom had done years earlier. In this green and ancient land, his own family history meshed powerfully with his artistic instincts, an epiphany in earth and stone.

			His sculpture awed her, as his work often did—she found it inspiring, disturbing, stunning, rather than beautiful. She knew the physical effort it took him to drag the tree trunks and branches here to the cliff’s edge, to raise them up and balance them against the wind, to haul rocks into the pile—cutting his hands and forearms, bruising his knuckles. John had hands like a prizefighter’s: scarred and swollen. Only, it had so often seemed to Honor, the person he was fighting most was himself.

			The sculpture rose up from the land like a castle, echoing the ruins just across the gap. It seemed to grow from the ground, as if it had been there forever, a witness to his family who had worked this land, farmed these fields, starved during the famine. He was descended from famine orphans, and as he and Honor and their daughters walked the property, she had to hold back tears to think of what their ancestors had gone through.

			And what John experienced now. He was an artist, through and through. He channeled powers from far beyond his own experience—became one with the ghosts, and the bones, and the spirits that had suffered and died. That’s why he’d come to Ireland alone—to haunt the Cobh docks from which his family had emigrated, to drink in the pubs, and to build this monument to his Irish dead.

			His sister Bernie—Sister Bernadette Ignatius—was probably the only person who really understood him. Honor loved him, but she didn’t get what drove him, and she was also a little scared of him. Not that he’d ever hurt her or the girls, but that he’d die in pursuit of his art. It wore her down, it did.

			She’d felt exhausted yesterday, standing at the base of his huge, ambitious, soaring, reckless installation. How had the wind and the weight of his materials not carried him over the edge of the cliff? How had the storm-scoured branches, the bark stripped right off them, not fallen on him and crushed him? Alone on this headland, he would have never gotten help.

			“You did this alone,” she’d said to him while the girls explored the headland. The sculpture rose above them—in silhouette it had what she had failed to notice before, a cross set at the top, to mirror not the castle ruins, but Bernie’s chapel across the sea.

			“No,” he said. “I had some help.”

			“Who? Did Tom fly over?”

			“No, Tom’s too busy at the Academy,” John said. “This was a local guy, an Irishman I met…”

			Something about the way he trailed off made Honor stop asking. Strange people were sometimes drawn to John because of his work. He unlocked the souls of all kinds of people—there was something about the soaring, spiritual, seeking nature of what he did that spoke to the hurt and troubled. She shivered at the way John looked now, his lips tight, as if there was a backstory to his assistant that she was better off not knowing.

			“Have you taken the pictures yet?” Honor asked.

			He shook his head—was that sorrow or regret? He glanced around the headland, as if on guard against a threat.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, her skin crawling.

			He hesitated. She saw him peer at the sky, then at the sea, at low black clouds gathering along the horizon. And he decided to lie; regarding the weather, it was true in its own way, but it obscured his real concern, so Honor wouldn’t have to worry, too.

			“I haven’t gotten any decent shots yet,” he said. “The days have been too sunny, which is great, and makes me so glad that you and the girls got to see Ireland in the sun. But I need some shadows and rain, to get the atmosphere the piece needs.”

			His work was a two-part process; he built sculptures from materials gathered entirely from nature. Then he photographed them and let nature take the work apart again. The wind, or the sea, or a river, or gravity would destroy what he had done, but the photographs would last forever. Very few people actually saw his installations—Honor and the girls, Bernie and Tom were among the people who did. But the world—art lovers, environmentalists, and dreamers—knew the photographs of John Sullivan.

			“Looks like you’re getting your wish,” she said, pointing at the dark clouds scudding along the horizon.

			“Maybe,” he said, hugging her. “Then we can go home.”

			It had struck her, almost bitterly, how tender he sounded. John was never in a hurry to get home; he made a life of his work, and his family had to fit in around his trips and installations. But she also felt some hope—he wanted to come home this time. She wasn’t begging him. She believed he knew how close they were to losing their marriage.

			He had called the girls over yesterday, let them pet some of the sheep, showed them the stone walls, famine walls built during the 1840s by his ancestors, starving to death and worked to the bone. He pointed at the maps he’d brought from Connecticut, shown them how the walls corresponded with the ones built by his great-grandfather across the water, on the grounds of Star of the Sea. He told them that the cross on the top of his sculpture lined up perfectly with the one on the top of the Academy’s chapel.

			Agnes had wanted to walk on the walls, and Regis had wanted to climb the sculpture, all the way to the cross. Cece had clung to her mother, afraid the wind might blow her off the cliff—even though the sun had been shining, brightening the green, making the blue sea gleam down below, as the wind, barely a whisper that morning, began to pick up.

			Honor had pulled Cece into a quiet hollow, sheltered from the stiff wind, and pulled her sketchpad from her jacket pocket. Sitting there, hearing John and the older girls talking and laughing, she had sketched John’s sculpture. An artist herself, she had once been passionately inspired by John’s work—and he by hers. But lately she had just felt daunted. Sketching his sculpture on what felt like the edge of the world, holding her youngest, she remembered some of the joy art used to bring her. As John’s work had gained power, she had lost track of herself. Maybe she could turn that around….

