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PROLOGUE

We wouldn’t die, and that annoyed them. They’d spent centuries trying to kill us off, one way or another, and here we were, raising seven, eight, nine of a family on nothing but potatoes and buttermilk. But then the blight destroyed the potato. Three times in four years our only food rotted in the ground. Nothing to eat, the healthy crops sent away to feed England. We starved. More than a million died—most of them in the West, which is only a quarter of the country, with Ireland itself just half the size of Illinois. A small place to hold so much suffering. But we didn’t all die. Two million of us escaped, one reaching back for the next. Surely one of the great rescues in human history. We saved ourselves, helped only by God and our own strong faith. Now look at us, doing well all over the world. We didn’t die.

—HONORA KEELEY KELLY, born 1822. Told to her great-granddaughter Agnella Kelly, Sister Mary Erigina, born 1889, and reported to the author, Honora’s great-great-granddaughter.


PART ONE

The Before Times—1839


Chapter 1

Dawn, St. John’s Night—June 23, 1839

AH, THE SUN. Rising for me alone—the only one awake to see dawn fire the clouds and watch Galway Bay turn from gray to blue. Thank you, God, for this perfect summer’s morning, for the sand of the Silver Strand growing warm under my feet, for the larks and blackbirds tossing their song into the sky and the sharp fresh smell of the sea. Please, Lord, let the weather stay fine for my sister Máire’s wedding.

Now, I’d better hurry along the shore to the stream near St. Enda’s well and wash my hair or it won’t dry in time. Of course, if you’d given me feather-light curls like Máire’s instead of this stick-straight mass . . .

I wonder, will the nuns cut it the very first day? Miss Lynch told me they won’t shave my head. That’s a Protestant lie. My being accepted into the first convent allowed to open in Galway City since Cromwell, two hundred years ago, is a great honor for the whole family, Miss Lynch says. Mam’s over the moon. It was a near thing, though. The scene came back to me as I followed the shoreline away from Bearna village into the woods.

“Honora Keeley is my best pupil,” Miss Lynch told Mother Superior two weeks ago, Mam and I with her in the parlor of the Presentation Sisters Convent, keeping our eyes down. “She speaks perfect English, has studied Latin, history, literature, geography, and mathematics.”

Mother Superior nodded, telling Miss Lynch what a great woman she was to teach the daughters of her tenants, opening the Big House to us. Admirable. Not many landlords would do that.

“Thank you, Mother,” Miss Lynch had said to her. “I realize you don’t usually consider girls, girls . . .” Then she’d stopped.

Ah, spit it out, I’d thought. Say: Girls like Honora Keeley, too poor and too Irish. Not like you Lynches, who’ve bobbed and bribed your way through the centuries to stay rich and Catholic.

I am a Keeley, an O’Cadhla, Mother Superior, I’d wanted to tell her. We ruled Connemara long before the Lynches and the rest of their Norman relatives set foot in Galway. My Granny Keeley says, “What are Normans anyway? Only Vikings with manners put on them!” But if I’d said anything at all like that, Mam would have collapsed on the spot.

So. I’d spoken up very politely in my best English and said that I was proud to be a fisherman’s daughter. My da was born into knowledge of the sea, I told her, and can gauge winds and tides, steer a clear course through Galway Bay, and follow the gulls to a school of herring.

Mother Superior nodded, so I’d gone on to explain how the fishermen along Galway Bay—men of the Claddagh as well as those from Gleninna in Clare and Connemara—went out together, and then we women sold the catch under the Spanish Arch in Galway City. “We’re very good bargainers,” I’d said, “and also patch the sails and repair the nets.”

And why did I think I had a vocation to the religious life? Mother Superior asked me. I told her I’d always felt close to Our Lord and His Blessed Mother. I admired St. Bridget and all the holy women who’d helped St. Patrick bring Christianity to Ireland, studying and teaching and praying in the great abbeys for a thousand years until the English wrecked them all. And now that the nuns were back, I’d be honored to join them. “My granny says that you’re standing up to the Sassenach,” I’d told her. And then she’d questioned me about my studies and I’d recited prayers in Latin and English and we’d finished up talking about what a great time it was for the Church now that Daniel O’Connell, the Liberator, had made the British government get rid of the last of the penal laws that had outlawed our religion and Catholics could go to school openly, build churches, own land, vote even.

“A new day,” Mother Superior had said. And she would be happy to find a place for a girl like me in the Community of the Sisters of the Presentation. I would enter in September and undergo a two-year trial period, she said. I’d be called a novice and wear the black habit, but have a white veil. I’d start my studies immediately. My family could visit four times a year. I would miss them, Mother Superior said, but I’d get the needed grace.

Now less than almost three months until Entrance Day: September 15, 1839—my seventeenth birthday.

I stepped through a gap in the hedge, crossed to St. Enda’s well and Tobar Geal, the clear, cool, fast-flowing stream beside it. Flowers covered the bank—féithleann (honeysuckle), fraoch gallda (St. Dabeoc’s heath), and fearbán (buttercups). I named them to myself in Irish but translated them into English as if reciting for Miss Lynch or Mother Superior.

I pulled up my skirt, knelt on the soft grass, inhaled the lavender scent of the soap Miss Lynch gave Máire and me for Christmas, then undid the three hairpins—careful, mustn’t bend them. I leaned over, ducked my loosened hair into the water, and then lathered the soap into bubbles, digging my fingers into my scalp.

“Rua and donn,” Mam called my hair. Red and brown. Mixed. Better that way. A redheaded woman brought bad luck to fishermen. If Da met one on the road, he’d go back home and not fish at all. So not red and yet not brown. “Mixed hair,” Mam said, “and nothing wrong with that.”

“Everyone can’t be blond like me,” Máire had said. Máire resembled Mam and her family, the Walshes—a tiny waist and curves above and below. “Péarla an Bhrollaigh Bháin,” my Snowy-Breasted Pearl, Johnny Leahy, the groom, calls her, she’d told me. “Don’t let Da hear him,” I said, but she thrust her chest out at me and said, “Some have brains and some have bosoms,” then crossed her eyes and I had to laugh.

I take after Granny and Da and the Keeleys—tall and thin with green eyes, “but they see as well as your blue ones,” I told Máire.

Lather and rinse, lather and rinse, then a long third rinse. I shook my hair back and forth. Drops of water caught the morning light—rainbows in the air. How close to the scalp will the nuns clip my hair?

Round pebbles turned under my bare feet as I followed the stream’s channel out of the woods and down to the sea where my rock waited, a small squat tower on the strand, layered with seaweed, dulsk.

I peeled off a bit and spread it out in the sun. Dulsk tastes best dried where it’s picked. Now, I’ll sit, eat my dulsk, and enjoy a sweet hour of quiet. Bearna will be stirring soon enough.

The easily found seaweed was gone already, the rocks stripped of winkles and barnacles, the shellfish on the shore taken. The farming people had come down from the hills looking for food for the hungry months, July and August, when the potatoes dug last fall have been eaten and the new crop isn’t ready.

Mam tells the women, “Cook those cockles and mussels. Don’t eat them raw, they’ll kill you.”

“Thank God we have fish to sell,” she’d say to me. “Once the farmers give their wheat and oats to the landlord for the rent, they’re left with only potatoes to eat. Those women never touch a coin. Some are married to poor laborers who work for nothing but the use of a one-room cottage and a scrap of a potato garden. We know how to deal and dicker in the market, get real money. A fisherwoman has a better life than the wife of a farmer or laborer.”

Perhaps, but we too depended on the pratties. Our food came from the field the fisher families shared. Money went for rent. And the farm women never know the fear we do when the mist rolls down from the mountains, the Bay dissolves into the sky, and the sea goes wild. Nothing to do but try to pray the boats home safe. Every year, some men lost. The land might be hard, but it didn’t kill.

Galway Bay . . . so calm and quiet. But I know your moods. Turn my back and you could be raging and rolling. At least the land stays still. But what farm woman’s heart lifts as mine does when our Bearna boats join with the Claddagh fleet and the Clare men? Hundreds of hookers and púcáns move together down Galway Bay, their red sails full of wind, following the Claddagh Admiral’s white sail out to the sea. The Bay’s empty now, though. No fishing for two days, not on St. John’s Night or his feast day tomorrow. So, a good time for Máire’s wedding.

Well, I won’t be the wife of a fisherman, watching my husband away, praying him home as I had always expected. A bride of Christ, Miss Lynch says.

I wondered, did Miss Lynch pick me because she’s still fond of Mam from when Mam was Mary Danny Walsh from Bearna village, working in the Big House and the same age as the landlord’s daughter? She might have stayed there, but John Keeley and his mother arrived from Connemara, and Mam fell in love with Da and married him. And when Máire, her first child, was born, she asked Miss Lynch to stand as godmother. Miss Lynch accepted. An honor for us, Mam says.

When Miss Lynch started the free school for girls, Máire and I were in the first class. I was five and Máire seven, creeping up to the attic classroom in Barna House, afraid we’d meet the landlord. Ten of us came from the fisher cottages and ten from the farming townlands, scrubbed clean and ready for the learning. All of us were shy but Máire. She’d been cheeky enough to correct Miss Lynch and ask her to pronounce her name “Mah-ree”—the Irish way.

