
  [image: cover]

  
[image: ]

  

  

  For my dear friend Emer Melody,

  who embodies everything I love about the Irish

  

  Chapter 1

  Nantucket, 1960

  Last night I dreamed I was at the castle again. In real life I have never been to such a place, yet in my dream those grey-stone walls are as familiar to me as my own skin. They envelop me in a keen embrace as if they have arms to hold me, as if they want to draw me in, as if I have been away a long, long time and am returned home at last. And I yearn to be held. I ache to luxuriate in this sense of belonging, this sense of home, as if everything that has come before is but a dream and only this is real, where I want to be, where my heart is. And as I wander into the great hall there is a baronial fireplace where flames crackle and flicker and throw dancing shadows across the walls. Everything is majestic, as if I am in a royal palace. There are paintings in gilt frames, Persian rugs on the flagstone floor, a grand staircase that leads me up into dark corridors, enticing me deeper and deeper into the castle, and I run now, because I know that I am close.

  Candlelight illuminates the darkness. I reach a gap in the wall and take the narrow staircase there. This is the core of the castle, the oldest wing, the only section to survive the fire. I know this as if it is part of my own history. I climb the uneven wooden steps, each worn into a gentle hollow from centuries of treading feet. Now I place mine into those hollows and slowly ascend. My heart accelerates and I am suddenly afraid. At the top there is a sturdy old door. It is blackened with time and smoke and the iron hinges and studs are from another age, when men wore plumed hats and boots and carried swords at their hips. I put my fingers on the latch and gently lift it. The door opens without protest; it is used to my coming.

  Inside, with her back to me, stands a woman. She is slim with thick red hair falling in waves down to her waist. She is staring into the fire, one pale hand on the mantelpiece, the other hanging by the side of her long green dress. She has been expecting me. She turns and looks at me. I gasp, horrified. Those grey eyes, that sweet smile, the freckles that play about her white skin, the rosy apples of her cheeks, the lustrous red hair, are mine, all mine.

  She is me and I am staring at myself.
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  From the swing chair on the veranda I gaze out over the sea at the translucent dawn sky, the last fading star and the vaporous wisps of pink cloud and know that the castle in my dream is far from this shore. This big house on Nantucket, with its dove-grey clapboard walls, tall windows and white widows walk where lonely wives once kept vigil for their mariner husbands, has been in my fathers family since the first Claytons arrived in America from Ireland in the early nineteenth century, and yet it feels less familiar to me than the castle I have only ever visited in my sleep. It is a strange feeling and one I am unable to shake off. I dont even know where this castle is. I assume it must be in Ireland, although I have never been there. I would ask my mother, for she was born in Co. Cork, but since her stroke some five months ago she is unable to speak and I dont want to burden her with what is, after all, only a dream. I tell Temperance instead, as I have told her my thoughts and feelings since I was a child. She is originally from South Carolina and has worked for my mother for fifty-six years, from the age of fourteen. She is seventy now, twelve years my senior, but she doesnt look old to me. She looks as she always has done: black skin plump and smooth, voluptuous body all curves and softness, brown eyes round and shiny like chestnuts. Shes a big woman. Ive always thought that she needs to be big to accommodate such an enormous heart; Temperance is all unconditional love and compassion and the most noble person Ive ever met. Shes like an angel put on earth to heal it. I wonder, with such a nurturing, maternal nature, whether she would have liked to marry and have children of her own, but I dont suppose my mother would have been happy with that. Arethusa Clayton is a very needy woman and has always wanted Temperance to herself. Not that shes unkind. In fact, Id say shes kindest when Temperance is in the room  theres something about her that brings out the best in my mother. However, her affection for Temperance makes her selfish, and Temperance has spoiled her rotten.

  Temperance brings me a mug of milky coffee, sprinkled with chocolate and other secret spices she wont reveal in spite of my asking. She only smiles, waves her long fingers and says, Thats a secret, Miss Faye, and a secrets not a secret if you share it. I notice her hands as I take the mug; they are the only parts of her body that betray her age. The skin is rough and dry from household chores, the shell-pink palms etched with deep lines, which, according to her, denote an old soul. Sit with me a while, I say.

  She sinks with a loud sigh into the chair opposite. Her soft body melts into the wicker frame and I find comfort in this quiet routine, for every morning we meet like this, just the two of us, waiting with patience and trepidation for the old woman in the downstairs bedroom to die.

  I push myself off with my toes and gently swing. Temperance looks tired. Her eyes are rheumy and the sorrow in them makes me feel guilty. I think Temperance loves my mother more than I do. Or perhaps she needs her more. After all, I have a husband and children who, in spite of being all grown-up now, demand my attention; Temperance has only Mother. She has given her life to her, every drop of it, and, knowing my mother as I do, she will have taken it greedily. I wonder whether Mom has ever thanked her. I doubt it. I doubt Mom has ever considered Temperance and the loyal service she has given her. Temperance would not expect thanks; she loves her all the same, unconditionally. Love is a mystery, I muse, Temperances love for my mother more of a mystery than most. I know one thing, Temperances love is closer to God than mine. I shouldnt feel sorry for her, I should feel awed.

  I had that dream again last night, I tell her. I must have had it a dozen times since Mom had her stroke. Why do you think that is?

  Temperance always has an answer for everything. She nods and smiles and folds her rough hands in her lap. They say, Miss Faye, that recurring dreams are past-life memories unleashed from your subconscious. You are simply remembering your past.

  I laugh affectionately at her. Temperance is all spirits, magic charms and enchantment. I love her for that, but I was brought up in the Catholic faith and feel more secure remaining close to the teachings of the Bible, which say nothing of reincarnation, or any of her other pagan beliefs. I think its just anxiety, Tempie, I reply, taking a sip of coffee. No one makes coffee like Temperance and I sigh with pleasure, suddenly caught off guard by the chocolatey taste of my youth and the nostalgia that comes with it in a sudden onslaught of images, sounds and smells. I am a little girl again, in the kitchen, sharing my thoughts with Temperance, and she is listening to me with patience, her round face full of wisdom, her big eyes brimming with love. I hold on to the feeling and in it I can smell the sweetness of her baking and hear the resonance of our laughter. I can even see the dress I am wearing and feel the seersucker fabric against my skin. I am filled with wistfulness, which is nostalgias companion, as I reflect on the passing of time, the transience of life and the tender moments lost for ever in the wake of constant change.