			Today Ireland’s gentle green was gone, washed away by sheets of cold rain. The fog was gray and constant. Instead of reinforcing her bleak mood, it made her feel happy to be safe and cozy with her family—all together again. An east wind had whipped into a full gale, howling off the sea, blowing whitecaps into spume, churning up the dark bay. Honor felt as if they were on a peninsula at the end of forever.

			She felt John’s warm body against hers, wanted to follow him into bed; something about the coziness of their cottage juxtaposed to the dangerous cliff edge made her want him more than ever. But as she started to turn away from the window, she saw the flash of someone passing by.

			“Did you see that?” she asked. “Someone on the path—right there.”

			John glanced out the window. He frowned and pressed his head against the glass and tried to see through the rain—there were big, muddy footprints through the side yard, leading toward his sculpture, and he caught a glimpse of a tall man hurrying along.

			“Who is it?” she asked, watching John pulling on his jeans.

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“Then why are you getting dressed so fast?” she asked. “I thought—”

			“Where are the girls?” he asked.

			“In bed,” she said. “We just said…they’re tired from traveling…”

			“Honor,” he said. “That guy I told you about. I met him down at the docks in Cobh. I went to do research there, to find out about the ships my family emigrated to America on. And I stopped into a bar, and got to talking to someone—he’s from Connemara, but came down here looking for work. I needed some help with the heavy lifting, and I hired him. Gregory White.”

			“He helped you?”

			“Yes, I paid him. But now he won’t leave me alone. He keeps coming back for more work, more money, and when I told him there wasn’t any more, he vandalized my sculpture. Tore off some of the branches and threw them off the cliff. Knocked the cross off, so I had to climb up and put it back.”

			“Why did he do that?”

			John shook his head. “I don’t know. Greg’s messed up. Drinks a lot. I made the mistake of telling him about the gold ring, and now he’s convinced there’s pirate gold buried on the land. He’s nuts. We got into a fight, Honor. He was screwing with my work, and I told him I’d kill him if he did it again.”

			“What makes you think that was him just now? Couldn’t it be someone else, just taking the coast path?” Honor asked, even as she started to shiver. Grabbing her robe, she suddenly felt cold, as if the wind were rattling through the windowpanes and into her bones. She felt her heart plummet. She and John had been doing so well since she and the girls arrived, and now this….

			“On a day like this?” John asked. She saw the rage building in his muscles; his shoulders seemed to double in size when he got this mad. It was never at her, but she felt it all the same. “Goddamn it. Goddamn it. If he does something else to the installation, I swear to God…The whole bar heard me tell him what I’d do to him. I warned him!”

			“John, stop it!”

			“Call the gardai, Honor. The police. The number’s by the phone. I’ve had it with this. Tell them to come to the Old Head. Ballincastle, right?”

			“John, don’t go out in this,” she said, staring into the bleak, ferocious weather. Even as she spoke, he opened the door. The wind howled, blowing papers in a cyclone around the room. John’s eyes met Honor’s, but he didn’t even speak. He just left the house, slamming the door.

			This was her life, she thought. One minute in John’s arms, and the next—if the spirit moved him, impelled him into a fifty-knot gale—left standing alone to wonder what had just happened. She heard her own words of the last moments echoing in her ears: “John, stop it—please, John—don’t!” She felt as if she had somehow become the mother of a stubborn, willful boy. What had happened to the Honor who’d climbed hills with him, stretched the limits with her own art?

			“Where’s Dad going?” Regis asked, sleepy, coming through the door in her nightgown.

			“He’s checking on his sculpture,” Honor said, picking up the phone, wishing Regis hadn’t chosen this moment to wake up.

			“Who are you calling?” Regis asked.

			“Go in with your sisters,” Honor said, covering the receiver. “Right now, Regis!”

			Looking alarmed, Regis backed into the bedroom as her mother dialed the telephone. Honor reached over, pulled the door tightly shut, just as the Irish voice answered: “Gardai.”

			“This is Honor Sullivan,” she said. “My husband asked me to call you—he’s built a sculpture on Ballincastle, at the Old Head, and he said someone, Gregory White, has been damaging it. We saw someone pass by on the coast path outside our house—John thinks it was him, that he’s here now, and he asked that you send help.”

			“What’s that name again?”

			“My husband’s name is John Sullivan, and the man is Gregory White. We’re at Ballincastle,” Honor said, edging toward the window, her heart starting to pound. She could barely see ten feet in front of the house, through curtains of rain. The footprints seemed deeper, closer. Peering over the rise, she couldn’t even glimpse John’s sculpture, couldn’t see the cross.

			“Would Gregory White be the same man whose life your husband threatened? We’ve been called to pull your husband off him before.”

			“Just get here!” she cried.

			Then, just before the connection was broken, she heard the voice chuckle and say “the monstrosity…” As if the person had spoken to someone standing there, speaking of John’s sculpture.

			“The what?” Honor asked.

			But the phone line was dead. She pulled her robe around her tighter. John got lots of reactions to his work; people loved it or hated it. Not like Honor’s paintings and drawings—her landscapes of the countryside and seashore around Black Hall were quiet, pretty, popular…safe. She had lost the way to her deepest forces and inspiration, but her students at Star of the Sea, where she was the art teacher, wouldn’t know that.

			Right now, hearing the police belittle John’s work, she felt her blood boiling. Should she go after him now, try to help? She wavered, leaning against the windowpane. What if he needed her? Who was Greg White, and why was he trying to destroy John’s work? Her skin crawled at the thought that her husband could be in danger. She felt the pit in her stomach, deep and terrible. The police said John had threatened his life. What kind of fight had they had in that bar?