Most girls left Miss Lynch’s school at twelve to mind the younger children, mend the nets, sell the catch, and then at sixteen marry a fisherman’s son. But Da and Mam let me stay on to study, except for the days I was needed under the Spanish Arch with Mam and Máire.

It was Máire told me to watch the way Mam looked at the new Presentation Convent and talked about the sisters when we passed it. “Mam wants you to be a nun. She and Miss Lynch have it fixed up between them. Miss Lynch will pay the dowry. You’d better find a fellow fast if you don’t want to go into the convent.”

But what fellow? Máire’d been courted by every boy in Bearna, but I never felt a pull toward any one of them—a sign the convent was God’s will for me. Our Lord hadn’t sent me a husband so I could serve Him. Maybe He was sparing me, too. I’d seen the drink take over fellows until they made their wives’ lives a misery, and I’d heard my own mam scream through my little brother Hughie’s birth, though she said a woman soon forgot the pain. Still . . .  Almost three months. The whole summer. No school. I’ll be ready by September.

Drowsing in the sun, I heard Mam say, “I’m grateful to God for calling you. . . .” and Da telling me, “Daniel O’Connell won a great victory getting the nuns back. I’m proud of you, Honora—the first fisherman’s daughter to become a Holy Sister. . . .” Miss Lynch was saying, “A link is restored. . . .” and Granny Keeley was adding, “Irish nuns are women warriors, equal to any man.” And I fell asleep.

The noise of the tide breaking on a rock woke me—Galway Bay, rougher now.

There, on the surface of the water, I saw something moving. A piece of wood? A cask lost from a ship? It’s pulling against the tide, floating parallel to the shore. A seal? But the seals live farther out in the colder waters where Galway Bay joins the Atlantic Ocean.

Two eyes stared straight at me. Not dark eyes set in the sleek black head of a seal, but very blue eyes in a man’s face. Could it be a sailor fallen from a ship or a fisherman? But sailors and fishermen could not swim.

This one was swimming. His arms were stroking through the water. A flash of feet and legs kicking under the surface, splashing and thrashing. Was he going down?

I ran into the surf. “Are you drowning?” I shouted.

“I am!”

Need something for him to hold on to. The tide pulled at my legs. Here he is. His face. Closer. He’s . . . laughing! He dove down into the water, slid up again, then launched himself onto a wave, riding it onto the strand.

He stood, foam swirling around his long legs, hands at his sides—not covering himself. Looking me right in the eye—smiling.

“You’re not drowning at all.”

“I am,” he said. “I am drowning in your beauty. Are you a girl at all, or are you a mermaid?”

“I’m real enough.” I can’t move. Has he cast some spell on me? Granny says mermen can step out of the sea, but this fellow’s human, no question.

Strong, muscled legs. Wide shoulders. The length and breadth of the man. And no clothes needed. Bulky, unnecessary things they seemed. The male part of him was growing before my very eyes.

He saw where I was looking. “You can’t be a vision,” he said, “or I wouldn’t be . . . Please, my clothes are just over there.”

Clothes—get them for him now. Miss Lynch could be looking out her window from Barna House just above us. But still I stood, gazing.

An image of the parlor in Presentation Convent came to me: Mother Superior, Miss Lynch, and Mam . . .

But the picture blurred, then faded away.

And all I saw was him.


Chapter 2

TELL ME WHO YOU ARE,” he said. “Tell me everything about yourself.” He’d dressed himself in dark trousers and a loose linen shirt, and the two of us were leaning against my rock.

“My father and brothers fish, and my mother and sister and I sell the catch in Galway City.” I pointed to the cluster of whitewashed cottages tucked back along the curve of the shore and told him I lived in one of those with my mam and da and granny, my older sister, three younger brothers. “Thirty of us fisher families in the village, Bearna, it’s called—the Gap, in Irish. Though the name’s been twisted in English to a Barna.” I stopped. This isn’t what I want to say.

He knew. “That’s the outside. Tell me the inside,” he said. “What do you think, feel? How can I win your heart? Give me some great quest; send me over the mountains, through the seas. I’ll ride my horse, Champion, to Tír na nOg and back to earn your love.”

“Love? You don’t even know my name.”

“Then start there.”

“Honora Keeley.”

“Honora. Beautiful. Honora: honor.”

So it really does happen. Love at first sight, as in Granny’s stories of Deirdre and Naoise, Grainne and Diarmuid. To look at a face and know this is the one. Astonishing. True.

“And what are you called?”

“Michael Kelly,” he said. “My father was Michael Kelly. My mother’s father was Murtaugh Mor Kelly. I come from Gallach Uí Cheallaigh.”

“Gallagh of the Kellys,” I said, making English of the name. “I’m starting to understand.”

“Understand what?”

“That you’re a Kelly.”

We laughed, as if I’d made the cleverest remark possible. Then he took my hand, and I went silent.

I looked around the rock and up at Barna House—the curtains were still drawn, good. I had to lean across Michael to see our cottages. Quiet. Everyone sleeping still. I let my hand rest in his. Warm.

“You’re not . . . I mean, is this some kind of enchantment?” I asked him.

“It is, of course,” he said. “Wait, let me fetch my fairy steed.”

Steed! He said “steed” and “fetch,” so I answered, “Please, my gallant hero.”

How well he moves, striding along the strand, fairly running up Gentian Hill to the horse standing on the summit. A fairy place, that. Should I stand up now and run away? What if he’s about to carry me off to a fairy rath? But I didn’t stir as he led the animal down the hill and over to me. Michael had a saddle over his shoulder and a bundle under his arm. I stood up to meet him.

“Easy, easy now.” He patted the horse’s neck and set down his burdens. “You’re fine, Champion,” he said, and then to me, “Neither of us has ever been near water that has no limits. To see Galway Bay stretching out toward the sea like this—very exciting for both of us.”

“A fine horse,” I said.

“She is. And going to stand quiet and polite while I sit down beside Honora Keeley. Her name is Champion.”

“Rua,” I said. “Red.”

“Chestnut,” he said. “The color of your hair, all fiery in the sun. Truly, Honora Keeley, it was your lovely hair flowing around you made me think you were a mermaid. Like the one carved in the lintel of Clontuskert Abbey.”

“A mermaid? I thought you were a merman or a seal,” I said.

“Do you want me to be a seal? I would be a seal for you gladly.”

“Be a man. A man with a fine horse.”

And then I realized: a man with a horse. Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Blessed St. Joseph! A gypsy, a tinker . . . A lifetime of warnings: “Don’t wander off, or the gypsies will get you!” “Those tinkers would steal the tooth out of your head and sell it back to you!”

When the painted gypsy caravans drove through Galway City, Mam pulled me close to her. The women in the market whispered, “They beat their wives something awful.”

“Turn your face away, Honora, don’t stare!” Mam said. “Gypsy women can give you the evil eye.”

And now here he was, a man with a horse—a gypsy!

“And where are the others?” Go carefully, Honora.

“Others?” he asked. “Only Champion and me.”

“You’re not traveling in a pack of wagons?”

“You think I’m a gypsy?”

I didn’t care. His eyes were the same blue as the Bay, and his mouth—smiling now.

“I’m not a gypsy, though I believe there are decent enough people among them. A terrible thing to be wandering the roads, and I suppose a bit of thieving here and there is understandable.”

“Understandable,” I said, “but you aren’t one?”

“I’m not, Honora Keeley, though I am without home or hearth at the moment.”

“At the moment?”

“I want to tell you my story, but I don’t know where to start. Should I begin with my mother?”

“Do,” I said. “Mothers are very important.”

Then we laughed again. He took my other hand, and I didn’t care if he had a mother or not, if he was a gypsy or not.

His horse lifted her head and snorted.

“Is she laughing, too?” I asked.

“Probably. Champion likes this story because both of us were born outside what my old schoolmaster called ‘the natural order of things.’”

What did that mean? He’ll tell me. We settled ourselves against the warm rock. I turned so I could watch his face as he started the tale. Lovely how his lips form the words. His eyes, rimmed in a deeper blue, hold such light. What thick black hair, and that straight nose. A hero come from the sea. Michael Kelly . . . Well into his story now.

“ . . . so Murtaugh Mor—”

“Sorry, Michael. And who is he? I thought you were starting with your mother.”

“I am. Here, sit closer so the wind doesn’t carry the sound of my words away over Galway Bay to the green hills of Clare.”

“I’m fine. I can hear. Start again.”

“My mother’s father, Murtaugh Mor Kelly, was a huge, big man, and few in Gallagh or indeed in any townland around Ballinasloe would challenge Murtaugh Mor Kelly. Even Colonel Blakeney, the landlord, spoke to him with a certain respect. ‘Martin,’ he called him, trying to put English on him, though he was ‘Murty’ to everyone else.

“Now, Kellys had been ruling East Galway for a thousand years when Blakeney’s ancestors rode in with Cromwell, burning and pillaging.”

“And destroying the abbeys and torturing the poor nuns,” I said.

“Strange you should think of that, because abbeys come into it! Amazing that you should mention abbeys!”

“Amazing,” I said. More laughter. I moved closer to him, both of us warmed by the sun now.