  Moms passing will be the natural order of things for my brother Logan and me, but for Temperance, it will be the end. We will look after her, of course; she is like family. But this house, where we have spent every summer of our lives and to where my mother retired after my father died, will pass on to the next generation, and it will never be the same again. Ted Clayton, my father, was the eldest of seven brothers and sisters and the Governor of Massachusetts in his younger days. A big, burly man with a short temper, a quick mind and a formidable character, he was a person who did not suffer fools and liked to have total autonomy over his world  even after his death eleven years ago his cigar smoke is still embedded in the fabrics and furnishings so that I continue to smell him as if he is still sitting in his chair, barking commands. He was king and everyone else his loyal and obedient subject, except Mom, his queen. His worshipping of her was his only weakness, and the source of her power. While Mom continues to live here, Teds rules still apply. When she goes, their reign will end and new rules will grow up over the old ones. It will no longer be my home. It will no longer be Temperances, either. It will be Logans and hes not sentimental like I am. His wife will gut it, transform it and it will cease to smell of cigars.

  I hug my mug of coffee and look at Temperance, anxious to show her the compassion she has always shown me. Youve been a saint, Tempie, looking after Mom all these years. Shes never been easy, has she?

  She is a good woman, Temperance replies reverentially, eyes shining and face aglow with admiration, as if shes speaking of an angel and not my self-centred mother.

  Since her stroke she has been strangely peaceful, I say, reflecting on the remarkable change in my mothers nature. She went from cantankerous to meek overnight, as if she realized she was nearing the end and had accepted her fate without question or complaint.

  She will die with a clear conscience, says Temperance. She has banished her ghosts and will rise into Gods light with joy. Im not sure what ghosts Temperance is referring to. I know little of Mothers past. She came from Ireland, from a poor farming family, to escape poverty and start a new life in America as so many did in those times of hardship and famine. That much she told us. She never elaborated and we werent curious to know. Only now, as she is on the point of dying, do I wonder about her beginnings. I know she had two brothers. Whatever became of them? Did they leave Ireland too? With all my uncles and aunts on my fathers side and more cousins than I can count, it now seems odd to know not one of my mothers relations. She came to America alone and will leave alone, and we will be none the wiser.

  Mother has two nurses looking after her around the clock, but she insists on having Temperance by her side too. It is plain that she needs her even more than she needs me, her daughter. Im a little jealous, but that is only natural. Temperance has been with her constantly, but I married and moved away when I was twenty-two. I bear no grudges, have no regrets. Mom and I have had an easy relationship only because I have always bowed to her will. I have been dominated all my life, by my father and then by my husband, so I am used to accommodating stronger characters. Im as flexible as a reed in a pond. I dont resist. I do as Im told and I dont complain. I know what is expected of me. My father was a direct man who left no room for doubt. To be a good wife and mother were, to him, the highest aspirations of any well-brought-up girl and I desired nothing more than to please him and make him proud. But something in me is shifting now as if, like the earth, I have tectonic plates of my own; I feel movement deep within me.

  I am a woman of fifty-eight and I realize, as I sit on this veranda in the morning and gaze out over the sea, that I have pleased everyone all these years, except myself. I reflect on life and the lack of impression I have made with mine. My footsteps in the sand are shallow and will fast disappear when the waves finally wash over them, for I have done little besides raise my three children, look after my husband and be a gracious and charming hostess. My mother is dying and that makes me think of life and death and our purpose here. I realize in a blaze of clarity that I have been living for everyone else and not for me. I consider my dream once again. It makes me uneasy because I sense it is trying to tell me something. My subconscious prompting me to take a closer look at myself, perhaps. Unlike other dreams, it does not fade, but remains with the obstinacy of a dog determined to stay at his dead masters side.
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  I am at my mothers bedside when she passes. My brother Logan has made it from Boston in time and the two of us hold her hands while Temperance looks on, her face wet with tears, her bottom lip glistening and trembling as she mumbles inaudible prayers. Arethusa Clayton was a strikingly handsome woman once  she was never considered a beauty, her features were too strong for that, but her looks were arresting and men found her irresistible, even when she was no longer a young woman. Now, in death, she is serene, benign, passive, which is strange for me and my brother because she was never any of those things in life. She looks sweet, gentle even, as if she has given up a fight. As I gaze at her the word fight rises in my thoughts like a cork in water. It is insistent. I wonder what she had to fight for, why she had to fight at all. The fight is over now, for sure, she is at peace. But I cant help wondering why it was there in the first place.

  Her death hits me in unexpected ways. It is complicated, like a tangled ball of wool I had expected to be tidy. I feel sadness, a hollow, aching sadness, but I am also relieved for she has been released from her suffering and I have been released from her dominance. It is a thorny thing to feel both sorrow and relief at the same time. I feel guilty for feeling relieved and then I feel regret for all the things I never said. All the love I didnt realize I felt. And I feel terribly alone and a little lost, as if she has been the puppet master and I the ignorant puppet, oblivious of the strings that have, until now, held me up. Temperance is just sad and I know her sorrow cuts a cleaner wound than mine. For her there is no relief or regret or guilt. For her there is only mourning.

  Now it is up to Logan, as executor of her will, to see that our mothers wishes are carried out. It is up to Temperance and me to begin the laborious task of sorting out all her belongings. Her wardrobes of clothes and shoes and handbags, her jewellery boxes, make-up, toiletries and her desk of papers and library of books. Really, it is a daunting task and one I would rather hand over to somebody else, but there is no one else. Only the two of us, and, as the days go by, I feel we are getting nowhere. Mother clearly did not like to throw things away. What are we going to do with all this stuff?

  There is one item which I find out of place among her things. It is an instrument that looks like a small violin, but the belly is round and the fretboard very long. Temperance gasps when she sees it and smiles with childish delight, as if she has just found a beloved old friend. That, Miss Faye, is a banjo, she says, and her voice is full of wonder. Sensing she wants to hold it, I give it to her. She takes it with great care. Then she begins to play. Her fingers move deftly over the strings. Im astonished. I didnt know she could play the banjo. I listen as she sings. Her voice is low and soft like whiskey and cream, and all the while she sings she looks at me, the emotion in her eyes raw and tender. Im enchanted. But Im doubtful my mother ever knew how to play such a thing. It must have been an unwanted gift she never got round to throwing away.

