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Introduction







I cannot remember the first time I saw the Great Blasket. I must have, somewhere, in a book or on television, but the memory isn’t there. It feels instead like something I have always known, a word that waited in the background of my mind to be spoken aloud. There was never a single introduction, only a gradual recognition, as if the island and I had been circling one another for years before we finally met.

I have been looking for peace and quiet since I was a child. It began with a small, scallop-edged photograph that slipped loose from the folds of an old family album. A grainy image of a cottage in Mayo, caught mid-century, the paper soft from age. The sticky residue of tape clung to my fingers as I turned it over. Someone nearby explained that this had been the last house in Mayo to be connected to electricity. Nobody could say if it was true, but truth hardly mattered. The story attached itself to the image, and the image attached itself to me.

The house was plain, a long, low-roofed cottage built into a hillside. No sweeping views, no grandeur. The camera was too close; the grass bank rose behind it, blocking the sky. But the dark windows caught a shock of white daylight, and even then, I imagined the rooms inside. No wires, no hum of a fridge, no interruption. A house held apart from time, resisting, if only for a while, the reach of the modern world.

I carried that image with me for years. It became a kind of measure, something I held against every place I lived. In crowded shopping centres or rush-hour trains, I could picture that cottage and summon its quiet. It wasn’t simple escapism; it was refusal, a small rejection of all the noise that kept the world turning. Eventually I began to look for the kind of quiet that didn’t need to be imagined, places where silence was already built into the land. Islands, especially, called to me. Those small worlds scattered off the western edge of Ireland, set apart by water yet always within sight.

I have always loved stories. When I was younger, I read about saints and wells, about the lines of rivers that curved through towns whose names I practised saying. Every corner of Ireland seemed to have its own story, every patch of bog a memory. I liked learning how people had lived, what they ate, what they built and how they passed their evenings when the work was done. It was never the scale of history that held me, but the texture of it, and the idea that even the smallest stories were worthy of record. Somewhere in those lessons, the Great Blasket appeared. It was spoken of alongside the Aran Islands and Skellig Michael, yet it felt entirely different to me. Despite the detailed records of its abandonment, even its silence seemed alive. I imagined the white cottages gathered on the hillside, the sea pulling at the edges of the shoreline, the light moving across stone. I knew, before ever standing there, that this was a place that refused to disappear.

Lying just off the south-west coast of Ireland, the Great Blasket is separated from the mainland by three kilometres of Atlantic water. From the pier in Dunquin, you can see the remains of the village: the roofless cottages, the faint lines of fields once kept by hand. For at least two centuries, a small Irish-speaking community lived there. They fished and farmed and waited together when storms closed in. When the sea calmed, they rowed to the mainland in naomhógs, traditional wooden rowing boats, light enough to lift above their heads.

As the years passed, life grew harder as electricity, regular schooling and economic opportunity remained out of reach. It had always been a hard place to live, yet for a time, it had worked: there was a small school with a teacher who had come from the mainland, and a post office in the lower village that linked the island to the world beyond, sending telegrams and carrying messages in the years when the community was shrinking. But slowly the balance tipped. The young left for work on the mainland or in America. The older islanders stayed behind, their numbers falling. In 1953, the government arranged for the final families to leave. The boats carried them across the Sound, and for the first time in living memory, the Great Blasket stood empty. By then, the island’s story had already taken root in the national imagination. The Blaskets had long been idealised, reshaped until they became more symbol than place. When the island writers Peig Sayers, Muiris Ó Súilleabháin and Tomás Ó Criomhthain turned their lives into words, their stories were used to prove a point about purity and endurance. Yet when the last islanders were gone, it was clear that little had been done to help them stay. Peig was turned into a ghost, her humour stripped away for the classroom. The island appeared on banknotes and postcards, sold as a relic of a simpler time while its people were scattered. The Great Blasket became the ultimate island story: paradise and exile, longed for and left behind.

That tension, the way the island refuses to be forgotten, was what first drew me in. I wanted to understand why, after all these years, we’re still talking about it. Why this place, empty of residents for more than half a century, still feels alive.

When I began my studies in Public History and Cultural Heritage at Trinity College, I found the language for those questions. Why do we preserve some histories and let others fade? What makes one place linger in memory while another disappears? The more I read, the more I saw that the Blasket’s story was still in motion. Its heritage had not ended when the people left; it had simply moved, carried to the mainland, to America, to wherever islanders built their next lives. On the Dingle Peninsula, that history is not a relic but a living thing, cared for by those who still feel its weight.