			Oh God, she was so on edge. And she always was; this trip to Ireland had felt like a walk across razor wire. Her chest hurt; it felt so heavy, as if her heart was turning to stone. When it came to John, she hardly knew what to do anymore. She had three young daughters, and she was always worried and afraid that they would lose their father. Almost worse, she felt that she and John had lost their connection. There were moments when she didn’t think she could take it another day.

			Regis had seen her crying just before they’d come over to Ireland. She’d found Honor in her studio, bending over a handful of John’s photographs—silvery pictures of the ice caverns he’d sculpted when they were young, after a blizzard had blanketed the Connecticut shoreline. She remembered that John had worked until he had frostbite. He had wound up in the ER. Honor had wept for the young couple they had been, for her young husband who had thought he had to push himself that far, for the way he hadn’t let up on himself at all. Regis had seen her weeping and asked in a strangled whisper, “Are you and Daddy going to get divorced?”

			“Mommy?” Agnes called now, from inside the farmhouse bedroom.

			“What, honey?” Honor asked, not wanting to move away from the window.

			Outside, a siren sounded—thread-thin, it was swept away by the wind, making Honor wonder if she had heard it at all.

			“Mommy…” Agnes said again, slowly and quietly.

			“Don’t tell her,” Cece said in a stage whisper. “Regis said not to!”

			Honor turned quickly at that. She walked into the bedroom shared by all three girls—just like at home—and saw her two youngest daughters sitting on Agnes’s bed.

			“Where’s Regis?” she asked.

			“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” Agnes whispered.

			“But we’re not supposed to,” Cece said. “Regis said not to.”

			“Said not to tell me what?”

			“Don’t,” Cece warned, looking at Agnes.

			“She went out to help Daddy!” Agnes blurted out.

			“No,” Honor said. “Please, no.”

			Honor was frozen. She heard the siren again, or thought she did. Doubting her hearing, she couldn’t ignore the feeling in her blood. It was cold, as if her heart had started pumping ice, and she knew before she knew.

			She ran to the window, then to the door. Pulling it open, she felt the storm’s force flatten her against the wall. She was barefoot, dressed in her robe, but she ran outside. Her feet sank in the cold mud. The younger girls were right behind her, beside her.

			“Get back inside!” she ordered them.

			“We’re scared!” Agnes shrieked. “Don’t leave us alone!”

			She grabbed their hands. Breathless, they ran toward John’s sculpture. It had looked like an ancient castle against the sky, but now she couldn’t see it at all. Driving rain and fog obliterated everything, blurred the rocky cliffs, the green hills. Even the sheep looked like clouds blowing off the sea. Honor heard another siren, and had to jump back with the girls, allowing the police car to pass on the narrow road, blue lights flashing.

			“Mommy, what’s wrong?” Agnes cried.

			“What’s happening?” Cece wailed.

			Honor was scared, too. Trembling, she held the girls’ hands. Small rocks on the road cut her feet. The blue lights sparked up ahead, showing the way. She scanned the hillside for John’s sculpture, but couldn’t see it—until they rounded the corner, and she saw the trunks and branches toppled over, lying on the ground at the very edge of the cliff. The gardai had clustered at the precipice, looking down.

			“Regis!” Honor cried. “John!” Then, “Girls, stay here—right here!”

			Dropping her younger daughters’ hands, she tore across the field. Breathless, she stopped at the brink. Daggers stabbed her eyes—silver knives of wild rain. She couldn’t bear to look. The cliff was ninety feet high; the wind blew her back, and she had to inch her way forward. Weighted with dread, she made a superhuman effort to look down the jagged cliffs falling to the sea.

			Expecting to see everything she loved crashed on the rocks ninety feet below, she gasped to see the narrow ledge just twenty feet down. A man’s body lay crumpled on the rock, blood spreading from his head. Regis, her lips blue-white with shock, stood beside his body, a woman officer’s arms around her. John looked up at Honor, his blue eyes sharp with rage, meeting hers just as the gardai snapped handcuffs on his wrists.

			“John,” she called down the ledge.

			“He tried to kill Regis,” John said.

			“But what—”

			“He tried to kill my baby,” John said. “So I killed him.”

			“Don’t say anything else,” Honor said.

			“It’s too late,” an officer said, shoving him. “He’s already proved he has a history of violence, and fifteen people heard him threaten this man. The fall didn’t do that to his head. You heard him. That’s a confession.”

			They led John and Regis up the narrow path from the ledge to the hillside, past the destroyed sculpture, and Honor grabbed Regis, her sobs a muffled keening as the wind shrieked in their ears and the rain pelted their faces, and John was taken away.

		

	
		
			One

			Six years had passed, and sometimes it seemed he was gone from their lives forever. It hadn’t happened all at once: first they had seen him as often as they could, but as time went on, the visits had dwindled. He always wrote letters to the girls, and they to him. But for Honor, it was another story. She had stopped writing to him over a year ago. There was so little she felt she could say to him now.

			So when Honor woke from this particular dream before dawn that late summer day, she felt stunned and couldn’t get back to sleep. She felt the fresh salt air blowing through the window, climbed out of bed, looked in on her sleeping girls, fed Sisela, the cat, put the coffee on, and walked through the vineyard to the beach. Summer vacation was winding down, with school looming again in September.