“The men in my mother’s family have been smiths for generations. You’ve heard the stories of Goibniu?”

“My granny tells them. Goibniu made weapons for the heroes of old and welcomed the valiant into the other world with a great feast in the time before Saint Patrick came to Ireland.”

“He did so,” Michael said. “And even after Saint Patrick, smiths like Goibniu pounded gold into thin sheets to shape chalice cups for monks, croziers for bishops and abbots, and make great neck torcs, brooches, and pins for the chieftains. The kind of knowledge learned from forging iron and gold makes smiths silent, cautious men who hold tightly to their secrets. And that was my grandfather.

“But my mother was easy with the silence. Though not by nature a closemouthed woman, she was happy enough, she told me, to spend her days cooking and minding my grandda, because marriage had passed her by. No one cared to ask for the hand of Murty Mor’s daughter. A quiet man frightens people, especially if he’s well-muscled—”

“Like yourself?” I said before I could stop myself. I felt his arm against my side—well-muscled, certainly.

“I’m only puny compared to him,” Michael said. “He was a giant who lifted rods of iron with ease and could hammer out a horseshoe with a few strokes. It would take a very brave man to walk into that dark forge to ask Murty Mor Kelly for his daughter. And none had.”

“But one did,” I said, “because here you are.”

“Here I am.”

Silence—thickening between us.

“Go on,” I said.

“Have you heard of Gallagh Castle?” he asked.

“I’m sorry, I haven’t,” I said.

“Good. Then I can tell you. Imagine a huge stone fort built on a high hill with terraced slopes so the crowds who come to watch the Kellys race their horses on the Course will have soft seats. The castle’s a ruin now, but when dusk falls, ghosts appear, and with them the good people, who you know are fond of fast horses.”

“That I do know,” I said. “My granny is a great woman for the fairies.”

“Ah,” he said. “Something else we have in common.” We smiled. “A Kelly on his ancestral land has no fear of fairies,” he said. “As a boy, when I rode my imaginary horse over the Course, I heard the noise of that other crowd rooting me over the final jump—up and over—and a soft landing on green grass.”

“Good to touch down easy,” I said.

“Right you are, Honora.” He squeezed my hand. “So, you have Gallagh Castle and the racecourse fixed in your head?”

“I do, Michael.”

“Now, as I said, the whole place was thought to be fairy country and none in the neighborhood would plow or plant the hillside. Even the Blakeneys stopped trying to force their tenants to till those fields. Nor would horses graze there. Oh, they might lean down for a few mouthfuls of the sweet green grass, but then their heads would come up, their ears would twitch, and off they would trot to the fence by the road to stand there until they were taken away. And the Blakeneys’ cows, animals with little intelligence compared to horses, would not graze on these fields either.”

“Everyone knows horses are superior,” I said, though Champion was the first one I’d ever been this close to. “Look how Champion stands here listening.”

“And she’s heard the story before,” he said. “Now, the most famous of the Kellys of Gallagh was William Boy O’Kelly.”

“When?” I asked.

“When what?”

“When did he live?”

“Oh, long before Cromwell, but a few centuries after the first Kellys came down from the North. Their leader was called Maine Mor. His son Ceallaigh gave his name to our family line. Ceallaigh means ‘contention,’ and true to the name, the Kellys fought. Against the invaders, but also, if the truth be told, among ourselves. Contention. Brothers killing brothers for the title of Taoiseach, Chieftain. Now, you won’t hold that against me?” Michael asked.

“My ancestor Queen Maeve knew a thing or two about contention,” I said.

“Maeve’s your ancestor? Why, her stronghold’s not far from us.”

“We Keeleys are the descendants of her son Conmac—Conn-na-Mara, Conn-of-the-sea.”

“So you and I were connected,” he said, “even before . . .”

I could only nod. He leaned closer, still holding my hand.

“Sorry to get between you and your story, Michael. Go on.”

He cleared his throat. “So. This chieftain William Boy led the clan during a sliver of peace, the Normans settled and Cromwell not yet arrived. He decided to have a party, the greatest party ever given or heard about in the entire island of Ireland. He invited all the chieftains and princes for many miles around. They came with their wives and children, their warriors and servants, their poets and priests, to Gallagh Castle for this great Christmas feast. In those days, families within the clan owed allegiance to the chieftain, and each one coming to Gallagh had a particular duty. Take the Naughtons—they carried the Kellys’ French wine from the port to the castle, an important responsibility,” he said.

“And have you a great fondness for drink?” I asked.

“I can take it or I can leave it alone,” he said.

“Good,” I said. “So. Go on. I suppose the guests brought horses?”

“They did. Splendid horses—some glossy black, others pure white. One’s coat was the color of a newly ripened chestnut. Lovely for horses, or women,” he said, and brushed the crown of my head with his one finger, soft and swift, yet I felt his touch through my whole body. “A good heavy fall of red brown hair you have—like Champion’s tail.”

“Champion’s tail!”

“Couldn’t begin to compare with the thick, lovely mass of your hair, Honora Keeley. Your eyes . . . so clear. Green with flecks of gold and . . .” He stretched his hand toward my face, then dropped his arm back down to his side.

I swallowed. “Go back to the party, Michael,” I said, my voice sounding hoarse.

“Oh, right.”

“So . . .”

“So the feasting began. They roasted whole sheep in huge fireplaces. And all the guests thanked the cooks kindly.”

“Good manners,” I said.

“Right,” Michael said. “And if someone wasn’t mannerly? That person’s slice of meat was cut from the far end of the animal, the cold shoulder. William Boy’s guests were enjoying themselves so much that he hadn’t the heart to send them away when Christmastime passed. They stayed on, and the feasting and the racing and the dancing and the storytelling and the music went on for three seasons, until the first of August—Lughnasa—when the harvest called them home. The openhearted generosity of William Boy O’Kelly is remembered to this day, for even now, when someone wants to warmly welcome you, they extend the Fáilte Uí Cheallaigh, the Welcome of the O’Kellys.” He stroked my hand. “A very warm welcome indeed.” He let go.

“Your mother, Michael,” I said.

“She comes into it now. Years after the party, when our enemies took the land, the Blakeneys pulled down Gallagh Castle and changed our town’s name to Castle Blakeney. Still the Kellys remembered and told the old stories.

“And one morning before dawn on Bealtaine, my mother set out to climb the hill to Gallagh Castle. In our part of the world we believe that on Bealtaine, the first day of May, the dew on the grass has great power.”

“We believe that, too, Michael.”

“Do girls wash their faces in it to improve their complexions? Not that you would need concern yourself about that.”

“It is said, Michael Kelly, that roll in the dew that day and your body will glow with great beauty,” I said.

“Roll?” he asked. “I suppose no clothes would be worn?”

“I wouldn’t think so, Michael Kelly.”

“Ah,” he said. Then he jumped up and turned away from me.

I stood. “You’re not leaving, are you?”

“I’m not. Not at all. But Champion needs a drink of water, and so do I.”

“Of course,” I said. “There’s sweet water in the stream near Saint Enda’s well.”

Michael took Champion’s reins, and we three walked toward the gap that led into the woods.

We passed Barna House—curtains still closed. But the sun’s full up. Miss Lynch will be awake soon and looking out her window. We stepped into the clearing around the well.

“Now, your mother on Bealtaine?” I asked after Champion drank from the Tobar Geal and Michael leaned down for a quick swallow of water.

“My mother had terrible trouble with her feet: corns and bunions and swelling ankles and hammertoes, a disaster altogether. A wise old woman told her if she walked up to the ruins of Gallagh Castle at dawn on May Day, the dew would cure her.

“So, up she went to climb the slopes of the course while darkness held the town quiet. At first light she saw the castle. She started up the hill but then stopped. She heard music . . . the sound of pipes. Could they be fairy pipes?”

Michael paused. Champion lifted her head as if to hear better. The oak trees shaded us. Michael walked over and sat on the stone wall surrounding St. Enda’s well. He patted the space beside him. I settled myself next to Michael. We smiled at each other. He continued his story.

“Now, all her life my mother enjoyed hearing about the good people and all their doings. She’d marked the raths and fairy trees, abided by all the good people’s requirements from a child. She found the same comfort in respecting their rituals that she did in performing the patterns and prayers at wells like this one—all a way to put shape on the wild randomness of life, she told me. But to really hear fairy music . . . This was something she had never expected.

“The music pulled her forward. If following that tune meant leaving her father and the forge and the whole surroundings of Gallach Uí Cheallaigh to live the rest of her life in some fairy rath, well, so be it. . . . And then she saw him. A piper, surely, but rather raggle-taggle for a fairy and much bigger than the good people are said to be. He sat on the big rock near the arched entrance to the ruined castle, sending his music up to the dawn. And that was my father.”

“Your father,” I said.

“He was playing the sun up out of the shadows, and when it shone full on their faces, he greeted her. ‘I’m Michael Kelly,’ he said, ‘from Callow Lake,’ which was ten miles south, a marshy lake where William Boy’s son had settled. ‘I’m a piper, as you see,’ he said. ‘I intended to come here and play a sad lament for the Kellys of old. But I hear joyful tunes in this air, reels and jigs. Powerful how the memories of a great party linger.’ And my mother agreed, ‘It was a powerful party.’ So . . .”