That research brought me, finally, to the island itself, after years of knowing every path only in my mind. I had read every book, underlined every place name, traced the routes between houses in the margins. I could walk from the village to Ceann Dubh without leaving my desk. Maybe that was part of the draw: to know a place so well and still feel a little lost in it. Before the Great Blasket, life was fine. My partner Gordon and I worked in Dublin, caught trains and buses, and told ourselves it was normal to be exhausted. I loved my job, but it always felt like running on the spot. Gordon and I escaped when we could, to mountains, to the sea, to places that reminded us that the world could still be quiet. He would tell me to stop and listen, as if we could store the silence for later.

The Blasket was the ultimate version of that escape. Even in winter, when no boats crossed, I’d drive the long road from Kildare to Dunquin just to stand on the pier and look across the Sound. The island looked impossibly distant, the water between us restless and grey, but being near it was enough.

Gordon and I had met while working at the National Museum of Ireland, and his quiet steadiness felt like an answer to all my rushing. Before him, I was moving too fast, chasing a life that didn’t quite fit. With him, I slowed down. He made it possible to want something different, and when we finally went to the island together, he loved it too.

One evening on the train home, I saw a post online: Job Vacancy – Long-term management of island accommodation and coffee shop on the Great Blasket Island. Couple or two friends preferred. My heart jolted. I tore out my earphones, the sound of waves spilling into the carriage. It felt like a dare, an invitation, something that had been waiting for me all along.

When I got off the train, I called Gordon. ‘Do you think we could do this?’ I asked. He told me to breathe, then said yes. Two weeks later, the job was ours. Our role there would be as part caretakers, part hosts, a six-month position that ran from early April to October. We would manage the island’s small coffee shop and three guest cottages, greeting visitors from the boats, serving tea and coffee throughout the day, and preparing the houses for each new arrival. It sounds simple now, but it wasn’t. I agonised over the application, convinced we weren’t qualified. But when we met Billy and Alice, who ran the Great Blasket Island Experience between them – Billy looking after the boat, tours and upkeep, Alice handling the business and looking after caretakers and guests – it was clear we had what mattered. We were willing to work, to learn and to love the place as if it were our own. We might not have known much about wind turbines or life without hot water, but we had determination, and that counted for something.

People from all over the world had applied, but somehow, we were the ones chosen, and it felt like the island had opened a door that was always meant for us.
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Chapter 1
The crossing







In the two months leading up to the crossing, there were lists. I made them on the bus, at the sink, late at night when the world was quiet enough to make room for worry. Shopping lists and tool lists. Lists of dry foodstuffs with long shelf lives, layers we could peel on and off easily, socks that dried fast on a line, boots that would hold their grip on the wet turf. Matches, batteries, torches and every plug-less creature comfort we could think of, gathered in bags and boxes that towered in the hallway. Gordon, ever the pragmatist, did a first aid course. I watched him knot bandages around fake limbs and thought, Okay, he’ll keep us alive, if it comes to that.

The lists lived in my phone. I updated them compulsively, catching stray items in the margins of my thoughts. There was something in the doing, the writing and the rewriting that made it all feel possible, even if, when I put the phone down, the scale of what we were doing returned. It was far away and too close all at once, as if the island itself, with its long history of weathered lives, had begun to make its demands upon us, asking that we be ready when we arrived. I wanted to get it right. Life on the island would be a clean kind of difficulty, not hardship exactly, but challenge, something that might distil us into truer versions of ourselves.

People wanted to talk about it, and in those final weeks of March I became skilled at spotting the glint in someone’s eye – admiration or doubt – that wordless tilt between brave and crazy. I answered their questions lightly, but with a kind of private reverence, as if the island were something sacred I had been entrusted with. One night, I posted a single tweet to my small clutch of followers, a quiet announcement: We’re off to live on the Great Blasket for the summer. I didn’t expect much. But something in it caught, either the algorithm or the moment, and within days, my inbox filled with messages from journalists and radio researchers wanting to talk to me. I said yes to a handful, though it felt strange to speak about, as though we were the story before we’d even begun. Still, it added to the blur, the sense that we were being pulled into something bigger, something slightly beyond our grasp and understanding.