			The stars were still bright in the sky, bits of white fire in a field of dark blue. Honor stared up at them, shivering in the early chill. Wide awake, she tried to call back the details. What had startled her out of sleep? The real-life wedding plans of her daughter Regis filled her waking hours with lists and worries—but last night’s dream had taken her away from all that.

			It had been a John dream. She felt it in her skin, before remembering the details. The press of his hand on her back, his lips against her ear, telling her a secret. In the dream, her mouth had been about to smile. Until the end, the sound of his voice had prompted everything in her body and spirit toward happiness. The dream might have been of Ireland; it might have been in that farmhouse bedroom, the moment before everything ended. She wanted that feeling of closeness back more than anything.

			Barefoot, she walked across the cool, hard sand to the water’s edge. Her white eyelet nightgown brushed her ankles as she splashed into the shallows. She startled an egret standing among the rocks at the end of the beach, and it took off with slow white wings, reminding her of something graceful and prehistoric.

			The tide was outrageously low. Honor looked up at the sky, remembering that there had been no moon last night.

			“New moons and full moons do crazy things to the sea,” John had said one night long ago, when they’d walked along the edge of the waves. Last night it had seemed so real—every word and touch coming back to her now. They’d been twenty-three years old, and so in love it hurt.

			In her dream—and during the real walk, twenty-two years ago, when she had first started teaching at Star of the Sea—it was twilight, dawn’s opposite, when the sky was taking back all the light, pulling it up from the waves, the sand’s hard silver. John had his camera out, as always, ready to capture it all. And walking on the beach, he was safe for once. There weren’t too many risks he could take on a warm summer night, with Honor holding his hand.

			“They make the high tides higher and the low tides lower,” Honor said. “Flood tides, neap tides…”

			“With the right wind,” he’d said, stopping to stare out at the water. Crouching, holding his camera to his eye, adjusting the lens. “A flood tide will fill the marshes, overflow the banks, come all the way up to the door. And a neap tide, like this one, will uncover stretches of sand that have been underwater all year.”

			She heard the shutter clicking as he took his pictures. When they were children, and her family stayed at Hubbard’s Point and his stayed on the grounds of Star of the Sea, the two homes had been connected by this same wild, long barrier beach—of her dream, and the one she walked right now.

			After a winter storm, an especially low neap tide had revealed timbers from a Revolutionary War ship. Honor, John, his sister Bernadette, and their friend Tom had found it, reporting it to the nuns. A local archeologist had scrambled to collect data, but after three days, when the tides returned to normal, the ship had disappeared.

			“Do you think anyone ever came back to find that ship?” she asked.

			“Probably, but those treasures don’t count. I only want the ones I come across by accident.”

			“Right, like those ice fields you climbed Mount Robertson to photograph last winter. And the bear den you practically crawled into—”

			He gave her a look, shook his head. This was their dance—John courted danger to be closer to nature, get the shots he wanted, and Honor teased him about it. She’d never tell him that it was one of the most exciting things about him, and that sometimes she felt that as long as he came home safe, she wouldn’t really want him to stop.

			He handed her his camera. It felt so heavy, and she held it carefully so she wouldn’t drop it. She watched John, barefoot, his khakis rolled up, his hair windblown, bent from the waist, picking up what looked like wild stars.

			Moonstones.

			Far out on the tidal flats, long submerged, uncovered only by the grace of the new moon, the pebbles were smooth, iridescent white, no bigger than her fingernail. They lay on dark sand, catching the last light, shimmering like fallen stars. She wanted to paint the scene as Van Gogh would, the year he was in the asylum—with streaks of midnight blue and gold, and magic swirling through the night. Inspiration was a type of madness, and she loved how crazy and inspired she and John could be together.

			When John finished scouring the tide line, he came back to her. Took the camera from her, slung it over his shoulder by the strap, put his arms around her. He looked into her eyes, his blue eyes shining, his mouth breaking into a smile. He had always had a face full of secrets, but that night he was wide open, all hers.

			“Honor,” he said.

			“John,” she answered.

			Holding her, he rocked her, back and forth gently, as if they were moving with the tide itself. She felt as if they were part of each other; they’d always been that way, ever since they were kids. He kissed her, turning her into salt water, liquid and surging. And then he fumbled for her hand.

			“Honor,” he said again.

			Then, “Love, honor, and cherish.”

			“What?” she asked.

			“That’s what I’m going to do,” he said. “Love and cherish you, I swear….”

			She knew but she didn’t know. She had loved him so much, for so long. Was this the moment she had always dreamed of? On the beach they loved, barefoot and sandy, with their pants rolled up and wet?

			“Will you marry me?” he asked, taking her hand, filling it with the moonstones he had just gathered.

			“Oh, John—”

			“I can’t afford a ring yet,” he said. “But I love you, Honor. I’ll love you forever. Will you marry me?”

			“Yes, John!” She clutched the moonstones, flinging her arms around his neck to kiss him, overjoyed that he’d asked her here, on their beach, between their houses, knowing what stones symbolized to him, to his family. They lay on the sand, tucking the moonstones into a pocket of his camera bag, talking about the life they would have, the places they would go. He’d be careful and always come home to her—better yet, she’d go everywhere with him. They would have lots of kids, and they’d all grow up on the beach, right here.