“So, they married, didn’t they, your mother and your father?”

“You want me to rush to the end of the story?”

“I only want to know that one thing.”

“They married.”

“Good,” I said. “Go on.”

“My father had over five hundred tunes, jigs and reels, laments and marches, music for dancing, for mourning, for war, and for peace. For generations his family were pipers to the O’Kellys of Callow, supported by them. But now with the land lost and times hard, my father traveled the roads, playing where he could. Every place he went he learned a tune or two, sometimes from a tin whistle player or a singer who sounded the notes for him. In the winter, he’d come back to Callow Lake, where Edmond O’Kelly, William Boy’s descendant, kept a small cottage for him. He’d entertain Edmond with the stories of his journey. He collected bits on the history and genealogy of the Kellys from the various branches of the family, which interested Edmond. ‘And is there a wife in that snug cottage in Callow?’ my mother asked him. ‘There was,’ he told her, ‘a fine woman who gave me a son before she died.’ ‘And you didn’t marry again?’ my mother asked him. ‘I wouldn’t afflict the life of a piper’s wife on another woman, not when I have to travel so far to play for so little. The snug cottage’s gone now, and my son, Patrick, hires out to whatever farmer will have him.’”

“So, you have a brother, Michael,” I said.

“I do—twelve years older than me. Very accomplished altogether.”

Patches of sun splashed the ground around us now—morning going, the Keeleys getting up. But I couldn’t leave, not with Michael’s father about to confront his grandfather.

“My mother and Michael Kelly, the piper, walked into the forge, just enough light to see Murtaugh Mor Kelly, bent over the fire. He straightened up, all sweat and grime and strength, the hammer clenched in his fists. Rigid with silence. My father stood his ground, didn’t turn away as those who’d wanted my mother’s hand before had done, but stated his proposal. ‘You’re courting the forge,’ my grandfather said to him, ‘looking for a soft spot to land in your old age.’

“‘I have my own trade,’ he said, and showed my grandfather his pipes.

“‘A wandering piper—ever on the roads, sleeping God knows where, not much better than a beggar—would take away my daughter?’

“‘I would not ask any woman to follow my path, though I might invite her to join me on a great occasion, at a gathering where my pipes played a proper role.’

“‘A great occasion,’ my grandfather said, banging the hammer on the horseshoe before him. ‘Few of those in this country these days.’

“‘True enough. At least you have a reminder of the old spirit here in Gallagh Castle.’

“‘Gallach Uí Cheallaigh,’ my grandfather said. ‘And it’s a ruin.’

“Now they were conversing in English, though my father and mother had spoken in Irish on the slopes of Gallagh Castle.”

“Do you have Irish?” I asked. We’d been speaking English.

“I do, Honora,” he said, “though not as fluent as I would like. In our part of the country, the Blakeneys made it a condition of keeping the forge that no ‘O’ be used in our name and no Irish spoken. I think my grandfather lived in great runs of silence because he didn’t want to put English on his thoughts. But he daren’t speak Irish and risk betrayal. I once heard him curse Queen Elizabeth for forcing the Kelly chieftains to swear they’d bring up their children after the English fashion and have them speak only the English language.”

“Miss Lynch said who Elizabeth was angry because the Normans and Old English families who first conquered Ireland had come to speak only Irish and Latin. ‘Ipsis Hibernicis Hiberniores—more Irish than the Irish,’ she called them.”

“Who is Miss Lynch?” Michael asked.

“My teacher. I’ll tell you about her later. Now, please, go on with your story.”

“My throat is dry,” he said, and he got up from the well and went over to the stream.

I followed him. He knelt down and cupped water into his two hands, then stood up and lifted his hands to my face. I opened my mouth and he tipped the water past my lips. I wanted to kiss the hollow of his hand. Jesus, what’s happening to me?

“The story, Michael,” I managed to say, sitting down on the well, him taking his place next to me.

“My grandfather had forgotten the horseshoe left in the fire, turning now from red to white. He quickly speared it and dropped it into the trough of water. The hiss of the steam and the smoke rising distracted both men, and my mother spoke up.

“‘I want to marry this man,’ she said.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Just like that,” Michael said. “Unexpected.”

“Well,” I said, “didn’t Grainne fall in love with Diarmuid the moment she saw the love-spot on his forehead, though she was meant to marry Finn, the chief?”

“I believe that was the case,” said Michael.

“And Deirdre, intended for King Conor her whole life, ran off with Naoise the first time they met. Unexpected.”

“A surprise for Naoise, and Diarmuid. Both fellows off adventuring and here come these girls and they’re in love. . . . Not what a fellow expects,” he said.

“I suppose not,” I said. “Especially if he’s out riding his fine chestnut horse, going who knows where.”

He’s only passing through. I’ll never see him again. . . .

But Michael said, “Those old tales come from somewhere. My mother marrying my father was very unlikely.”

“Unlikely,” I said. “But it happened.”

“It did,” he said.

He covered my hand with his. Warm. He stopped speaking. I took a breath.

“Go on. What did your grandfather say to your mother?”

“He said, ‘It’s late in the day for marriage, Fionnuala.’ My mother’s name was Fionnuala.”

“That’s a beautiful name.”

“I like a good strong name on a woman—Fionnuala, Honora.”

“Ah,” I said.

“‘There’s a time for breeding,’ my grandfather said to her, ‘and when that time is passed, it’s gone.’”

“A hard saying,” I said.

Michael nodded. “My father spoke right up and said, ‘I have a son and I’m not worrying about getting another. But when your daughter stepped toward me, I felt the loneliness I carry lift as mist does in the warmth of the sun. My son Patrick’s mother was a good woman, and she wouldn’t begrudge me happiness. Perhaps it was her prayers brought your daughter to me,’ my father said, all solemn-like. ‘It was my bunions,’ my mother said. So . . .”

“But it wasn’t too late for her, because you were born.”

“I was, and grew up with her and my grandfather Murtaugh Mor, the blacksmith. My father would spend the winter with us, and sometimes my brother, Patrick, would come. I had a solitary enough childhood, but I could romp around a bit with Patrick.”

“I’ve always had my sister, Máire, and— Oh, dear God, Máire’s wedding! How could I forget? I have to go, Michael. Now.”

“Wait,” he said.

I stopped, then turned back. “I never asked where you were going before you dove into Galway Bay.”

“I thought I was off to see the wide world, Honora, carrying my father’s pipes and a blacksmith’s skill. I’d come to Galway City to get some handy money for the journey.”

“What do you mean?”

“Champion and I mean to win the Galway Races.”

“The Galway Races? You have to be a gentleman to enter the Galway Races. Michael, you’re not a gentleman, are you?”

“I am not!”

“Thank Jesus and his Blessed Mother. My da might let me marry a tinker, but never a gentleman! Oh, I didn’t mean to say ‘marry.’ I mean . . . You must think I’m terrible bold.”

“For speaking the truth? Here, let’s go and speak to your father right now.”

“But what about traveling the world?”

“I don’t fancy traveling alone anymore,” he said.

“Oh.” My voice went very soft. “I’m glad.”

We walked together onto the strand toward the cluster of cottages. The neighbors were up, and many seemed to be looking our way, talking to one another, pointing.

“I’ll go first and explain. You see, my family thinks I’m going into the convent in September.”

“What?” Michael shouted, startling Champion, who pulled away from him. “You—a nun?”

As Michael grabbed for the reins, I started running, my loose hair streaming out behind me. “We’ll sort it out later,” I yelled over my shoulder to him. “I can’t be late for Máire’s wedding!”


Chapter 3

SUCH RUCTIONS AND UPSETS—worse than the riptides in Galway Bay itself. “Honora the Good having a wee court with a handsome gypsy laddie. Wonderful!” Máire said, and laughed.

But Da was very angry. “You can be sure the rest of this lad’s band is waiting for us to be dancing at the crossroads, so they can sweep into Bearna and rob every house,” he said.

“Best of luck to them. They’ll find little worth stealing,” said Granny.

“He’s not a gypsy,” I said, “though I wouldn’t care if he was.”

“Enough,” Mam said. “You and I, Honora, will go to Miss Lynch tomorrow, in case she was watching from her window and got the wrong idea.”

“In case, Mam?” Máire said. “I’m sure she watched every move and motion.”

“We were behind the rock, Máire. She couldn’t have seen much—”

“Stop right there, Honora,” Da said. “In less than three months you will join the Holy Sisters and be a credit to us and every fisher family in Bearna.”

“But I can’t be a nun. Michael Kelly came to me out of the sea this morning—like in one of your stories, Granny!”

“What are you talking about, Honora?” Mam said.

“I fell in love, Mam, like Deirdre did and Grainne and Queen Maeve.”

“Honora, whist!” Da said.

“You don’t understand, Da! I’m not the girl I was this morning. I’m changed. . . .”

My three brothers rushed into the room, Dennis going right up to Da, nearly as tall as him at only fifteen. “The gypsy’s gone,” he said.

“We saw him ride away!” said Joseph, thirteen, small like Mam and Máire, bouncing on his toes, swinging his hurley.