On 6 April 2019, we left home in Kildare in the blue hush of morning, the car packed to its limit, its weight pressing low against the road. The boot was full, the back seat a mosaic of bags and boxes, pillows, blankets and jackets jammed into any and all available gaps. The windows were already beginning to mist. I wiped a sleeve across the glass and caught my own face in the rearview mirror, pale and expectant, not yet fully convinced we were doing this, or that at the end of this road we would find ourselves on the Great Blasket Island.

Our own cottage doubled as the café and was connected to Tigh Dunlevy, a mirror image of our home in its layout, which we would be able to use for its stove and dining area when it was unoccupied during the season, though this would prove to be a rare occurrence. Beside us stood Tigh Peig and Tigh Ó’Sé, semi-detached and overlooking the sea, each one keeping the name of the people who had once lived there. Lower on the slope was Tigh Kearney, still being rebuilt by Billy and Chris (Alice’s father) that summer, the sound of hammers carrying up the hill.

Mornings began with porridge and fruit served in the café, guests coming in to sit and eat before heading back out onto the island. The work repeated itself each day: floors to sweep, beds to change, fires to clear before the next arrivals. By afternoon, the café filled with walkers and day-trippers, arriving on boats from points all along the peninsula. At the height of the season there could be four hundred in a single day. When the last boat left, we would close up, clean down and set up again for the next day. We slept in the room above the café, using the kitchen and fireplace below, our world reduced to what fitted within the walls of that building and the island beyond it.
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We hugged my family in the half-light, then kissed the dog’s soft head goodbye as she stood in the hallway, her tail thumping in confusion at the early start. The goodbyes were brief and unsure. No words could name the change that hung in the air, the shift that no one could quite explain. We would be home again and they would come visit, but there was something about the scale of what we were undertaking that made it hard to leave. I swallowed my tears down. There would be no drama in leaving, no outburst. I had made this decision. It was mine, and ready or not, it was time to go. The bon-voyage dinners and coffees were over. The island waited and the season had begun.

The radio played its usual litany of ads, details of concerts, markets, late-night comedy gigs, all the things that would happen on the mainland in our absence. The names of places I recognised already seemed distant, as if I’d tuned in to some local station while on a holiday, half-listening, already half-forgetting. I knew we would eventually be back, but the pull ahead was steady and ancient, like the sea’s insistence to the land, tugging us westward through the known and toward the unknowable.

The streets were still. The day hadn’t begun for most, and in that stillness it felt like we were being given permission, as though we could slip away unnoticed. The road unwound before us, ribbons of grey stretching out, weaving through quiet towns and fields heavy with dew. We stopped for coffee, our hands jittery, not just from caffeine but from nerves. We drank in silence. I knew each of us carried a half-memory, half-invention of the island from our last visit one year before, unsure of what awaited us in the middle of the Atlantic. I asked Gordon a hundred times if he was nervous. Calm as ever, he said no, but I knew better. His silence and tapping foot betrayed how he really felt, and I found comfort in it. Neither of us had a clue what lay ahead. We were just pretending we did – and we were doing it together.

I marked the towns as we passed: Adare, Abbeyfeale, Tralee. Through Camp, between mountains that sat patiently, each slope stitched with stone walls and tufted with sheep. The sky lowered itself around us, a pale shroud that clung to the shoulders of the hills. Rain came in long, thoughtful strokes against the windscreen. The hedgerows were rich with blackthorn blossoms and through the drizzle, the fields shimmered in variations of green that seemed almost invented. Misshapen squares of emerald, lichen, sage, all the colour of promise. Alice had confirmed the sailing that morning, so I knew the sea would be manageable and the crossing would happen, but still I watched the sky, measuring the weight of its mood, willing it to be kind today.

I looked often in the rearview mirror, glancing at the mess of our belongings packed haphazardly, each item chosen with no logic outside of ourselves. Clothes – light, warm, waterproof – books to read, books for courage. My copy of Anam Cara, island memoirs, pages worn soft. More candles than anyone could need, as if we were hoping to be visible from space. A box of hair dye, foolish and hopeful for a moment of ordinary luxury. A blessed candle from my grandmother, a loaf of my mother’s brown bread wrapped in a terry-cloth tea towel. Everything practical, everything talismanic, a small constellation of comfort in the back seat. We had packed like pilgrims and hoarders, uncertain of what the island would require. More than once, I’d said aloud that we’d brought too much. And still, some part of me really believed that we hadn’t brought enough.