  Tempie, I gasp when she is done. You play beautifully.

  Temperances heart is bleeding on account of her loss and she cries easily and often. She cries now as she strokes the banjo nostalgically. My father taught me how to play when I was a little girl, she tells me. He worked these strings like he was born for it. And he could dance, Miss Faye, tapping his feet, so light and graceful he was, like a fire spirit, and he could sing too. He used to play and sing to send me to sleep, but I would lie with my eyes wide open like a frog, not wanting to miss a single minute of it. She gives it back to me. After he died I never played again. I regret that now.

  Its never too late to start, I say. Why dont you have it. It will remind you of your father. I see Temperance then as a little girl, with her father, who I imagine to be handsome like she is, with her smile and the same tenderness in his eyes, and I wonder at the differences in our childhoods. Me with my white, privileged upbringing and she with prejudice and intolerance on account of her colour. The injustice of it makes my heart swell with compassion. America has come a long way since she was a girl, but still, old mindsets die hard. I want you to have it, Tempie, I insist.

  You mean that, Miss Faye?

  Of course, I mean that, Tempie. Mom would want you to have it.

  I will treasure it, Miss Faye. And Ill play it too. Ill play it and remember the past. Her eyes are moist. Id like to ask her about her past. Id like to hear more about her father, who she clearly adored. Im aware suddenly of how very little I know about her apart from stories of her grandmothers cooking, and Im ashamed by my lack of curiosity. My lack of interest. However, now isnt the time to ask. I dont want to upset her. Her grief is very close to the surface at the moment and the slightest thing will set her off. I cant cope with her tears right now. Im barely coping with my own.

  My children are wonderfully supportive. Rose, who is thirty-two and works in fashion in New York, offers to come and help, but I put her off. She has her own young family to think about. She insists she can get away and I know she really means it. She would cancel anything to come to my aid, but I assure her that Temperance and I are just fine on our own. Instead, she calls me every day. Sweet, considerate and patient, she listens as I tell her about the odd things I have found in my mothers closets. I know its boring for her, but shes in no haste to hang up. She knows I need to work through my grief and gives me all the time I need. As for Edwina, she is two years younger and has just started a new job in California, making movies, so cannot get away, but I appreciate the telephone call and her sympathy. Its very typical of Edwina to offer to help, hoping that she wont have to. I love her ambition and her drive, but she is the selfish one of my chidren and wont put herself out for anyone. Walter, our son, is twenty-two and studying for his final exams at college. He wants to come up, but this is no job for a young man. He doesnt call very often. Hes working hard, he has a girlfriend. I know his heart is in the right place but only Rose is truly empathetic.

  They will all come for the funeral, however, along with their father, my husband, who telephoned last night to ask when I am coming home. I would usually put everything down and hurry to his side, as he expects me to do, even in this case. He cannot understand why I cant just leave it all to Temperance. But I want to be here. At last I am thinking of myself. I want to be here, so I shall stay.

  Just when I think we are making progress, we are dealt a terrible blow. Logan and I meet with Mothers attorney, Frank Wilks, who comes to the house to read her will. He is a small, wiry man with a white moustache, bald head and high colour, which reminds me of the lobsters we used to catch and boil when we were kids. We take our seats in the dining room, at one end of the polished cherry-wood table, and make small talk while Mr Wilks opens his briefcase and lifts out a file, placing it in front of him with an air of solemnity and self-importance. He has looked after my parents affairs for thirty-five years and is genuinely saddened by our mothers passing. Temperance brings in a tray of coffee, then leaves the room and closes the door behind her. Mr Wilks smiles as I pour him a cup, but it is not an easy smile. I guess that Mom has made some awkward requests. After all, she was difficult in life, why would she not be difficult in death?

  Mr Wilks opens the document, inhales through his nostrils and informs us that Mother has stipulated in her will that she wants to be cremated. This is a shock, to say the least. Our father is buried in the Catholic church of the Holy Cross and it has always been assumed that Mother, who was also Catholic, would be laid to rest beside him. Ted Clayton did not believe in cremation. He made that clear, as he made everything clear (his dinner-table lectures were infamous and patiently endured in the same way that one endures sermons from the pulpit). When Judgement Day arrives, Ted Clayton will be complete in body and ready to rise again. No one doubts he will. If anyone can defy death and burst out of the earth its Ted Clayton. But he did not think it possible to forge a body out of ash, however potent the power of resurrection. It is therefore unthinkable that Mother has chosen cremation over burial. We cant even argue that she was mad because she was of very sound mind when she rewrote her will, a few months before her stroke. Indeed, she hosted a fundraiser the day before she was struck down and everyone commented on her vitality and her charm. Therefore, as hard as it is to accept, cremation was her sane choice, but still we cannot fathom why.

  This is outrageous! Logan exclaims. His face, still boyishly handsome, reddens with indignation. I wont accept it. Dad would turn in his grave if he knew. He looks at me sternly. Did you know about this?

  Of course not, I reply.

  He folds his arms and sits back in his chair. Ridiculous, he scoffs, hoping that by dismissing her request in this way her wish will not be taken seriously. No wonder she didnt tell us when she was alive. She knew very well how wed feel. He shakes his head, still luxuriously covered with wavy chocolate-brown hair, greying only slightly at the temples. Why would she want to be cremated? She was a devout woman. It goes against her faith. It simply doesnt make sense.

  Its about to, says Mr Wilks, pushing his glasses up his nose. We turn our attention back to the diminutive man who clears his throat and taps the page with his middle finger like a bird tapping wood with its beak. That is not all she has requested, he adds.

  Go on, Logan urges, dropping his gaze to the document in front of Mr Wilks. What else does it say?

  She has requested that her ashes be scattered in Ireland. Mr Wilks ignores another collective gasp and continues. To be precise, and her will is indeed very precise, she wants them scattered . . . He leans over the page and reads what is written there. On the hills above Castle Deverill, with both a view of the castle and the ocean. Let the wind take me and the soft rain settle me into the Irish soil from where I came. And may my sins be forgiven.

  At this point I feel as if I have just had the wind knocked out of me. The mention of the castle is an extraordinary coincidence. I put my hand to my chest and take a breath. I cannot share my dream with my brother, he is a sensible, pragmatic man and would think I had lost my mind. Goodness, Im not even sure I can tell Temperance, only because she will read too much into it and Im afraid of what she might say. Im afraid of my dream. Im now scared to sleep in case it comes again. Im scared of facing myself there by the fireplace and of waking up in a cold sweat with my heart pounding against my ribcage and not knowing why I am so frightened.