			“We’ll teach them about the tides and the stars,” he said.

			“And art. They’ll be photographers and sculptors like their father.”

			“Painters like their mother.” He paused. “Will we get married at the chapel? At Star of the Sea?”

			She nodded excitedly. “We can walk to our wedding!” As the new art teacher, she had a house on the campus.

			Now, at dawn, on the same beach, Honor finally felt the dream drifting away. So many of the promises they had made that night had come true. They had gotten married at Star of the Sea. Bernie had been maid of honor, Tom had been best man. There had been lots of travels, lots of art, lots of students, and best of all, three children. Three beautiful daughters. Regis, the oldest, had been the light of her father’s life. When John had asked Bernie and Tom to be her godparents, he had told them he was holding them to the fire on it—if anything ever happened to him or Honor, she was in their hands.

			Honor had been expecting that Tom would give Regis away—her daughter was rushing to have the wedding in October, over Columbus Day weekend, desperate for the security she thought marriage would provide. Honor had asked herself, would Tom walk his goddaughter down the aisle, because John wouldn’t be home yet? Would he dance with her at the reception? Would he be the one to tell Agnes and Cecilia, Regis’s sisters, that they were as beautiful as the bride?

			Questions Honor had never wanted to ask. Because among all those promises made that moonless night so many years ago, all the promises so faithfully and lovingly kept, there had also been one broken.

			Honor didn’t think about it very often anymore. Her life was fine, busy, very full. The girls still needed her, even Regis. Over the years, Honor had gone through the motions of painting, saving most of her energy for her daughters and students. And the shoreline was still her home. It had soothed her heart during the time John had been gone, with salt breezes and sea glass and beach roses. But the one thing she never did—not since Ireland—was walk the tide line to gather handfuls of moonstones.

			Until now. Because she knew that something was about to happen. She hadn’t told the kids yet, but Tom had told her the rumor. And some rumors were too real not to be believed, especially when they came from Tom Kelly.

			Honor shivered in the dawn chill, looking down at the hard sand. The new moon had pulled the tide out so far, the flats were completely exposed. The sun had not yet risen, but its light was spreading up from the horizon, across the dark water, onto the tarnished silver sand, rippled with tiny salt streams, glittering with tiny white stones. Seeing them took Honor’s breath away. Leaning over, she picked them up, cupping them in one hand. Each pebble shimmered like a jewel.

			“I can’t afford a ring yet…but I love you, Honor…I’ll love you forever….”

			She wheeled around. If the moonstones were back, it seemed impossible that John wasn’t here, too. A cool breeze blew off the water, whispering through the marsh grass growing along the top of the beach. It sounded almost like a voice, and she started toward it. She saw Sisela whisk across the stone wall leading up to the Academy, one of the walls built by John’s ancestors.

			Emerging from the shadows, she saw a person running toward her. Tall and lean, with his long legs and strong shoulders. If she closed her eyes, she could see his face, his blue eyes, forever in her memory. But she didn’t have to remember, because she saw those eyes every day. In their twenty-year-old daughter Regis.

			“Mom,” Regis called from down the beach, waving something in the air.

			Was this it? Honor wondered, her own heart starting to race. Regis ran faster, although Honor could truly say she’d never seen her daughter move at a normal pace. Everything with Regis was full speed ahead.

			“What is it?” Honor asked. “What do you have there?”

			“Oh, Mom,” Regis said, holding up the blue envelope. “Read it! It’s addressed to you!”

			Honor’s hand shook. She held the moonstones so tight, they pressed into her palm and left marks. The sun was coming up, throwing light onto the beach. Regis stared at the envelope, Honor’s name in John’s handwriting.

			“Where did you get it?”

			“It was stuck in the screen door.”

			Sometime between when Honor left the house for her walk and now—had he been watching them?

			“I think Aunt Bernie put it there. I saw her standing outside the convent just now, when I came down. What does it matter how the letter came? Read it! What does it say?”

			As always seemed to happen, the wind picked up as the sun rose. It blew gently off the land, bringing with it scents of beach plums, sassafras, grapes, and pines. It carried the sounds of Star of the Sea—the nuns’ voices, singing lauds, and the bell, tolling half past the hour. The breeze ruffled Honor’s hair, and even though it was summery and warm, it sent an arctic chill into her bones as she read John’s letter.

			There were several paragraphs, and each one answered a question. Honor held it so her daughter couldn’t see.

			The moonstones, Honor thought, feeling electricity. There are no coincidences….

			“What does he say, Mom? You have to tell me!”

			Honor looked up at her, stared straight into those gray-blue eyes. She saw all the pain of John’s absence, and the joy of having just found his letter. The tide had turned, was starting to come in, licking their bare feet with the first splashes of foam. Honor’s whole body trembled. She knew she could try to smile, but Regis knew her too well, would know that it was forced.

			“Mom?”

			Honor held the letter, the sheet of pale blue paper. She thought of what she had just read, but she knew that Regis cared about only one line.

			“He’s coming home,” Honor said.

			         

			Regis had to go straight from seeing her mother to meeting her fiancé. She had never felt more torn in her life. She wanted to run back home to her sisters, tell them the news about their father. Or to Aunt Bernie, who would know the whole, real story—she had stayed in touch with him more than anyone. The six years had passed with horrible, excruciating slowness. Like six years in fairy-tale time, or legend time—six years when people grow old, and other people go a little crazy, and still others forget entirely.