Hughie, just six, came over to me. “A mighty horse, Honora!”

“Well, that’s done and dusted,” Mam said. “Now, could we go to the chapel? The whole parish is waiting for us.”

“Not to mention the groom,” Máire said. She shooed us out the door toward the chapel, then pulled me back from the others. “Fellows like that mean no harm. A bit of sport with a pretty girl, then on their way.”

“Not Michael, Máire. He was serious.”

“Did he give you a time and place to meet him?”

“We didn’t have a chance. We—”

“Well then”—she shrugged—“a nice memory to take with you to the convent.”

“Honora, Máire, hurry!” Mam called to us.

He’ll have slipped into the chapel. I’d told him about the wedding. He’ll be there among the guests.

He wasn’t. All the while Father Gilley was joining this man and this woman, I was sneaking looks from our front for-the-family pew at the congregation behind me. Not a sign of Michael in the rows of fisher families, all the Bearna ones, the Clare and Claddagh people, too, and our Keeley cousins from Connemara come in their hookers and púcáns. Had he found a place among the farming men and their wives who’d walked down from the hills? A surprising number here. There’s Rich John Dugan, a man with a lease of thirty acres and a herd of ten cows, and a friend of Da’s. But not a glimpse of Michael. Nor was he standing in the back with the cottiers and laborers who never missed any wake or wedding.

Michael was off to see the wide world. A very small world, this one, crammed into Bearna Chapel. What adventure here? Still, when Michael lifted the water to my lips, I . . .

Face front. Quick. Miss Lynch has caught me turning around. Had she seen Michael and me on the strand? I don’t care. I’ll tell her I’ve changed my mind. Hadn’t Mother Superior said there was a trial period, to make sure? Michael hasn’t left. He couldn’t have.

The ceremony ended. Máire winked at me as she came down the aisle holding Johnny’s arm. She does know about fellows. A bit of sport? I can’t believe that—not of Michael.

A hundred or so people walked up to Paddy’s Cross for the dancing, one half chatting about the wedding, the other half wondering out loud about Honora Keeley and the gypsy. Farmer and fisherman united in gossip.

I’d ducked away from Máire and Johnny and my family, who were talking to Miss Lynch, and was searching the crowd for Michael. Near me I heard Rich John Dugan, say, “A tinker, surely, or where would he get the horse?”

John Joe Clancy, a fisherman, answered, “He probably stole it. The soldiers will be upon us in no time and a disaster altogether.”

“That boyo’s long gone,” Dugan said. “He was seen riding hell for leather along the high road. Good riddance.”

Long gone? Please God, no.

Father Gilley rode past me, nodding his head at the “God bless you, Fathers” that came up from the crowd.

Granny Keeley came up next to me. “Sure, look at him on that fine horse—the king! That man would never risk his head to say Mass for people gathered at a secret place the way priests did in the penal days.”

“Granny, what if Michael Kelly’s gone? What if I never see him again? I’ll die.”

“You won’t.”

“I can’t go to the convent, as if nothing’s happened. I love him. God sent Michael, I’ll tell Miss Lynch. Marriage is a holy vocation, too. Wasn’t Saint Bridget always matching couples?”

“I did think it a shame that after you spent so much time learning my stories you’d not be telling them to your own children when I’m gone. Never saw you as a nun, Honora, so even without Michael Kelly coming along, I—”

“Don’t say ‘without Michael Kelly,’ Granny, please. I don’t want a world without Michael Kelly.”

“Honora, catch yourself on. Have some sense.”

I heard the music. The fiddler McNamara from Doneen. But also . . . “Granny. Listen . . . the pipes! He’s here, I know it! Michael Kelly’s here.”

And there he was, sitting on a big rock near the crossroads, playing the uilleann pipes. He had the bag tucked under his elbow and was pumping his arm to push the air in and out while his fingers moved up and down the chanter.

“He didn’t leave. He didn’t.”

I started toward him, but Granny stopped me. “Don’t make a show of yourself. The neighbors are watching,” she said. “Remember, this is Máire’s wedding. Don’t interrupt the dancing. Wait.”

I found Máire and Johnny and told them the piper was Michael Kelly. “He’s good, isn’t he?” I said.

“And charging nothing,” Johnny said. “The fiddler McNamara said this fellow was waiting here at the crossroads, pipes ready.”

“He’s good-looking,” Máire said. “Not that I’ll be noticing men anymore.”

“Better not, Pearl,” said Johnny as he put his arm around her and brought her into the reel.

Da and Mam were right in the middle of the dancers. I’ll tell them about Michael when they stop for breath. Granny stood close to me. I didn’t dare to even try to catch Michael’s eye. He’s seen me. I’m sure of it.

After two more sets, Da called for the dancing to stop. He’d jugs of poitín from Connemara to pass around, and the bonfire my brothers and Johnny made from dried whin bushes and fallen tree branches pilfered from Barna Woods was ready to light.

Johnny and Máire threw a burning piece of turf on the mound. It blazed up to great cheers—St. John’s Fire, a celebration of the Baptist and of midsummer’s night. The jugs went around the circle at the bonfire. I saw Michael walk away into the darkness beyond Paddy’s Cross. Granny had moved closer to the flames.

I can’t wait any longer. I slipped away. He was leaning against a stone wall, watching Champion graze in a small bit of pasture. I reached my hand out to him. He took it.

“You didn’t leave.”

“How could I? Champion likes this place,” he said, “as much as I do. And the farmer only charged me a few pennies.”

“Good.”

Michael pointed across to the far hills where other bonfires flamed out against the darkness. “At home we drive the cattle through Saint John’s Fire to bring health to the herd.”

“Not many herds left around here,” I said.

“Some good land, though. Champion and I have been looking today.”

“You have?”

“We’d want to lease a good few acres, high up, with a clear view of Galway Bay.”

“Michael, I was so afraid you’d left.”

“I’m going nowhere, Honora.” He tucked me under his arm, holding me as carefully as he had his pipes, and I . . .

“God bless all here.” Granny.

“Granny, this is Michael Kelly.”

“I know.”

“My granny, Mrs. Keeley,” I started.

“I’m very glad . . . ,” Michael began, but Granny waved him quiet.

She filled her pipe from a small tobacco pouch and tamped it down. Michael took a piece of straw to the bonfire, came back, and lit the pipe for her.

“Thank you,” she said to him. “Good tobacco. My son gave Máire a fine wedding.” She drew on the pipe. “Her husband Johnny’s a fisherman. The right kind of match,” she said. She puffed again and then exhaled some smoke. “He’d never allow a daughter of his to marry a smuggler or an outlaw.”

“I’m not one of those. You have my word,” Michael said.

“You’re not a settled man.”

“I was and will be again,” Michael said. “I’ll work hard. Honora will want for nothing.”

“There’s a price money can’t pay,” Granny said. “Has Honora told you about our kinswoman Queen Maeve?”

“She mentioned the relationship.”

“Did she explain Maeve’s bride price?”

“I didn’t, Granny,” I said.

“Then I will. Fadó,” Granny began, and settled herself on a big rock near the wall.

“A long time ago,” I whispered to Michael.

Granny pointed to the low wall, and Michael and I sat on it. Granny nodded at us.

“Maeve was a great queen, ruling her kingdom fairly. She felt no need of a husband because under the law in those times a woman’s power and position didn’t depend on a man.”

“The Brehon laws,” I put in.

Granny nodded, then went on. “Maeve’s soldiers were her thigh companions, and all was well with her. But one day she decided she did want a husband to be at her side—a king as noble as she was herself. So. Maeve set her own bride price. Three requirements—and what was the first one, Honora?”

“She required a man without meanness,” I recited, “because she was great in grace and giving, and a stingy man would embarrass her.”

“What about that, Michael Kelly? Are you a generous man?” Granny asked.

“I was taught to offer the Fáilte Ui Cheallaigh, the Welcome of the Kellys, to one and all, and never to pass a beggar by.”

“Good.” Granny went on, “Maeve demanded a man without fear. Why, Honora?”

“Because she liked a bit of contention and wanted a man easy with give and take.”

We both looked at Michael.

“I’ve got that one all right. Didn’t I tell you, Honora, Kelly means ‘contention’? I was reared on give and take.”

Granny nodded. “Fine. Now the third one—tell him, Honora.”

“Maeve needed a man without jealousy because she liked to have one man in the shadow of the other.”

Granny and I waited.

Michael didn’t say anything. Then, “Without jealousy,” he said. “That might be hard. My father often recited this poem: ‘Love comes and goes, but jealousy is bred in the bone.’ A monk wrote that verse in the margin of the manuscript of the Book of the Hy Many, the history of the Kellys. I used to think that if even monks feel that way . . .” He took a breath. “I don’t envy anyone and I’m not a begrudger, but if another man . . . Maeve had thigh companions, you say?”

“But I wouldn’t, Michael,” I said. “Other men, I mean. Even Maeve didn’t—”

“She did,” said Granny.

“But, Granny, you said ‘without jealousy’ means more than just . . . Well, Miss Lynch says there’s symbols in poems and stories and paintings, one thing standing for another. A rose means Our Lady, so the thigh companions are symbolic, and no jealousy means trust and—”

“No jealousy,” Granny said to Michael.