  Logan asks Mr Wilks to pass him the will and the attorney slides it across the table. My brother reads it carefully, lips pursed, cheeks the colour of bulls blood. This is crazy! he exclaims. Why on earth would she want her ashes scattered in Ireland? I mean, we know her maiden name was Deverill, but she never spoke of a Castle Deverill. Did she ever mention a castle to you? Again Logan looks at me and again I shake my head. Well, we know she grew up on a farm in Co. Cork and crossed the Atlantic to seek a better life in America, but we have never heard of a castle. It is one thing to cremate her, but quite another to scatter her in a distant country which she left over sixty years ago and barely ever mentioned. He slides the will back to Mr Wilks with disdain. I know that Logan will want to ignore her wishes and lay her to rest here, alongside our father. Usually I would comply with his wishes. I always have, after all he is seven years older than me and Ive never really voiced a strong opinion about anything. But for some unknown reason I feel very strongly about this.

  If she wants her ashes to be scattered in Ireland, it is our duty to see that it happens, I say and Logan frowns irritably, surprised that I am not in accordance with him. I think of the castle in my dream and feel more certain than ever that the two are connected, perhaps even the same, and that I should be the person to take her. I dont tell Logan what I am thinking. It is much too out of character and hes had enough surprises for one day.

  I havent considered my husband. He is an obstacle too solid to contemplate right now.

  There is one final demand. Mr Wilks clears his throat and seems to brace himself. His shoulders lift, almost to his ears, as if he wants to pull in his head like a tortoise. Mrs Clayton has requested that the servants house be lent to Temperance for her lifetime along with a gift of two hundred thousand dollars. Logan looks horrified. That is an enormous amount of money for a maid. Mr Wilks goes on regardless: A third of her wealth she has left to you, Mrs Langton, and a third to you, Mr Clayton.

  And the other third? Logan is quick to ask, ignoring the house and money for Temperance. I am curious to know as well. I lean forward, elbows on the table. Who else is there? Logan adds with an impatient shake of his head.

  Mr Wilks looks uncomfortable. Our mother has no doubt made another surprising request. Mrs Clayton was very clear about this, he replies. She has stipulated that the identity of the third party must remain anonymous until you have been to Ireland.

  Logan looks as if he is going to burst. Even his ears go red and throb angrily. Anonymous? He stares at me, brown eyes large and feverish, but before he can ask whether I knew of this, I reassure him that I didnt.

  I cant imagine who it could be, I say quietly and I feel my own face redden with the shock of it. I am ashamed to admit that I, too, am a little put out.

  A third? Who, besides her children, is entitled to a third? Was she out of her mind? What on earth was she thinking? Logan jumps to his feet and paces the room.

  Mr Wilks clears his throat again. These are your mothers wishes and it is your duty, Mr Clayton, to carry them out.

  What if I want to contest it? Logan challenges, sitting down and leaning towards Mr Wilks, dwarfing him with his wide shoulders and attempting to coerce him with his sharp, predatory eyes.

  Which part of it? Mr Wilks replies coolly, returning his gaze without blinking.

  All of it, says Logan.

  Logan, I protest. You cant do that. Its the law. These are Mothers wishes. You cant ignore them.

  Logan stares at me in surprise. I have voiced an opinion and it is not what he wants to hear. I will do all I can to ignore them, Faye.

  On what grounds will you contest the will? Mr Wilks asks sensibly. I dont imagine Logan would be able to build a very convincing case. I think he knows that too. He steeples his fingers as he ponders what to do. Mr Wilks catches my eye but neither of us smiles. We are both anxious to do the right thing. Logan is only thinking of himself. He only ever thinks of himself.

  Very well, he says at length. I will not fight her wish to be cremated, although it goes against our fathers wishes and the wishes of her family. As for her ashes being scattered in Ireland, I find the whole idea ridiculous. She remains here, where she belongs. As for the final part, hell will freeze over before I allow one third of Mothers wealth to go to

  A ghost, Logan, I interrupt. Because until we know who it is, it might as well be a ghost.

  Mr Wilks coughs into his hand. Before we bring the meeting to an end, there is one more thing.

  Logan and I stare at him. What else can there be? Mr Wilks leans over and lifts his briefcase off the floor and places it on the table. I hold my breath as he opens the clasps and raises the lid. Inside is a brown envelope. It doesnt look like much but I dread to know what is inside. He places it on the table with great importance, as if it contains something very valuable. Logan and I look at it, hoping that it is innocuous, that it wont give us cause to argue.

  Mrs Clayton has left specific instructions that this be left to you, Mrs Langton. He slides the envelope across the polished wood. Logan leans over. He wants to take it from me and open it himself, and he probably would if Mr Wilks wasnt watching and making sure that everything is done by the book. I would like to carry it off to a private place and open it on my own, but both Logan and Mr Wilks are observing me closely, so I am left with no option but to unseal it in front of them.

  Inside is a black, leather-bound book. Without asking, Logan takes it from me and flicks through the pages. Its in some kind of code, he says at once, dismissing it. What good is that? He hands it back. I open it and look closely at the writing. I cant even tell if it is Mothers. It does not appear to be her hand, nor is it legible.

  I cant read it, I comment with a sigh. But part of me is relieved. If it is anything like her list of wishes, Im happy not knowing.

  Well, at least it doesnt have teeth, Logan quips mirthlessly. Thank you, Mr Wilks, for coming. I will be in touch. In the meantime, Faye, Mothers gift to this anonymous person is to remain between us. Do you understand? I nod. Good.

  I dont think this is the right moment to tell him that I intend to go to Ireland.

  

  Chapter 2

  The cremation service takes place in a small, impersonal crematorium that lacks both charm and intimacy. I find the industrial nature of the building distasteful. It is too clinical, too cold. I begin to wish that I had given in to Logans demand and buried Mom beside Dad, after all. However, I put on a brave face for the sake of my children and for Temperance, who quietly sobs, dabbing her streaming eyes with a white handkerchief and gently blowing her nose. My husband Wyatt is not comfortable with emotion so I clench my jaw and try to hold back my own tears. It is Temperance who takes my hand and squeezes it. I try not to look at her. I know I will cry if I do. It is a relief when the ordeal is over and I can remember Mom in a more charming service, which takes place later the same day in the local church.