And then, on the road between Camp and Annascaul, where the view opens for just a brief moment, we saw it, the first tiny glimpse of the Atlantic. It appeared suddenly, and would have been easy to miss had I not been watching for it, a smear of silver between the shoulders of the land. Shortly after, we arrived in Dingle as the sun broke through the clouds. Tourists had begun to stir on the streets, unfolding maps and pointing around corners. Locals leaned in doorways with hands in their pockets, speaking in lilting, easy voices. I felt outside of all of it and jealous that they knew their day and its outline, while I stood at the brink of something shapeless and vast.

We parked the car near the marina and made our way to the slip. The harbour was all stone and salt and industry, the kind of place where everything has a purpose, though they were purposes I knew nothing about. Men moved crates with the easy rhythm of people who have done the same job every day of their lives. We sat on our bags and waited, our cargo piled high beside us. The tide lapped at the stone wall below us, and in that moment, with the land behind and the sea in front, I felt the first real jolt of what we were doing. This is real. It’s happening.

Billy and Alice arrived by car and pulled in beside us. Alice stepped out first and came toward us, her arms heaped with folded laundry for the island accommodation, the fabric pale against the salt-worn sky. She greeted us with ease, as though we were returning neighbours and not newcomers. There was a kindness in her voice, and she smiled as she hauled bags of provisions from the car.

Billy followed, hefting our bags easily. He greeted us, then turned his attention to the sky and the sea and whatever arrangement of tide and labour the day would require. His movements were those of someone who belonged entirely to this place, whose every gesture was a dialogue with the waves. He moved not with haste but with certainty, a man whose work had begun long before we arrived and would continue long after we were gone.

Billy and Alice had been running the island accommodation for five years by then, a couple so familiar with the work that they looked as though they had been doing it their whole lives. Even though the cottages and café only opened for six months of the year, the island was their full-time work. Their business, the Great Blasket Island Experience, had begun in earnest with Billy’s grandfather, who started restoring the houses in the 1970s and brought visitors across on his boat to stay overnight. After his death, the boat lay docked for several years until, in 2014, Billy and Alice decided to bring his idea back to life. It had long been Billy’s ambition to repair both the houses and the boat, and together they turned the Great Blasket Island Experience into the steady enterprise it is today, bringing guests across, ensuring staff were on the island in order to run the café, managing bookings and generally keeping the whole thing going. Watching them move around the boat, you could tell this was a life built on stamina and care, one that asked for attention that they were able to give every single day.

As I watched their unspoken rhythm of arrival and assessment, I felt a sense of relief that came like a slackening in the chest, like a knot being undone. I knew we were in capable hands, ones that were practical, steady, weathered and honest. Somewhere beneath the wind and the brine and the hard edges of the journey that had gotten us this far, I wished that my mother could see this; I knew she would be at home worrying about our departure. I was no longer a child, but some part of me still needed her to see that I was being well looked after. These people, this place and the order into which we had stepped would have quieted any nerves or reservations she had. I wanted to reassure her that someone had carried my bags, that someone had met the boat.

Last to arrive was Chris, Alice’s father and Billy’s first mate. There was mischief in his step and something twinkling behind his eyes. He was the kind of man with a story for every corner of the coast, but never in any rush to tell them all at once. He shook my hand firmly. There was a warmth to him that took me by surprise, and I liked him instantly. He looked at Gordon and winked.

‘Hope you packed your sense,’ he said, nodding at the pile of bags.

We laughed, and in that moment, the nerves and the uncertainty fully disappeared. Gordon’s shoulders relaxed as he adjusted the strap on his bag, the one filled with books and clean, empty notepads.

We boarded the Peig Sayers, a Redbay RIB, as its engine rumbled to life, sending a shudder through the boat. As Dingle shrank behind us, the coloured buildings blurring into the distance, the sea opened up, vast and unyielding. The wind cut across my face, and I wrapped my arms tightly around my body, bracing against the sting of salt water as it made my eyes stream. The others stood inside, but I knew this was a journey that was worth braving the elements for.