“All right. If the thigh companions are symbols and not . . . then I will. I do. I mean I can be a man without jealousy and without . . . what else?”

“Meanness,” Granny said.

“No meanness, I agree to that.”

“Fear?” I asked.

“No fear. I have that one,” Michael said.

“Jealousy?”

“Yes. I mean, no jealousy—at least not on purpose.”

“Good. You may speak to my son.”

I jumped off the wall and went to Granny, Michael following after.

“Thank you, thank you,” I said, and hugged her thin frame.

“I’m grateful,” Michael said.

“I’m not saying Honora’s father will accept you. There are practical matters to be considered.” She stood. Though Granny’s as tall as most men, she had to look up at Michael.

“I do have skills,” he said to her. “I’m a blacksmith as well as a piper.”

“But you’re far from your home place,” she said.

“Not by choice, but maybe not by chance, either. I planned to go adventuring, but now, well, a tale can take a turn.”

“It can,” Granny agreed. “Honora herself was headed down another path.”

“She mentioned that,” Michael said. “I surely wouldn’t want to interfere with . . .”

I spoke up. “I’m not going to the convent. Granny agreed. She’s glad,” I said.

“But your mother’s not happy and your father’s confused. You must explain to them before Michael meets them,” Granny said.

“I will, of course.”

“What age are you, Michael?” Granny asked.

“Eighteen.”

“Isn’t that perfect, Granny? Máire says if a man waits too long to get married, he gets set in his ways.”

“Mmm. It’s not only time shapes the character. Maeve needed a man well able for a strong woman. So does Honora.”

“I know,” he said, “and I will try to be worthy of her—a husband without meanness or fear or jealousy.”

“I believe you will. Now. I’ll tell my son to expect you tomorrow.” She left us.

“I should go, too,” I said. “I see Mam and Da leaving the bonfire.”

Michael took my hand. “Slán abhaile, Honora. Until tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” I said, “and all the days after.”


Chapter 4

OH, DA, YOU’D never force me into the convent like evil fathers did in medieval Spain and France,” I said to him.

Da was still being very severe with me as the last bit of the short night edged into dawn. Michael would be here in a few hours, and Da kept repeating, “You’ll go to the Holy Sisters as arranged.”

Standing up now, discussion over. He needed his sleep, he said. Exhausting enough to marry off one daughter without the other one going at him about medieval this and that.

Then Mam told me very sharplike to remember the lovely parlor in the convent. Think of living surrounded by beautiful things. Hadn’t she herself found great joy in polishing the wooden tables and glass cases in Barna House and dusting Miss Lynch’s books, all the time wishing she could read the English words in them? I’d have books galore at my fingertips and be able to fill myself with knowledge. The Presentation nuns even had their own wee chapel, with Mass every single day, and I’d live under the same roof with Our Lord in my own little room with a real bed, not a pallet of straw on the floor, and I wouldn’t work digging for bait and sprats and mending nets or selling fish and being insulted by gentlemen in the market. I’d be teaching children to read and write and do better for themselves. And all the peace and quiet I’d have. Time to think and to pray, dressed in a lovely habit and wearing shoes, and . . . The words cascaded out of my usually quiet mother.

“Mary. Mary,” Da said. Puzzled.

She looked at him and stopped talking.

Then he said, “Your mother wants what’s best for you,” and went on, asking how could I shame my family by losing the run of myself over a gypsy? I could not. Would not. Not his daughter Honora, who’d never given them a moment’s worry.

I panicked. I’d never, ever defied my parents in the littlest thing, and now to go against them so completely . . . Shaming the family? Me?

Granny saved me. “Best Honora not go to the convent. They mightn’t keep her.”

She said I wouldn’t be able to obey, that I was a rebel. I said I wasn’t a rebel, Máire was the rebel. Then Mam spoke up for me, saying I’d always been a good daughter, that’s why she knew I’d see sense, but Granny interrupted her and said she didn’t mean I wasn’t kind and helpful, but I was a Keeley woman with the blood of Queen Maeve in me and brains besides, and now with learning added to that, well . . . I’d never be able to keep my gob shut and do what I was told. What with giving my opinions and needing to be right, I’d not last the week. The nuns would send me home. And that would be a greater disgrace to the whole family than me changing my mind now.

“But, Granny,” I said, “I don’t think I’m always right, but if I know the answer, why shouldn’t I tell it? Like Máire says, ‘Some have bosoms and some have brains,’ and I—”

That woke Da up. “What?” he said.

Then Granny looked directly at me: “Ní tha gann call ríomh aois. Sense does not come before age.”

And I realized while she was arguing me out of the convent, I was arguing myself back in. So I said no more while Granny went on about my willfulness and added more sayings in Irish until Da said, “All right, all right, Honora won’t go to the convent,” though he thought I was letting Daniel O’Connell down. Granny said the Liberator had survived worse. Mam said, Well, if I was sure . . . And I said I wanted to marry Michael with all my heart and mind and soul and strength, but Da interrupted me and said not becoming a nun was one thing, but marrying a wandering gypsy piper was quite another, and he was going to sleep now and we’d finish this later.

“Thank you,” I whispered to Granny.

“There is truth in what I said,” she told me. “Don’t be too smart for your own good, Honora.”

That afternoon, Da sat stern and stiff on his stool by the hearth. Michael stood in front of him, shoulders back.

Máire and Johnny had left their marriage bed for this interview. Máire knew I needed her. And she didn’t want to miss anything. My brothers were outside minding Champion, letting their friends pat the finest horse ever brought to Bearna. Granny, at her spinning wheel, fingered the empty spindle—no flax or wool for ages. Mam sat on the other rush stool. Dim—only the barest brush of light could come through the small windows of our cottage. Enlarge them and the rent’d go up.

“Robert Emmet in the dock,” Máire said.

“Don’t be joking about our patriots, Máire,” Da said.

“I wouldn’t, Da. I wonder would you ever recite Emmet’s famous words for us, Da? I’m sure Michael Kelly here would appreciate hearing . . .”

Distracting Da with Ireland’s heroes had shortened many a scolding for Máire, but Da wasn’t having it today.

“Now, young man,” he began.

But Máire stopped Da again. Could she thank Michael for playing his pipes and asking not a penny? “A generous spirit! Da,” she said. “Like your own. You’re so openhanded and giving—flaithiúlacht, as Granny would say—a princely wedding . . .”

“The best of poitín,” Johnny said. “No harshness in it.”

“Because Connemara water’s used in the brewing,” Da said.

“And you wouldn’t have seen anything like the meitheal that built our cottage last week, Michael,” Máire said. “So many of the neighbors working together that they finished in three days, all come to show their regard for our da. They would do the same for any daughter of John Keeley. Am I right, Da?”

“You are, Máire,” Da said. “The meitheal was mighty, surely. Never were walls raised faster or straw thatched tighter. Whatever our differences, we’re a grand people for helping each other.” Da relaxed, stuck his legs out.

Good on you, Máire.

But then he looked over at me and straightened up. “Enough of this. We’re not here to talk about your cottage, Máire, but to inquire into this young man’s line and lineage,” Da said. “Now, Michael . . . the horse. I want to know where and how and in what way you obtained that animal. Because as you must know, a lone man on a horse . . . Now, I hold nothing against the traveling people, but a girl from a settled family wouldn’t—”

“Da, Michael is not a gypsy! I keep telling you,” I said. “His grand-father was a blacksmith in Gallagh.”

“Gallagh?” Da said. “Near Aughrim?”

“It is, sir.”

“A great battle fought at Aughrim.”

“Indeed there was. Not a good day for our side.”

“Few enough of those, though I believe it was the French general let us down there,” Da said.

If Da starts naming towns remembered for some sad slaughter, he’ll put himself in bad humor.

“Da,” I said, “Michael was about to tell you about his grandfather, the blacksmith, and the forge he owned.”

“Owned it?” Da asked Michael.

“He did,” Michael said, “though not the land under it, of course.”

“Must have been well in with the landlord,” Da said.

“Colonel Blakeney was a hard man from a hard family, but he wanted the Bianconi cars to come through our village and a blacksmith was required, so he needed my grandfather.”

In Galway City I’d seen the big Bianconi wagons, pulled by six Irish draft horses, that this Italian fellow was sending all over Ireland. Each transport, which we called Bianys, carried twelve passengers as well as cargoes of porter and stout. Bianconi, being of the Faith and great with Daniel O’Connell, hired Catholics as drivers, and they’d sometimes pick up the stray countryman or -woman walking on the road and not charge them. Michael’s village had become a stop on one of the Biany routes, he said.

“Colonel Blakeney’s agent knocked three cottages into a pub to serve the passengers as they waited while we took care of the horses. Now, Blakeney’s agent took most of the Bianconi money meant for my grandfather, but what could we do? Still, we earned our rent. We had grain and oats for the horses, and Grandda had custom from the farmers—always a group of them around the forge.

“A fellow called Jimmy Joe Donnelly was the most horse-mad of all of them. He’d been the Blakeneys’ stableman, but now the family lived in London year-round and only came back for the odd week’s hunting and used borrowed horses. A horse dealer called by one day and bought the lot, except he didn’t want the old stallion, the Red Rogue.