			But Regis had made plans to go out on the water with Peter and his family. That was the thing about being in love—you had to train yourself to love, or at least care for, or at least spend time with, his family, when you’d really so much rather be with your own.

			Regis left her mother standing on the beach near Star of the Sea, and ran along the sand toward Hubbard’s Point. Because it was so early she was practically alone, except for egrets and herons standing in the shallows, and rafts of seagulls and terns gathered just off the rocks.

			She ran along the empty, deserted nature sanctuary, then emerged into the stretch of beach cottages—each almost identical to each other, almost like Monopoly houses, in a tidy row along the strand—and then the honky-tonk section of Black Hall, with one guy sleeping on the sand in front of the beer hall.

			As her feet pounded, her heart soared. Just seeing her father’s handwriting could do that to her. Her sisters were younger, and didn’t quite get it. Not the way Regis did. What did they remember about him? She was never sure, and they hardly ever talked about it. During the six years, the family had visited him seven times. Three times the first year, twice the second year, then once a year after that until the summer before last. They hadn’t gone back after that. During the long stretches between visits, Regis noticed strange things happening. She would forget what her father’s voice sounded like, or how his eyes looked. How his laugh would start out slow, with a chuckle, and then grow. How his hands were so strong. How her parents looked together.

			Her mother had made various excuses for why the visits stopped. The airfare was too expensive; studies and school activities demanded too much time; and Regis’s favorite: seeing their father in prison was traumatic for the girls. Regis had tried to tell her mother that not seeing him was traumatic. But her mother seemed to have secret reasons all her own, and she stopped listening.

			Running along the beach, Regis felt exalted. She’d played varsity tennis at Star of the Sea, but only because her aunt had made her. Team sports weren’t her thing. Like her father, she was more of a solitary athlete—running, swimming, biking, climbing, preferably with an element of severe danger and a major adrenaline rush involved. Even now—approaching the big houses of Tomahawk Point, she chose to run along the craggy, jagged rocks close to the water’s edge, instead of cutting across the coast path higher up, through the yards. One slip of the foot and she’d break an ankle or fall into the sea. But Regis didn’t think about it—she just trusted herself to make it across.

			Running along, she saw some driftwood washed up on the rocks and felt cold. The sight reminded her of Ireland: her father’s sculpture vandalized, driftwood branches torn off, lying on the ground. Regis shuddered as she ran, a memory shimmering, not quite there.

			Tearing over the rocks now, then forsaking the last stretch along a pristine beach to run through the woods, along narrow paths, over streams, into the swamp, across a makeshift bridge—a splintered plank someone had laid across the inlet, thick with blue crabs and slithery marsh creatures—to Hubbard’s Point. Even before Ireland, her father had taught her to take the path less traveled. The instincts were in her blood, and even when she tried to choose the safest route, she seemed compelled to go the more dangerous way.

			Dashing the last quarter mile, along sleepy beach roads to the Drakes’ house, she was sweaty and out of breath when she came face-to-face with Peter and his mother. Peter lit up to see her. His mother looked displeased.

			“Hi!” Regis exclaimed, going straight to Peter and kissing him. He held on, but she pulled back because his mother was right there. “Hi, Mrs. Drake.”

			“Hello, Regis.”

			“Am I late? You said seven o’clock, right? For our trip out to Block Island?”

			“The boat’s in the mud,” Peter said. “We had a really low tide this morning.”

			“It was a moonstone tide,” Regis said. She tried to smile, but couldn’t. She thought of how her parents had gotten engaged, not with a diamond, but with moonstones. What if her mother couldn’t forgive her father? What if that day in Ballincastle had destroyed them?

			“Maybe so, but look,” Peter said, pointing.

			Regis peered between the cottages, and yes—the family vessel, a big white fiberglass powerboat on a mooring out in front of the house, was listing seriously to starboard, clearly aground.

			“There could be a lot of damage,” Peter’s mother said. “Stuck in the mud like that. Structural damage.”

			“I don’t think there will be, Mrs. Drake,” Regis said. “Really, I don’t. When we were in Ireland, there was this tiny fishing village. Just past Kinsale, Timoleague…Some boats were tied to a long stone jetty, others were on moorings, and when the tide went out, they would all rest right there on the bottom of the harbor. Then the water would flood in again, and the boats would float and head out to sea.”

			Mrs. Drake gave Regis a long look, as if she was trying to figure out whether she was for real or not. Her expression made Regis squirm and take Peter’s hand. “That’s not an Irish fishing boat,” Mrs. Drake said, gesturing. “It’s a brand-new, top-of-the-line Jetcruiser. You don’t want to know what it cost. It has an intake system I don’t understand, but let me tell you, getting filled with sand or mud or eelgrass or whatever is out there on the bottom won’t do it any good. Peter, go out and help your father.”

			“Mom—”

			“What’s he doing?” Regis asked.

			“He’s trying to dig it out.”

			“But the tide’s coming in soon,” Regis said. “If we just wait, nature will take care of everything.”