The boat moved with purpose, cutting through the bay. It seemed to follow invisible paths, worn smooth by the islanders’ naomhógs over the years as their oars steered them into Dingle for market days. These were the routes they had followed. They were familiar only to them and known by heart rather than by map.

The sea shifted from grey to green, then deeper still, a colour so dark it no longer reflected the sky. The coastline slid by, cliffs steeped in mist, sheep impossibly perched, waterfalls thin as threads spilling down to the sea. Fungie, the town’s resident dolphin, breached near the bow, his arc a gesture of mischief or farewell. I thought of my childhood trip here, when I had come just to see him, pressing my face to the glass of a tourist boat, hoping for a glimpse. Now he swam beside us again entirely unbothered, and though it was childish, I hoped he was welcoming me back.

Beyond the mist, the Skelligs rose jagged and dark against the soft sky. I thought of the monks who had lived there, waking each morning to the same empty stretch of sea in search of communion with the divine. I wondered what I was seeking out here and whether I’d recognise it if it appeared.

The Great Blasket came into view slowly. It looked bare and uneven, the kind of place that had never made life easy. The stone cottages stood open to the sky, their walls holding fast against the persistent wind that came off the sea. The stories of the people who had lived there felt close out here. The sound of the Irish language seemed to hang in the air, faint and familiar. It was as though the life force of the island was so strong that it was palpable, even down here on the waves. Seen from the water, the highest point, An Cró Mór, drops steeply into a long saddle of green, and the slope of the island falls again into a flat western stretch that ends in cliff and foam. The old village spills across the slope, cottages arranged like teeth in a crooked grin. The lower ledge of the south side of the island is bleached stone, bare and salt-bitten. The sea has drawn a grey line there where nothing grows. It looked unreal, as though it belonged more to myth than map.

Above us on the mainland, cars moved along the Slea Head Drive, tiny and transient. Out on the water, the horizon seemed to draw closer. Beginish appeared ahead, low and green and watchful. Seals bobbed near the surface, their eyes glossy and impassive. A black-backed gull lifted slowly from a rock, each wingbeat deliberate as he regarded us carefully.

The boat rocked in the swell as we slowed and approached the island before mooring. Billy and Chris began the process of ferrying our gear from the main vessel to the dinghy. The bags were ungainly, awkward lumps wrapped in plastic, bright yellow straps dangling just above the water. They looked like they did not belong here. One by one, we stepped into the smaller boat. We sat low in the waves, seaweed visible around us, swaying like hair. The water was ink-dark, and I felt its cold just by looking at it.

The slipway approached, narrow and old. It had been built in 1910 in response to the islanders’ need for safer landings. Before that, they had used the gravel strand on the northern shore, exposed and shifty. This new slip was rough-cut but solid, its stones now worn smooth by over a century of use.

Climbing up from the slip is not a simple affair. The islanders never said they went ‘onto’ the island, preferring to say they went ‘into’ it, and I understood this more clearly each time I began the ascent. The stairs are not stairs so much as staggered ledges, carved into the hill’s side, slick with spray and demanding full attention. At the top, the earth changes suddenly, the bare rock disappearing in just one step. Grass thickens, the wind shifts tone and there is a moment, no more than a few heartbeats, when the sea disappears behind you, and all you see is green. That is the moment of arrival where you are out of the sea, no longer landside and finally, fully, into the Blasket.

The path wound up the hill and the first steep climb was along Bóithrín na Marbh, the little road of the dead. It had once been walked with solemn rhythm, shoulders bowed under the weight not only of the coffins but of the many silences and endings this island had endured. Coffins carried down from the old village to the boats below, where sea and sky met in grief. Now, the path was quiet again after a winter’s sleep, undisturbed by footfall or chatter. Still, it didn’t look much different from the summer we’d last seen it, though the silence was deeper and more all-encompassing. Hares darted out across the grass, their pale bellies flashing in the morning light. I dragged a duffel bag behind me like an anchor, stumbling over the loose stones, my body still remembering the movement of the boat. Gordon, undeterred, strode ahead with long-legged certainty, as if this narrow island track were the flat ground of the Curragh and not a spine of rock flung into the Atlantic.