“‘He’s past it,’ the dealer said. ‘The last five mares he’s covered have produced nothing. Send him to the knackers.’

“But Jimmy Joe said he’d buy the horse himself. The men around the forge laughed, saying Jimmy Joe would be financing the Red Rogue’s love life and nothing to show for it.

“But Jimmy Joe bought the horse. If you could have seen him, Mr. Keeley, magnificent: fifteen hands tall, some mix of draft horse and hunter, a bright chestnut color. The Red Rogue held his head high, and was most impressively endowed. Jimmy Joe kept him in the field behind the forge, and the two of us would stand in the evening at the stone wall, watching the old stallion,” Michael said.

Da nodded.

Able to tell a tale is Michael Kelly, my hero from the sea, wooing my family with his stories as he had me.

Michael went on, “‘We were great men once,’ Jimmy Joe would say to me, ‘and horses like this were our due. Didn’t my great-great-grandfather have the care of the O’Kelly stables? Hundreds of horses: mares, foals, and stallions. I believe Red Rogue is descended from that stock. How could I let him be put down?’”

“He was right there,” Da said. “We were great men once. The O’Cadhlas had horses, too.”

“And so did the Leahys,” said Johnny. “Herds of them, cattle, too.”

“Go on, Michael, go on,” Da said.

I smiled at Michael: Well done, keep talking!

“Now the Rogue took no notice of the Biany horses—they were geldings, beneath his notice. And there were no mares nearby to incite the Rogue.”

Da nodded. “Not good to have a mare around a stallion,” he said, as if he’d been riding and breeding horses himself for years instead of never having been on the back of one.

“A good stallion needs a willing mare,” said Johnny Leahy, and touched Máire’s knee. She giggled.

I chanced a quick look at Granny. She winked at me. Michael had Da and Johnny imagining themselves as men mounted and mighty, part of an army that could fight back. Victory to the Irish! They’re driving the Normans away! King James is beating King Billy! Here we are, battering Cromwell! The land would still be held by the clans, still shared equally, if every Irishman rode a great stallion like the Red Rogue.

“It happened that I formed a bit of a bond with the Rogue, quite by accident. I’d taken the pipes up to the high field to try out a tune,” Michael said.

“Hold there a moment, Michael,” Da said. (“Michael”—not “young man”—good!) “I want to hear about this piper father of yours.”

“All in good time,” Mam said, caught up now. “Get on with your story, Michael.”

“I was playing that evening when didn’t the Rogue come pounding toward me, ears pricked up, and then he stopped dead, lowered his head to listen. Jimmy Joe came out. ‘So the old rascal likes a bit of entertainment,’ he said. I asked Jimmy Joe if there was any chance I could take him out for a gallop.”

“You’re a rider, then, Michael,” said Johnny Leahy.

“I am. And yourself?”

“I had to give it up, with the fishing and all.”

“True enough,” said Da. “Takes away the sea legs. But go on.”

“Well, Jimmy Joe said to me, ‘The Red Rogue? You must be joking! He’d throw you and stomp you. I don’t mind giving the Rogue some comfort in the last years of his life, but I don’t want to be responsible for murder.’”

“But you defied him, didn’t you!” said Da. “You jumped up on the back of that great horse and—”

Michael shook his head. “I didn’t, sir.”

“Oh,” said Da. “Ah, well . . .”

“One day a team pulled in with a mare in the lead spot. ‘What’s this?’ I asked the driver, because I was worried about stabling a mare near the Rogue. ‘That’s old Bess, the virgin queen,’ the driver said. ‘The company bought her to breed, but she’s barren. A good strong puller, so we’ve put her in harness. No stallion will bother with her.’

“Bess had a look of patient endurance that touched me,” Michael said, “and I wondered, how many times had she been covered by a stallion with nothing to show for it? And now they’d work her until she dropped and send her off to the knackers. I told Jimmy Joe about Bess. Would he buy her? I hated the thought of Bess dead from dragging some publican’s barrels of porter. ‘I’m sorry, Michael,’ Jimmy Joe told me. ‘Hard enough to feed the Red Rogue.’”

“Poor Bess,” said Granny.

“And it got worse,” Michael went on. “Bess picked up a stone. Grandda removed it, but she was too lame to go on. Blakeney’s agent held his gun to her head. ‘A bullet to the brain,’ he said, ‘and then I’ll have plenty of horsemeat to sell to the man takes care of the hounds for the foxhunters.’”

We all gasped. Da hit his fist on his knee.

“Is there no hope of justice for anyone in our poor bedeviled country?” Da said. “Is the whole place to be butchered to supply the Sassenach?”

“A disgrace,” said Granny. “Never happen in Queen Maeve’s time, I can tell you that.”

“Oh, Michael,” Mam said. “You surely did not let the agent kill her.”

“I did not. ‘I’ll buy her,’” I told the driver. “‘I’ll give you what the knackers would, here and now, cash.’ The words jumped out of my mouth. I expected an argument from my grandfather. He was not a man for grand gestures where money was concerned. But he took a pile of shillings from his iron box and gave them to me. And Bess was mine.”

“Fair play to you, Michael,” Máire said.

“Aye,” said we all. “Aye, fair play to Michael.”

“I made a stall for Bess near the forge. Her quiet ways kept the other horses in order. She ignored the stallion in the next field.

“Now, by this time I was nearly sixteen and my mother began to say, ‘If you don’t spend some time courting the girls instead of worrying about Bess and the Red Rogue, I’ll never be a grandmother.’

“‘And where would I find a woman compares with you?’ I’d say.”

“What age are you now?” Da asked.

“Eighteen, sir,” Michael said.

“Johnny and Máire are eighteen, Da, the age most people marry and—”

“Honora,” said Da, “Michael’s speaking.”

Michael smiled at me. “The girls of Castle Blakeney were nice enough, but they were always giggling and gossiping and playing one lad against the other. I’d had a picture in my mind of the woman I would love.”

“And what was that?” This from Máire.

“She’d look like the mermaid carved near the entrance of Clontuskert Abbey. Do you know the abbey? Cromwell destroyed most of the church, but the graveyard remains, and some arches.”

We didn’t, but we could imagine it. So many gray stone ruins across Ireland, giving their names to townlands, reminders of times long past.

“A Kelly place, the abbey, with tombstones carved through the centuries. Some of the letters spill off the end of a stone to be taken up on the next line: KE, then LLY. I read them all as a boy. Saints stood in the abbey’s archway—Michael, holding sword and shield, crushing the dragon, and Saint Catherine next to him. But my favorite figure was a mermaid. She had long waves of hair and was gazing into a mirror, her tail curved up, pleased with herself. I’d touch that fall of stone hair and know someday, somewhere, I would find her—a girl with the look and spirit of the Clontuskert mermaid. So I couldn’t court the Castle Blakeney ones.”

Michael looked at me, and I felt as if he’d touched me.

Da said, “The horses, Michael, get on with the horses.”

Michael breathed in a gulp of air. “So,” he said. “The Rogue began coming to the long stone wall between Jimmy Joe’s high field and the forge. He’d neigh and snort and whistle when I played. One night I was in the long acre trying out a tune on the pipes and who comes dancing out to join me but Bess? Well, I knew what would happen when the notes of the tune reached the high field.”

“I know, too,” said Johnny. “The Rogue!”

“Right you are. I tried to shoo Bess to safety, but she stood her ground, nuzzled my shoulder, and pushed me away toward home. Bess switched her tail and lifted it high. And then Red Rogue appeared, running for all he was worth from the other field. The Rogue gathered himself and flew over the stone wall.”

“Right to Bess,” said Máire.

“By now I was watching from the corner of the forge. I could see the Rogue blowing and snorting, his head moving, his red body coiled and ready. Bess stood her ground, her head up. Waiting. Then she turned away from the Red Rogue and trotted to the far end of the field where a tall oak grew—our fairy tree.”

“That’s it?” asked Johnny. “She just left?”

“Not by a long shot,” said Máire. “Am I right there, Michael?”

“You are, because the stallion went after her and I could see them no more.” Michael paused.

“And then?” Máire asked.

“I left them and went in,” Michael said.

“As well you should have,” said Mam.

“At dawn I found the Red Rogue, standing still and quiet, the wind lifting his mane, and Bess grazing near him. When she saw me, she whinnied in Rogue’s direction, then trotted back to her stall in the forge.”

“And is that the end?” asked Da.

“That was the beginning. Jimmy Joe was full of apologies when he heard. ‘That rascal jumped the fence into your field. I heard the noise. I hope your mare will be all right.’ A month later, I could see Bess was in foal, but would she carry to term? The chorus at the forge didn’t think so. Bess seemed well. Her coat gleamed and her eyes were clear, but the size of her distended belly worried Grandda.

“‘You took a chance, Michael,’” he told me. “‘Both she and the foal could die.’”

“I felt terrible. ‘I didn’t think beyond that moment,’ I told him. My mother said nothing.

“During the months we waited, my grandfather weakened. He stopped coming to the forge, slept the day through. The chorus of farmers saw his end coming. Without Grandda, Bess had no chance. ‘What a hand he had with difficult births,’ they’d tell me. ‘A great pity he won’t be able to help her. Poor Bess will not survive,’ they said.”