			Again Peter’s mother gave her a long, scary look. Her nostrils trembled and her lips thinned. “You and Peter have decided to interrupt your college educations and get married,” she said. “How you’re going to support yourselves is the question. It makes me think you’re very naive in the ways of the world, to think that nature takes care of things. As often as not, it ruins them. Business 101 would teach you that once an engine gets clogged with sand, you can kiss it goodbye!”

			Mrs. Drake wheeled and walked toward the house. She was dressed for the boat ride: white slacks, a red T-shirt, and a blue and white sweater tied around her neck. Regis felt herself blush, and looked down at the ground, picturing the colorful Irish fishing boats and how much more beautiful they were than the fiberglass gas-guzzler of which Mrs. Drake was so proud.

			“She’s right,” Peter said. “This isn’t Ireland.”

			“My father’s coming…” Regis began. But her throat caught, and she felt herself shaking. She stepped forward, reached up to put her arms around him. They leaned gently against an oak tree, and he started kissing her long and slow. The morning heat touched her face and arms, and Peter’s kiss made her feel like liquid sunshine, warm from the inside out.

			When they pulled apart, he looked into her eyes. “Okay, tell me what you meant,” he said. “About your father coming.”

			“We got a letter from my father. He’s coming home.”

			“Your father?”

			Regis nodded. She couldn’t even speak the words.

			Peter’s expression darkened. “But that can’t make you happy, him coming back here,” he said.

			“How can you say that?” Regis asked, feeling slapped.

			“Because of what, well, what happened. Because of what he did.”

			“He saved my life,” Regis said. “That man was attacking me, and my father fought him off.”

			Peter glowered. Regis recoiled, remembering how he had once told her his parents felt sorry for her mother, because of what had happened. It had almost been enough to make her break up with him.

			“He killed that man,” he said.

			“Stop, Peter,” Regis said, feeling the blood flow out of her head, her face, just as it had from Gregory White’s skull on the rocky coast. “I know.”

			“Goddamn it, Millie!” came Peter’s father’s voice calling from across the tidal flats. “Will you and Peter get out here? There’s seaweed in the intake.”

			“Seaweed in the intake,” Regis murmured.

			“Should we go and help him out?”

			Regis felt stunned. She looked around at the window boxes and garden. Peter’s mother had an eye for bright flowers, and had planted multitudes of geraniums, petunias, zinnias, and cosmos. The yellow cottage had fake blue shutters bolted to the wood. The windows were hung with white curtains tied back with colorful ribbons. The overall effect looked just like the house pictures Regis had drawn when she was a little girl.

			“Regis?” he said, taking her hands. “You’re not like your father. I know that, okay? I love you.”

			“I love you,” she murmured, feeling prickles race around her lips, across her cheeks. Didn’t Peter know she was just like him? She felt almost faint, but then she looked around at the pretty gardens, and up at the man she was going to marry. She and Peter would love each other and be safe forever. Their biggest worry would be seaweed in the intake.

			“Okay?” he asked.

			She nodded, resolute. Peered out at the water, saw the tide starting to trickle back into the rock pools and across the sand flats. The Drakes’ shiny white boat looked so ungainly out there, nothing like the bright wooden hulls in Kinsale harbor. It looked plastic and aggressive, with silver pipes and ducts, like something that might harm the sea. But because Regis loved the man whose family owned it, she knew she’d do anything to help.

			“Come on, then,” she said, tugging his hand. “Let’s go rescue your boat.”

			And together she and her fiancé hurried across the yard to the steps down to the rocks, instead of where she really felt like going—home, to see what was going on, to hear what everyone was saying about the letter.

		

	
		
			Two

			The wedding plans were moving along, and Agnes hadn’t seen Regis so sparkly since their father had gone away. Nothing had been the same since then. Their family had once been so happy. They lived at Star of the Sea Academy, the most beautiful place in Connecticut. They were Irish Catholics who practiced their faith, who believed in being good.

			But then life had changed. Her father had gone to Portlaoise Prison for six years, for killing a man. How could that be—Agnes’s good, gentle father? She couldn’t stand thinking of what he’d done; she couldn’t believe that he’d raised his hand so violently to someone, even in defense of Regis.

			No one really talked about it. Regis couldn’t remember anything, from the minute of running out into the rain, into the murky salt mist that had obscured the whole thing. Only three people had been on that cliff—their father, Regis, and Gregory White. The news stories in Ireland had said that Greg White was a drifter, originally from Connemara, with a history of theft and violence. He’d seen their father as a mark, a successful artist, someone to get money out of.

			Agnes had sneaked into the Academy library, where her aunt kept copies of Irish newspapers. The country seemed just about evenly divided on whether her father should have been punished or not. Some said that his manslaughter conviction was an outrage—that John Sullivan had only been defending his daughter. Some articles portrayed Greg White as a parasite, reporting that he had previously been associated with gypsies, “travelers,” in Connemara, breaking into farmhouses and beating up the owners. They said that White had bragged about the riches he was about to get.

			Other papers said that Agnes’s father had acted with undue force. Police had been called on him before. White had attacked the sculpture, and Agnes’s father had confronted him in a bar. Fighting had ensued, and Agnes’s father had had to be restrained. Worst of all, people had heard him threaten to kill White if he touched the sculpture again. Some news accounts seemed to say that he hadn’t just defended Regis—he had gone over the line between manslaughter and murder, that his real anger at the victim had been caused by White’s vandalism of the sculpture, and that six years in prison wasn’t enough.