We passed the old stone house of the King, an Rí, standing alongside the path at the edge of the ruined village where the slope began to turn toward our cottages, his empire long fallen now to nettles and wind. His title had held great meaning once. On these Irish islands, the King was more than a figurehead; he was messenger and arbitrator, the one who knew every story and each person’s name. The title of Blasket King survived well into the last century, held most recently by Pádraig Ó Catháin, a fisherman and storyteller who spoke for the islanders when the mainland did not listen. Here, power had been communal, earned in the carrying of coffins and in the sharing of crops. Now, the house stood roofless, its authority surrendered to the whims of the Atlantic Ocean.

We continued on and by the time we reached the white cottages at the shoulder of An Slinneán Bán, the place name given to that area of the island, my legs had begun to quake under the weight of the bag. The Aran jumper my grandmother had given me was doing far too good a job at keeping me warm. These modest houses had been built in the early 1900s by the Congested Districts Board, the government body charged with improving living conditions in Ireland’s poorest and most remote communities, a grand name for a humble mission. There was nothing congested here, only a smattering of families who had refused to leave their home behind and refused to surrender their place here. The houses were given to the Ó’Sés (O’Sheas), the Ó’Guithins (Guiheens – the family of Peig Sayers), the Ó’Catháins (Keanes), Duinnshléibhes (Dunlevys) and Cearnaighs (Kearneys), names still spoken like signposts across the hillside. In time, the cottages would be called by those names too. Not number 1, but O’Shea’s, not number 4, but Kearney’s. A reverence and a testament to the way the land seemed to have a voice here.

When we reached the door, Alice handed me a set of keys. ‘Head around to the back door, and let me in the front once you’re inside,’ she said, already moving off before I could ask which key was which. We dropped our bags by picnic benches and picked our way around the narrow bend behind the house, where the hill pressed in close, pocked with rabbit holes and tufts of grass the colour of old copper. A small wind turbine clicked steadily above, its soft thrum lost beneath the higher whistle of the sea.

The door gave some resistance, a combination of swollen wood and a reluctant lock, but then it opened, and without fanfare, we stepped into our new life.

The café smelled exactly as I remembered, a scent I would later stop noticing but never forget. Turf smoke that had never quite left the stones. Damp salt from the walls. A trace of old coffee, sweet and bitter, and something else, unmistakably of this place, that I have never been able to name. Billy and Alice had left toolboxes and shopping bags on the long table where customers would soon sit again, and the sturdy wooden chairs looked slightly surprised to be indoors.
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Two years before we ever turned the key in the lock, I had come to the Blasket on an overnight trip with Gordon. It had been uncharacteristically warm, one of those fine July days when the sea behaves itself, with boats full of tourists rocking gently at the pier, camera straps around necks, sun cream sharp in the air. I had been studying the heritage of the island as I worked toward my master’s degree and my bags were significantly lighter that time. I scrambled up the rocks from the landing like everyone else, my shoes wet with sea spray, heart lifted by the slap of water against stone.

What I remember most from that visit is the heat and the way it rose from the ground in waves, radiating up through the soles of my feet and catching in the back of my throat. The island gleamed in the sun, the green of its fields coming alive against the blue sea. Shadows clung close to the houses but the open spaces dazzled. I had found a bench outside the café and waited while Gordon ordered us coffees. That day, someone else had been behind the half-door, their arms full of scones and paper cups of tea, serving visitors who drifted up from the beach in loose clusters, salt still drying on their legs.

I remember thinking then that the island seemed caught between two things, though I couldn’t put it into words at the time. Part solid, sunlit rock, part something older, something untouchable. The light was strange and the haze seemed to slow the island down, as if it had been wrapped in a thick, heavy blanket. It made the stillness more pronounced, an odd quiet that felt entirely out of place against the mainland bustle. Even with the crowds of summer visitors, the island seemed to be moving at its own pace, its empty fields and steep slopes offering a stark contrast to the frenzy of tourism that surrounded it.

When it was time to leave after that short visit, we took the low track back to the boat, passing the empty houses and dodging the thistles that hung into the path. I looked back – once, then again, and then a third time before I reached the slip. Not because I’d forgotten anything, but because I felt I was leaving something behind. Or maybe it was because something had settled inside me that day without my knowing. It was like an anchor had been cast, a pull I didn’t yet understand, and I wanted one more look, one more chance to make sense of it.
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I stepped across the room to open the half-door and let Alice inside. It took both hands and a knee to coax it open and when the latch finally gave, the door came loose with a soft groan, like an old man rising from a long rest. I pulled it open and the light poured in, that very special light that exists only on the edge of the Atlantic. And there it was, the world outside, flung wide before me like a great map torn open.