  I have not had time to grieve and here in this church, in front of my parents remaining friends and Dads family, is not the place to start. The Claytons are a tough lot and I am one of them and must be tough too. However, clearing out Moms things, sorting out her affairs, arranging this service and being strong for Temperance have taken their toll and I feel drained. It is no surprise that there is not a single member of Moms family present, but it does feel strange. Perhaps they all died in the famine. Or they moved away in search of a better life like she did, or remained to rot in their cold cottages on farms where nothing grew. It is quite possible, now I think of it, that Mom suffered a past so traumatic that it hurt too much to talk about it. Why has that never occurred to me? She was, by her own admission, a woman who wanted to live in the present. But now that she has requested her ashes be scattered in Ireland, I cant help but turn my thoughts to the past she wanted to forget. If her heart was here, with all of us, why wouldnt she want to remain? Why return to Ireland in death if it had meant nothing to her in life?

  My curiosity is aroused. I realize, to my shame, that I know nothing about my mother, nothing at all. Its not that I suspect she kept secrets; its not that. Its simply regret, and sadness at my lack of understanding. I feel a swell of grief building in my chest. Its sudden and takes me by surprise. I stifle a sob and drop my gaze to the floor where I focus hard on the flaws in the stone. Yet, still the questions arise. I know nothing of Moms childhood, nothing of her growing up, nothing of the struggles and hardships she endured. I know nothing of her parents, her siblings and nothing of her home. Arethusa is gone. There is no one left to tell her story. I feel as if her whole family has died with her, swallowed into oblivion. There is a void now, a black hole, a nothingness in the place where my mother once was. And I regret very much that I never had the curiosity, or the courage, to ask her.

  After the service we head back to the house for the reception. The congregants stroll the short walk from the church. Dressed in black they look like a flock of crows making their way slowly over the fallen leaves. They enter the house where I have hired waiters to offer them glasses of wine and girls in dark dresses to relieve them of their coats. Temperance watches from the shadows with her bottom lip out and her hands on her wide hips, guarding her mistresss home possessively.

  I position myself by the door to greet them. I long for it to be over, for everyone to leave. Im tired of talking, shaking hands and thanking people for their sympathy. The drawing room is stuffy, I can barely see the other end of it for the cigarette smoke, and the noise of chatter is loud and invasive. I yearn for quiet. I suddenly want very much to be left alone, to process my loss, to remember Mom in my own private way. I want to flee from the compassionate, probing looks and questions, which, although kindly intended, are an intrusion.

  I find a quiet moment by the window in the drawing room and look out over the garden where the trees are scattering scarlet and golden leaves into the wind. I love the fall. Its my favourite season. I love the rich, contrasting colours, the soft light, the wistfulness of it as summer slowly dies and winter creeps in with its long nights and hard cold. Today its beauty soothes me.

  Im glad thats over. Its Logan, standing beside me now, swigging his glass of wine.

  Me too, I agree with a sigh. I know hes referring to the cremation, but I want this to be over too.

  Well done with the service. It was sufficiently glamorous without being ostentatious. She would have enjoyed it. He smiles and Im glad to see hes not cross with me anymore, but slightly teasing, as he always is. I study him closely. At sixty-five his good looks have only been enhanced by the deepening of the lines around his mouth and at his temples. However, the years have not endowed his face with wisdom or character, if anything they have exposed his superficial nature and his vanity. There is something of the fading film star trying too hard to hold on to his beauty, which is oddly pitiful. In spite of his temper and his bullying I realize now that he is really rather benign. I turn my eyes back to the darkening skies and wonder why I am suddenly seeing the world and those in it in a different light.

  In spite of being cremated, I believe her souls up there with Dads, I say. With her family, too, I guess. I gaze up at my brother, who is very tall, and search for emotion. I wonder if her death has moved him. It doesnt appear to have done. Besides anger, indignation and pleasure, Logan seems to be a man who does not feel things very deeply. He never shows a vulnerable side, at least not as far as I know. Perhaps he lets his guard down with Lucy, his wife. But somehow I doubt it. Shes a cold fish as well. They are both as unsentimental as each other. Do you ever think of her family? I ask.

  He shakes his head. No. Why, do you?

  I havent until now. Have you noticed theres no one here from her side of the family? No one at all.

  Thats no surprise.

  But dont you find that a little sad? Not one family member to say goodbye.

  Well, they werent here during her life so it would be pretty odd if anyone turned up for her funeral.

  Are any of them left? I ask, throwing my gaze back onto the falling leaves and waning light and feeling an unbearable sense of emptiness. They cant all have died. There must be someone out there who knows her story.

  She didnt want to remember it, otherwise she would have told us.

  Yet she wanted her ashes scattered in Ireland.

  A whim, he retorts dismissively. Absurd.

  A very emphatic whim, Logan. Shes incredibly specific about where she wants us to scatter them. If she didnt care about her past she would have been content to be buried beside Dad.

  Logan does not want to think about this. His jaw hardens and his lips thin. She cant really have expected us to go all the way to Ireland, he says and for a moment I believe him. It is, indeed, a substantial request. I am so used to looking up to the men in my life  my overpowering father, my older, more beautiful brother and my clever, assertive husband  that for a moment I do not think to question him. Yet, something pulls at me, a nagging feeling, like an invisible hand tugging at the hem of my dress, demanding to be noticed.

  She wants us to go, Logan, I say, and in that second everything becomes clear, like water after the mud settles. Of course! I mumble, my voice rising with excitement. She wants us to go. She wants us to know her story. Thats why she is sending us there. A look of irritation darkens his face. I know, it sounds crazy. But I have a strange feeling

  She got nostalgic, thats all, Logan interrupts, gazing at me down his long nose. Old people always get nostalgic.

  No, its more than that, I insist, tearful because he does not understand and I want to go to Ireland, very much. I feel it in my gut, I add quietly, putting a hand on my stomach.

  He pats my shoulder. Your gut needs a little wine, I think. Come on, we cant stand at the window all afternoon ignoring our guests. Have you talked to Aunt Bernard? She had me in a corner for ten long minutes and I know she wants to talk to you too.