			Agnes couldn’t bear thinking that, and she refused to believe it. The worst part was, the prison was far away, and over time they had stopped visiting him. He wrote letters home, and Agnes and her sisters wrote back. But not her mother.

			Agnes sat on her bed, writing in her notebook. It was Tuesday, a day of silence. Looking around the room she shared with her sisters, at Regis’s bride magazines, at the pictures on the bureau of their father, of his photographs on the wall, and at a photo of Regis and Peter, Agnes held in a shiver.

			Regis was making a mistake. She wanted love and romance, a fairy-tale dream. It killed Agnes to see her sister working so hard to invent something that could never be real. Because Agnes knew—she was sure—that Regis was trying to make everything right. If she and Peter could be in love, then she could pretend her family hadn’t fallen apart.

			Peter wasn’t right for her sister. He was nice, fine, but he was so ordinary. And Regis was awesome beyond words. She could climb trees so tall, Agnes had once believed her sister was going up there to inspect the moon at close range. She once swam all the way across Long Island Sound, with Agnes and Cecilia rowing the boat alongside to make sure she got to Orient Point safely. She was an honors student at Boston College, she worked two jobs, and she was the best sister in the world.

			Regis had taken care of Agnes after their family had broken up. Cecilia too, but she was almost too young to know what was happening. Regis had pulled herself back after Ireland—put the trauma away and locked it shut forever. Agnes admired Regis’s ability to block out and forget. The sisters had that in common. It had always been Regis and Agnes, sticking together through thick and thin.

			No one had ever had a better sister. When she’d gone off to college, Agnes had missed her so much; now, with her getting married, Agnes couldn’t even imagine.

			All Agnes could do was pray. That’s what got her through life. She climbed out of bed, walked over to the window. Knelt down, gazed out at the Academy grounds, with the long and beautiful stone walls. They held such secrets and mysteries. In a way, they were responsible for their family tragedy, and they held the promise of their salvation. They had been built by their beloved ancestors.

			Kneeling, she gazed out at the land and the walls, and started praying the Memorare. Beside her, on the windowsill, was Sisela, their cat. She was ancient, in feline terms—eighteen, just slightly older than Agnes—pure white, nearly toothless. Agnes wondered whether Sisela remembered her father. While Agnes prayed, Sisela purred. She touched her nose to Agnes’s cheek. She was a saintly, supernatural cat, Agnes was convinced—always bringing comfort to the family, always alert to passing angels. A sea breeze blew in, and girl and cat turned their faces toward the window. There in the glade, leaning on the oldest wall, Agnes saw her mother. She started to wave out the window, but her mother wasn’t looking.

			Her mother’s head was bent. She seemed to be staring at the sheet of blue paper she held in her hands. Even from here, Agnes could see her mother’s shoulders shaking, could see that her mother was crying.

			[image: image]

			After the boat debacle, Regis borrowed Peter’s Jeep to drive home. She couldn’t stay away any longer, no matter what the Drakes thought. With the top down, she kept her eyes peeled for cops hiding out in their favorite spots. Her aunt had pointed them out—not just here in town, but also on I-95—teaching her that state troopers liked to hide under the bridge, behind the bank of mountain laurel in Niantic.

			Driving along, Regis felt the sun on her face. Like her mother, aunt, and two sisters, she had fair skin and freckles. When she was young, her father had always reminded her to use sunscreen. They would play on the beach, building driftwood and sand sculptures and setting up his shots, and he would always call her over, quickly smooth sunscreen on her shoulders and nose, risking losing the play of light on water and marsh grass in order to protect her skin.

			Her eyes welled up, thinking of how he had always tried to protect her. Her mother seemed to have forgotten that—the gentleness he had for the family, how he would remind them to put on sunscreen, take their jackets when it was cold, how he would tell them bedtime stories and sit with them if they had bad dreams. Was he really coming home? Her stomach flipped as she wondered what was in his letter and what her mother would have to say about it.

			Regis’s ring glinted in the bright light. It sparkled like a star, as if Peter had climbed a ladder into the night, pulled Arcturus straight out of the velvet sky so she could wear it on her finger. But seeing her mother gather those moonstones this morning had really hit her; her parents had been so much in love, they hadn’t needed anything like a diamond.

			By the time she saw the big stone walls and wrought-iron gates, her heart was pounding. A stretch of marshland eased up to the Academy property, serene with silver-green grass waving in the late summer breeze. Pulling over, she stared through the iron fence at the cluster of stone buildings, at the cross atop the chapel spire silhouetted by bright blue sky. For the second time that day, she shivered to think of her father’s last sculpture.

			“Pssst,” she heard.

			She scanned the area, saw nothing but a muskrat across the marsh and a pair of osprey circling above the glowing water, not far from where she and Cece had found the herons’ nest. She watched Sisela, the family’s white cat, stalking mice in the reeds. Suddenly Cece poked her head out of the drainage ditch, grinning insanely, pollen-glittery brown curls springing from her head and tangled with twigs and bits of grass.

			“What are you doing in there?” Regis demanded.

			“I came through the tunnel, of course,” Cecilia said.

			“The tunnels are only for seniors,” Regis said.

			“Dream on, if you think I’m following that

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			

			
			
			

			
			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			For Maureen (Max) Onorato

			May we be walking beaches together

			for the rest of our lives…
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