The Dingle Peninsula rose in gentle undulations, blue and soft-edged, framed perfectly in the open doorway. The Three Sisters lay just as they had in books and paintings, three peaks staggered in the distance. Here, Binn Hanraí, Binn Meánach and Binn Diarmada were no longer symbols or landforms. They were presences within a landscape that seemed impossibly vast when viewed from this vantage. Dunmore Head pushed bravely into the sea and the slope of the mainland dipped down to the glittering lip of Slea Head Drive. Tiny houses were scattered like shells around the parish of Dunquin, whitewashed and still, their windows catching the same light that reached us across the Blasket Sound.

Near at hand, the slope of the island fell away in tufts of grass and stone, giving way to the deep water below, where the tide flickered and shimmered. A gannet rose out of nowhere and plunged down in a thin white streak before vanishing beneath the swell.

I found it impossible to take it all in. The light, the scale of it, the silence broken only by the far-off cries of gulls and that steady push of waves. This was no postcard, no photograph. It was the kind of beauty that rearranged your inner compass and made you wonder what you had been doing for all this time when you could have been here. I stood in the doorway, half inside the café, half outside. For the first time since we had landed, as I stood alone in the doorway, the magnitude and reality of being here hit me. Six months of looking both out and in lay ahead, of learning the curves and moods of the land across the water and watching storms roll in from the west and mist lift in slow spirals off the slopes. That threshold, where the old half-door hung open and the peninsula watched us back, marked the beginning of everything.

I stood there for a long time as Gordon walked around upstairs and the floorboards creaked over my head. It felt like a revelation more than a view. I would see it every day and still I knew it would change. For six months, it was mine to learn.

Alice joined me after opening up the other houses, handed over a bag of groceries and pointed toward the kitchen.

‘There’s a box of beer from the last run, ye can work away at it,’ she said as she unloaded tins and loaves onto the old table covered in a red gingham cloth. I began to unpack slowly. Milk. Cheese. Yogurt. My hand hovered instinctively toward a fridge that didn’t exist. I set the perishables on the open shelf by the back wall, trying to find a patch of shade, a trick of coolness in a room that would never hold a constant temperature.

The small wind turbine stood behind the house, its blades feeding a generator with a single plug. When the wind was high, we had enough power to charge our phones. It never failed us, even on calmer days, but it had to be watched carefully; if we left something plugged in too long, we could drain the power we had and lose our way of keeping in touch with the mainland for shopping lists and bookings. Beyond that one socket, there was no electricity at all. No lamps, no heaters, no light switch to flick on when the evenings drew in. We lived by candles, torches and the open fire, which gave both heat and comfort. Billy brought over fuel on the boat every week, making sure neither we nor the guests ever went cold. We cooked with gas from a tank, a first for me. Our water came from a spring above the house, filtered through two settling tanks before reaching the tap. It ran clear and cold, with the sharp, metallic taste of stone. For all its remoteness, the island had surprisingly strong phone reception, though there was no wi-fi to speak of. We could stay in touch with Alice for all island admin, as well as look up the forecast or a recipe if we needed to.

Through the window I could see Gordon with Billy and Chris, heads bent in discussion over the water tank and something to do with a window. Inside, I stared at the cooker and set about making tea. I turned the knob, clicked the spark, but no heat came. The kettles stood cold and ancient, full of promise and none of the means. I flicked switches that didn’t click. Come on. This is your first test. You can boil water. Nothing.

I found Billy outside. ‘Is there a trick to the stove?’

He laughed softly. ‘Let’s have a look.’

He lifted the gas tank at the back of the house with one hand. Empty, of course.

‘No wonder,’ he said, kindness in his voice. ‘I’ll swap it out now.’

I was relieved. It wasn’t incompetence, just inexperience. But also, a kind of unease came with it. How many things would I not know until they failed?

As I set about boiling the kettles, I glanced at Gordon through the small porthole above the cooker that looked out onto the café counter, his arms relaxed at his sides, a smile just catching the corner of his mouth as he looked out the window. A quiet swell of gratitude rose in me. The sea beyond, stretching endless and deep blue, seemed to echo his relaxed stance. I felt a rush of warmth, not just at his steady calm in this place, but at the fact that he had come at all.