  I sigh at the prospect of Aunt Bernard, Dads sister. All the Clayton girls have boys names because their father, Clinton Clayton, had only wanted boys. I do not wish to see Aunt Bernard. I havent got the strength for her strident personality. In fact, I do not wish to see anyone. I feel low because I anticipate not being allowed to go to Ireland. I have the money, my father left me a great deal, but I dont have my independence and I am afraid to assert myself, because I have never done so before. I anticipate my husband telling me I cant go. Logan telling me I cant go. I see myself, in my minds eye, bending to their will, as I always do. It is a pattern that is both familiar and depressing. Im appalled at my own weakness. That makes me feel lower than anything, my inability to stand up for myself.

  I want to sit on the swing chair outside and hold on to that tugging feeling, because there is something strangely comforting about it. I dont know why. The room is too noisy and full of people for me to be able to think. I need peace and quiet. I turn to face the throng, hoping to weave through the people and escape onto the veranda. To my dismay, Aunt Bernard is pushing her way past the guests, elbows out, jaw jutting with determination. Nothing is going to stop her. And because of her size, no one can.

  Before I am able to escape, Aunt Bernard is staring up at me with her round, moon face and round, china-blue eyes. Everything about Aunt Bernard is round. Good! Ive been looking for you, Faye. Now, whats all this about Tussy wanting her ashes scattered in Ireland? I mean, what in Gods name was she thinking? And cremation! Ted must be turning in his grave. Its outrageous.

  I feel my fury mount. Its what she wanted and we are compelled to carry out her wishes, I say, trying to be patient and not let my irritation show. I am used to the Claytons. They are as thick-skinned and insensitive as buffaloes, and the women are as tough as the men.

  She said nothing of it when she was alive. Did she say anything to you?

  No.

  Aunt Bernard chuckles and her big bosom heaves. Of course she didnt, because she knew what kind of reception shed get. No one can reach her where she is now, you see. Aunt Bernards eyes widen further, giving her the intense look of a madwoman. Youre not going to Ireland, are you? Youre not considering it?

  Well . . . I hesitate.

  Of course youre not. You know its a silly idea. Bury her ashes next to Ted. Theyre meant to be together.

  But shes been very specific

  Aunt Bernard waves a chubby hand. Her nails are bitten to the quick and her fingers are short and square, like her body. Shes just playing you for fools. She doesnt want to go to Ireland any more than you and Logan want to take her. She turned her back on that country decades ago and that was that. It seems mighty strange to me that she wants to return now, when shes nothing but ashes. At the mention of my mother reduced to ash my eyes fill with tears. The thought of it is horrendous. Can that be all that is left? Aunt Bernard continues regardless, either ignoring  or oblivious to  my pain. I went there once, Co. Wexford. Pretty but wet. Rained all the time. Ive never been so soaked in all my life. Theres nothing to see in Ireland but hills and sea and rain. She waves her fingers again. Bury her next to Ted. You will, wont you, Faye? Its the right thing to do. The family has to stay together and generations of Claytons are buried in that cemetery. It would be wrong to take her halfway across the world. You know that as well as I do. And trust me  she chuckles and clamps those saucer eyes onto mine  you really dont want to go to Ireland.

  I lift my chin and hear myself declare, Actually, I do.

  Aunt Bernard blinks in astonishment. Sorry, what did you say?

  I said that I do want to go.

  Two red spots of indignation flourish on Aunt Bernards cheeks. You do?

  Yes, I want to see where my mother came from.

  Muddy fields and cold parlours, I suspect, Aunt Bernard replies dismissively.

  Then I shall see those, I say. And I shall find out who my mother was. As I say it I realize, with a frisson of pleasure which takes me totally by surprise, that I have decided. It is done. I will stand up for myself and do exactly as I want. I dont have to take the ashes, I can go alone, that way Logan cant stop me, and if Wyatt objects, Ill simply say that I want to find out whether any of Mothers family are still alive. How can he deny me that? I only hope he doesnt decide to come with me.

  I manage to extricate myself from Aunt Bernard and leave the drawing room. I flee to my fathers old study, which was transformed by the children into a games room after he died, with a pool table, dart board and a card table in the bay window where his desk used to be. In there I find the cousins hiding out like naughty schoolchildren. Rose and Edwina are lounging on the sofa with their older cousin Maggie, Logans daughter. They have kicked off their shoes and are smoking cigarettes, complaining about the inordinately large number of ghastly relations present. Logans boys, Henry, Christopher and Alexander, are playing pool with my son Walter, who is younger than them and easily led. When they see me standing in the doorway they stop what they are doing and look at me guiltily.

  I dont blame them, however. I wish I could take refuge in there as well. But I cant. I am the hostess and I have to do my duty. Have you seen your father? I ask the girls. They shake their heads. If you see him, tell him Im looking for him.

  Are you okay, Mom? Rose asks. How like Rose to be concerned.

  Oh, Im fine, I reply, forcing a smile. Itll be over soon.

  Thank the Lord for that! says Edwina, blowing out a puff of smoke. If one more person tells me how wonderful my grandmother was Im going to slap them. She flashes a mischievous smile, designed to win the support of her cousins. She was a prima donna of the first degree!

  They giggle, then glance anxiously at me to see if I have taken offence. I havent.

  As I leave the room, taking care to close the door behind me so that the young people will not be found by determined relations, I see, out of the corner of my eye, someone hurrying down the corridor to my right. I realize that it is Temperance. In her black dress with the white collar, short greying hair and fulsome body, she is unmistakable. She gets to the end of the corridor and turns left, disappearing into the pantry.

  I follow. I know how hard my mothers death has been on Temperance, but I also welcome an excuse not to have to go back into the drawing room. I find her leaning back on the butlers sink, handkerchief pressed against her lips, eyes red-rimmed. She is a pitiful sight and my heart goes out to her. Temperance . . . I say.

  Temperance shakes her head. Im sorry, Miss Faye, she snivels. But I cant stand around there watching all them people without making a fool of myself.

  I go to embrace her. Its okay, Tempie, I say softly. I wish theyd all go away too. I put my arms around her and squeeze her hard. She smells of cake, having baked for the occasion. It clings to her hair and to the oil in her skin. I inhale the familiar scent of home and feel the same reassurance I felt when, as a little girl, I used to sit in her lap and allow myself to be gathered into her big arms and spongy bosom. But now it is I who am comforting her. She lets out a sob, then a shudder.

  I dont know how Im gon do without her, she sniffs. I known her since I was fourteen. Shes been good to me.

  I reflect on my mothers short fuse, her endless demands, her impatience, her addiction to drama and her obstinacy. But you were good to her, too, Tempie, I say truthfully. You put up with a great deal.

  Temperance lifts her face off my shoulder, leaving a wet patch where her tears have soaked into the fabric. She never meant to lose her temper, Miss Faye. She was just colourful. One minute up, the next minute down. Sometimes she was all over the place. But she had a heart of gold. There was not a more generous soul on the earth than Miss Tussy. She was never anything but kind to me. I reflect on the servants house and the small fortune my mother has left her and agree that she was certainly generous, at least in death. I dont remember her being especially generous when she was alive. Then, as if reading my thoughts, she adds, I dont deserve such earthly riches, but shes given them to me anyway. She begins to cry again.

  Did she ever talk to you about her past? I ask, changing the subject.

  In Ireland, you mean? She scarcely mentioned it.

  She wants her ashes scattered there.

  This does not surprise Temperance. Of course she does, she says, as if it is the most natural thing in the world. Its home, isnt it? Everybody wants to go home in the end.

  My eyes well and my throat grows tight. Thats beautiful, Tempie, I whisper. I hadnt thought of that.

  Are you gon take her, Miss Faye?

  Logan wants to lay her to rest beside Daddy.

  Thats no good, says Temperance, her eyebrows coming together in a scowl. She dont wanna be buried there. You must take her to Ireland or shell be stompin and stampin up there in the clouds like its nobodys business and givin us mortals no peace.

  I think she wants me to go to Ireland, I say, a warm, excited feeling firing up in the pit of my belly, dispelling my sorrow. I think she wants me to go and discover her roots.

  Temperance looks suspicious. You gon find out about her past?

  I want to.

  She taps a finger on my nose like she used to do when I was a little girl and looks at me steadily with her dark amber eyes. You be careful now, Miss Faye. You dont know what you gon find.

  A few old relatives, I hope.

  And more, I suspect, says Temperance darkly. Everyone has a past, Miss Faye, and I guess Miss Tussy had more of a past than most.

  But I am adamant now that I am going. I am sure that if I go to the place where my mother grew up Ill be able to come back with a strong argument in favour of fulfilling her wish and scattering her ashes there. I know it is the right thing to do, for Mom as well as for myself.

  The tugging feeling is persistent. It is now in my heart, as if it has strings and someone is pulling them. I put a hand on my chest as I walk up the corridor towards the noise coming from the drawing room, and smile. It doesnt matter who is doing the tugging, or if it is grief causing my imagination to feel things that arent really there, because I want to go. I want to go very much because I sense it will somehow connect me with my mother. Without her I dont know who I am anymore. She was the wind in my sail and I am now lost at sea. Perhaps if I go to Ireland and spend time alone, far from home, I will find my own wind, and learn how to use my own rudder.

  [image: ]

  Wyatt is talking to a group of men by the fireplace in the drawing room. They are smoking and drinking and laughing as if it is a party, not a wake. My enthusiasm deflates and I resolve to wait until the guests have gone and were alone to tell him of my plan. I plunge back into the crowd and accept the condolences with grace.

  At last everyone has left. Temperance has served us a light supper, for none of us are hungry. We are all staying at the house; Logan and Lucy and their four children, Wyatt and me and our three. Walter, who is the youngest and the clown of the family, imitates the more eccentric relations and we all laugh. It feels good to laugh, albeit a little inappropriate. When at last we are alone, upstairs in the bedroom which was mine as a girl and later as a married woman, with blue floral wallpaper and matching curtains, I tell Wyatt about Ireland.

  He looks at me with a mixture of irritation and sympathy. I can tell he thinks grief has made me irrational. Logan says the ashes will remain here, he tells me, untying his tie. I feel a pressure build beneath my ribcage as the two men rise up in my imagination as obstacles to my independence.

  Im not going to take Mom with me, I explain. I just want to go and see where she grew up. I feel like I didnt really know her at all.

  Wyatt sighs and puts his hands on his hips. I have been in Nantucket for almost two months, waiting for Mom to die, and after clearing the house with Temperance, so it is natural he should want me back in Boston. He is a partner in a big advertising firm and likes me to accompany him to work dinners and the endless social functions he insists we go to. Wyatt comes alive when hes surrounded by people he can show off to. I need you at home, Faye, he says. Everything goes awry when youre not there. Im bored of going out on my own and coming back to an empty house and its been months since we entertained. Besides, it doesnt look good. People will start to talk.

  Im sure theyll understand.

  What? You heading off to Ireland on your own? I mean, you dont expect me to come with you, do you?

  Of course not. I know how busy you are at work. Wyatt would never put himself out for me, or for anyone else for that matter. He missed Roses graduation because he wouldnt postpone a game of golf. (Rose was sweet and said she didnt mind. Had it been Edwina all hell would have broken loose!)

  Its out of the question that you go to Ireland on your own, he continues. What will people think?

  I cant help but chuckle at his archaic attitude. I hardly think a grown woman travelling on her own is going to raise any eyebrows, I argue. Theyll think what we tell them to think, I add.

  He shakes his head and steps out of his trousers. Its not safe, he adds, picking them up and folding them carefully. Wyatt is very particular about tidiness.

  Ill manage, I reply.

  Its not appropriate.

  Im hardly a scarlet woman.

  He brightens. I tell you what. Ill take you to Ireland. Next year, perhaps. We can go together.

  This does not suit me. I dont want Wyatt to come with me. If he comes, it will be all about Wyatt. Thats a nice thought. It really is, I say. I appreciate it, I do. But I dont want to wait. I want to go now. I need to go now. I have never gone anywhere on my own. I look at him beseechingly. Ive never asked you for anything, Wyatt. Not in all the years weve been married. So, Im asking now. I want to go. I want to go alone, and I want to go now.

  Wyatt doesnt know what to say. He blinks at me in bewilderment. I hold my ground. I am quite determined. Im not sure where this determination is coming from. My heart is pounding against my ribs, my hands are sweating and I can feel myself trembling in my skin and yet, I dont back down. Ill think about it, he says at last.

  Wyatt, Im not asking you to think about it. Im telling you that Im going.