This was my dream, my place, the one I had longed for and carried with me in wishes and daydreams. And now, here he was setting aside his own plans for the year and the comfort of being close to family to be here, settling into it without hesitation, his good-natured humour still in full swing as he joked with Chris and Billy. Moving here, leaving behind everything he knew, was a big deal. Yet there he was, ready for whatever the next few months would bring, content to do it all with me, in a way that made me so appreciative that a lump rose in my throat.

He stopped staring out the window and turned back to the unpacking, his movements easy and unhurried. I turned back to the tea, the kettle hissing now, the warmth of the moment rising with the steam.

By the time our second cups were finished, Billy, Alice and Chris had to get ready to load the boat. There was a small ceremony to it, and practical things to remember. Alice told me to text her a shopping list that night. Billy said he’d check the sailing forecast. Chris clapped Gordon on the shoulder and said he’d be back later in the week. And then they were gone. The house fell still around us, the island briefly and entirely ours.

We set about ten jobs at once, none of them with any hope of completion. Upstairs, the floorboards protested under the weight of our bags, reluctant to accept us as we did relays up and down the stairs. The roof slanted low, brushing Gordon’s shoulder, forcing him to duck. Our room was lined with tongue-and-groove wood, and a large comfy bed sat under the eaves, shelves lining the wall alongside. I opened the window, letting the fresh air in, and looked around at what was to be our little corner of the Great Blasket Island.

We hadn’t made it ours yet, but that would come with time, with socks draped over the backs of chairs, teacups on the locker, sand in the corners from beach visits and books in uneven piles. But in that first moment, the cottage seemed to settle around us, like it had been waiting ever since that first visit and knew we would be back. Back downstairs, Gordon alerted me that Mam’s care package had surfaced. She had been thinking ahead and given us the means of our dinner – burgers packed in a cooler and a bar of chocolate for after. We gave the stove another go, this time victorious on the first try. Dinner was eaten in quiet joy at the window, the sun low and the world golden, the sea turning gunmetal. The view had changed again, as if congratulating us for staying. Outside, the seals began to sing.

I stood to clear the plates and found I couldn’t see the room around me, and reached for a light switch that didn’t exist. The smallness of the house, which had been comforting earlier in the day, suddenly tilted toward inconvenience as the evening darkened. Head torches were found, batteries jostled into place. Gordon washed up while I unpacked essentials. A gust of wind slammed the door shut and all the warmth of the house seemed to go with it.

We climbed the narrow wooden stairs to the room tucked under the roof, our footsteps muffled by the thick silence of the house. The darkness was total now, our head torches illuminating small spots ahead as we walked.

The bedsheets had the faint scent of detergent and sea air. The slope of the ceiling made it feel like we were sleeping in the hull of a boat turned upside down. We left the curtain open and instead let the sky stay with us. Privacy wasn’t something to be sought out here; it was a given.

Outside, the stars emerged, sharp and unapologetic. No streetlights or passing cars, no echo of another life beyond the island. Just darkness and a thousand slow-burning points of light above. It wasn’t the kind of dark you get in the countryside or the mountains. This was deeper and older, and it felt heavy. The blackness folded over the sea like velvet, and I felt the edges of the house dissolve into it. It was as if we were adrift, floating high above the seabed, anchored here only by our own sleepy heaviness.

Gordon lay beside me, his breathing already steady, one arm slung over his chest like a rope flung across a dock. I thanked him again, quietly, for coming with me, for stepping into this strangeness with such certainty. He didn’t stir, and I turned to go asleep.

That first night, it felt like stepping into an older Ireland, one that had mercifully not kept pace with the mainland. People had lived and died here, raised children, told stories, watched the same sea from the same windows. I wondered who else had closed their eyes on nights like this, cast adrift from the world yet feeling very much still part of it.

The air was cool as the clouds gathered over the cottages and the house made unfamiliar noises as it settled in for the night, adjusting to its new inhabitants. The curtain moved almost imperceptibly in the breeze. I lay still, listening to the waves working at the shoreline, their melody slow and sure.

When sleep came, it came easily. The sounds of the island took over thought, and for a moment before I drifted off, I thought the island might allow us to stay.
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