  Wyatt has never been spoken to like this in all his life. His obedient little wife has always done what she is told. He has always been the alpha male in the family, the one who calls the shots, the man who makes the rules and all the decisions. He scratches his head and his face twists with irritation, all sympathy now gone. He is dealing with a rebellion and he wants to quell it before it gets out of control. He looks at me quizzically, as if wondering who I have been talking to. Who has sown these seeds of subversion? Faye, I accept that this is a difficult time for you, your mother dying and all, but dont forget your place. You are my wife and I need you at home.

  And I have lost my mother and I need to go to Ireland, I reply, standing firm and quite astonished by my own tenacity.

  Fine! He raises his voice now and I flinch. I dont like it when hes angry. But all the same, I dont back down. If you still feel the need to go to Ireland, go in the spring. But I suspect, by then, youll have come to your senses. He strides into the bathroom and closes the door behind him with a bang.

  I nearly jump out of my skin at the sound, but I am triumphant. It is not what I wanted, but it is good enough. I will wait for the spring and I will not change my mind.

  

  Chapter 3

  Spring, 1961

  Spring comes and I surprise Wyatt by announcing that I am booking my flight to Shannon Airport. I have arranged to stay in a small hotel in Ballinakelly, the town near the castle, called Vickerys Inn, and they have organized a car to pick me up at the airport. The duration of my stay will be two weeks. Wyatt is aghast. He cant understand why I want to be away so long. Im not entirely sure myself why I booked two weeks and not one. Im aware that there are darker reasons besides loss that propel me to go. They lurk like shadows around my heart, growing denser the more I wilfully ignore them. But Im scared to look too closely. Scared of what I will find at their source. I tell myself that I need time away, to rest, recharge and reassess my life, and that in so doing those shadows will go away.

  Logan is disapproving and I know he has discussed my trip with Wyatt, undoubtedly on the golf course. Wyatt doesnt know, because I have kept my word and not told a soul, that Mom has left a third of her wealth to a mysterious third party. Logan is trying to change the will, but he really hasnt got a leg to stand on. There is no argument. Until we find out the identity of this anonymous person, how can we complain? What if it is one of our children, for example? Unlikely, of course, but not impossible. We wouldnt want to object in that case. Mom has designed this elaborate will for a reason, and Im pretty sure that going to Ireland will reveal what that reason is. But Logan is trying to alter it all the same. He is damned if he is going to share what he believes to be our inheritance with anyone else.

  Im pleased Im going away. I dont like Logans attitude and Im ashamed, because, as much as I hate to admit it, I feel something of his outrage.

  Unlike Wyatt, the children are not surprised that I am going to search for my mothers roots. They support my decision and are curious to know where their grandmother came from. Rose was the first to tell me that two weeks is the right amount of time, considering the distance Im travelling. She laughed and said it was hardly worth going if I was only intending to stay a week. It is only Wyatt who thinks its too long, and inappropriate for a wife to travel alone, without her husband. He is old-fashioned and loathes not being in control. But I am tired of toeing his line; its time I toed a line of my own.

  At one point I worried that Wyatt might decide to come with me, but I should not have wasted my energy. Wyatt is much too preoccupied with work, and with himself. He works hard, Im sure, but he seems to spend most of his time playing golf. I joke with my girlfriends that he is married to Noble Price Golf Club, but really it is not very funny, because its true. Hes on the course at every opportunity and, knowing little about the game, I find his conversation, and the conversation of his fellow golfing buddies, very dull. I have played the gracious wife and hostess for over thirty years so why am I only tiring of it now?

  A part of me would like to go back to the way I was before Mom died. At least I knew who I was then. Im not sure who I am now, only that I dont like myself very much. I want to be someone else, but I dont even know who that is either. If Wyatt had the slightest idea of what is going through my head he would send me to see a therapist. But I know I dont need therapy, I just need to go away and find some peace, by myself. I need to work out what it is exactly that my mothers death has unleashed.

  [image: ]

  I say goodbye to Wyatt, who is sulking now. Hes like a child who has not got his way. He accompanies me out into the street where a cab is waiting to take me to the airport and helps me with my suitcase, but he is quiet. Usually he talks about himself, confident that Im going to listen and agree with everything he says; now hes not even talking. Hes answering my questions in monosyllables and doesnt return my smile as I kiss his cheek. He flinches and I feel awkward. It doesnt feel natural to touch him. We are like strangers. I cant even remember the last time we were intimate. I suppose that part of a marriage dies eventually, corroded by familiarity and domesticity. We are like siblings  yes, Wyatt is very like Logan. They could be siblings too.

  I feel sad when I climb into the cab. Wyatt doesnt wait or wave, as most husbands would. He goes back inside and I sigh and turn my attention to the wet tarmac, because it rained in the night. The glistening new leaves are just beginning to unfurl on the trees that line the street. They are delicate and the prettiest shade of lime green, almost phosphorescent. Purple and yellow tulips open their petals in the sunshine and the blossom looks like snow. Spring is exploding with colour and scent and yet I yearn to leave, as soon as possible. I am confused to find that I am crying. I wipe my tears and hide behind the back of the drivers seat so that he cant see me in the rear-view mirror. Im heading to Ireland and Im afraid. Im wondering now whether Im doing the right thing. Perhaps I do need to see a therapist, after all.

  I am nervous travelling on my own. Ive never thought about it before because Ive always travelled with Wyatt. Wyatt arranges everything, the flights, the hotels, the car, the restaurants, the tours, he even looks after my ticket. Weve been all over the world, to Italy and Spain, France, England and Africa, but here I am, at Boston Airport, nervously standing in line with my ticket and passport, anxious that I wont find my way to the departure lounge. I tell myself to calm down, that any idiot can find his way around an airport, but still my anxiety builds.

  Once I am on the plane, in the window seat, I begin to relax. I have a glass of wine and feel better, even a little excited. I read, I sleep and I think, and I feel I have left all my worries on that landscape which is now far behind me. Below is only sea, the vast blue Atlantic Ocean, and on the other side is Ireland. In a way, Im coming home. Ive always considered myself American, but Im Irish in my blood. Mom was Irish and grew up there and Dads family originated there even though they have been in America for generations. I like to think of myself as Irish, even though I dont know what that means. It feels good, like Im taking on a different personality or finding a new part of myself that I never appreciated was there.

  [image: ]

  We land in the early morning at Shannon Airport and I easily spot the taxi driver in arrivals, holding up
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