Da shook his head. Mam closed her eyes and Granny spun her wheel. Máire took Johnny’s hand.

“The birth was as bad as predicted: hours and hours of Bess panting and pushing, her eyes rolling, and me saying over and over, ‘I’m sorry, girl, I’m sorry.’

“Just before first light, Bess stopped trying. She was lying on her side with her eyes closed when the door to the forge opened and there, leaning on my mother’s arm, stood Murty Mor. He crossed to Bess and started whispering into her ear, rubbing his hands on her body, until . . .” Michael paused.

“Until?” Johnny said. “Until, until . . . ?”

“Until two spindly legs appeared, and then two more. Grandda and my mother and I eased the foal out and helped her stand, unsteady on her legs but healthy, a filly with the bright chestnut coat of the Rogue and the deep, dark eyes of her mother.”

“Well done, Bess!” said Máire.

“Your grandfather was mighty,” said Granny.

“My mother and I helped Murty Mor back to the fire, and two days later he was gone.”

“And God rest his soul,” said Mam.

“Bess lasted another year, long enough to see her filly grow sound and strong. She liked to watch the foal run. The Rogue’s daughter all right. The chorus at the forge was full of admiration. ‘If you were a gentleman, Michael Og, you’d have a fine horse to ride with the hunt, or you could enter her in the Galway Races!’ And somehow it eased the sadness of Murty Mor’s going. ‘She’s a champion,’ I told them, ‘and I’ve named her Champion.’

“‘Sell her,’ they said. ‘Take her to the Ballinasloe horse fair. You need the money.’

“I asked my mother, but she said we’d manage. I’d taken over the forge and was doing well enough. But then she sickened and died. God rest her. I buried her in Clontuskert Abbey graveyard with my father, grandfather, and all the generations of Kellys. The Blakeneys evicted me from the forge, brought in another blacksmith. So I set off on Champion, and look where she’s led me.”

“Now,” I said into the silence that followed. I didn’t have to add, Do you believe that he’s not a gypsy or a thief or a highwayman?

“It’s a fair tale,” Da said. “I’ll agree to that. But do you have any living relatives at all?”

“I have a brother, twelve years older than me, a half-brother. Patrick Kelly.”

“Well, that’s something,” Da said. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know,” Michael answered.

“What will you do with yourself now?”

Da didn’t say the words: with no home, no money, and no land; but we heard them.

“I intend to enter Champion in the Galway Races, and win,” Michael said, sure and firm. “The prize is twenty-five pounds.”

Da and Johnny started laughing.

“Michael,” Da said, “those races aren’t for the likes of us. You arrive with that horse and they’ll take her off you and put you in jail.”

“I was told in Galway City if I could find a gentleman to sponsor me, Champion could run. I’d planned to use the winnings to support me on my travels. But now . . . I’d buy myself a lease so Honora and I—”

“Dangerous, drawing attention to yourself like that,” Da said. “Even if you won, there’s no empty land that I know about. Now, if you were a fisherman, I might have been able to help.”

“He could learn to be a fisherman, Da,” I said. “Couldn’t you, Michael?”

“I could try,” Michael said, and I let out the breath I didn’t know I was holding.

“Have you done any fishing at all?” Da asked.

“My brother and I took some fine salmon from the rivers at home, and never once got caught by the sheriff.”

“That’s what we call angling,” Da said. “More luck than skill. It’s skill needed to cast nets, to find the schools of herring. You need a quick mind as well as a strong back.”

“He has those, Da,” I said. “Please, please.”

“A man deserves a chance,” Granny said to Da.

“I’ll have to ask the Admiral,” Da said. “We fish with the men of the Claddagh. You know about the Claddagh?”

“I saw the village coming through Galway City.”

“Saw the village, did you? Well, seeing is not believing. The Claddagh existed before Galway City, and the men there hold tight to their right to fish Galway Bay, theirs since time out of mind. Every year a leader of the Claddagh is elected; we call him the Admiral, and he controls the whole fleet. When I came here from Connemara, I was accepted because the Claddagh men knew my seed, breed, and generation. And for all your way with a story, young man, I can’t say I know that about you.”

“Da, please,” I said. “You always say you’re a good judge of men.”

Da said nothing. And then, “I will give you a go in our boat if the Admiral agrees.”

“Thank you, Da!”

“I am a fair swimmer, sir,” Michael said.

“I won’t mention swimming to the Admiral. We stay in the boat. That’s the point, lad—stay on top of the water. And that’s no mean feat in Galway Bay—tricky currents and pointed rocks waiting under the surface. But a man can support his family, and a young fellow who does well could consider marriage. Honora’s dowry is a share in the boat,” Da said.

“When can we leave, sir?” Michael stood up.

“Easy now,” Da said, but he laughed and clapped Michael on the shoulder and took him out to see the púcán with Johnny.

“I’m so happy,” I said to Mam and Máire and Granny, only the three of us in the cottage. “Isn’t he wonderful!”

Mam said that he did seem a good lad, and Máire talked about how handsome Michael was, but Granny said nothing. She put a finger in a spoke and spun the empty wheel, sending it circling round.

“What are you thinking, Granny?” I asked.

“A sad story he told,” Granny said. “Oh, Michael made a fine tale of it, but mind how quickly he skipped over the eviction. To be robbed of the forge where his grandfather’s grandfather pounded iron, put off the land of his ancestors, left with nothing but the shirt on his back and that red horse, who is a danger and a responsibility . . . that’s a wound that’s slow to heal.”

“But, Granny, Michael doesn’t seem a sad sort of fellow,” Máire said.

“He isn’t,” I said. “He was on his way adventuring with his pipes to play. Not a care.”

“Leaving your home place is a sorrow,” Granny said. “Generations lost to memory. One day, no one in Gallagh of the Kellys will remember the blacksmith or the piper or his mother. A sad thing for him, and he feels it, believe me. Feels too much, maybe. A deep loneliness in that fellow.”

“Not anymore, Granny. Now Michael will become part of us. A new story will begin: ‘Fadó, a young man came over the Silver Strand on a red horse and he became a fisherman, and married Honora Keeley and they lived happily ever after.’”

Granny smiled and spun her wheel. “We can but hope, a stór.”


Chapter 5

THERE, MáIRE, SEE? That’s Da’s boat, and the Leahys’ . . . Why are they heading in?”

Máire and I stood on the pier, watching the red sails of the two púcáns dip and bend. We’d seen them off hours before dawn that morning, with food for three days of fishing. Here they were, back before sunset of the first day.

“Is that your Johnny steering, Máire?” I asked. “Look how he wraps the sail around the wind.”

“He’s good at making things swell,” Máire said, patting her stomach.

“You’re pregnant already?”

“Johnny and I had a bit of an early start.”

“An early start? Oh. Does Mam know?”

“I’ll tell her when I start showing.”

“Máire.”

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m a married woman now. They’re making a ruckus over you and Michael Kelly, but it’s really very simple. A fellow and a girl catch each other’s eyes, they feel a pull toward one another, a bit of courting to see if they suit, and then . . .” She shrugged.

“Then . . .”

“You’ll see. A great feeling altogether, little sister. Better than a wild reel or a gulp of poitín.”

“What about love?”

“Well, love comes into it, but when you’re pulling your husband’s body into yours, you don’t parse your feelings like the girls do in Miss Lynch’s books. No thinking, Honora. Great altogether. A few words from Father Gilley, and Johnny and I can enjoy ourselves whenever we want and not a farthing to pay to anybody. Though I suppose the wee one I’m carrying will cost us a penny or two.”

“Are you glad, Máire?”

“I am, Honora, and so’s Johnny. He’s sure it’s a son and he’s already talking about teaching him to hoist the sails.”

“The boats are riding high in the water,” I said.

“No load of herring there,” Máire said.

Da and Johnny brought the two púcáns near the pier. Dennis and Joseph held Michael between them and helped him off our boat.

“Your fellow’s changed colors! Would you say he’s greeny white or whitey green, Honora?” Máire said.

The boys supported him over to us.

“Here, Michael!” I put my hand out to him.

“Sorry, Honora,” he said.

Da came to the rail and looked down at us. “You were brave in the boat, Michael, but you don’t have the stomach for it.”

Michael straightened up and turned to look at Da. Dennis and Joseph shook their heads at me.

“Worst case of seasickness I’ve ever seen,” Da said, walking beside us as the boys helped Michael to the cottage. “You’re a decent man, Michael, but you’ll never go down to the sea in a ship. You’d best find something else to turn your hand to, or I can’t give you permission to marry my daughter.”

“Da,” I said, “he’ll get over it. Take him out again.”

“Some men just aren’t suited for the sea, Honora. It would be cruel, and unlucky for the rest of us.”

“I understand,” Michael said.

“Then Michael can hire himself out to Rich John Dugan to work for a cottage and a potato patch.”

Máire heard and turned around. “You’d be the wife of a cottier? Miss Lynch’s prize pupil, the lowest of the low?”

No one spoke as Da set Michael down on his own stool by the hearth. I gave Michael a cup of cold water. As he sipped at it, his color came back.

“With twenty-five pounds I’m sure I could rent a farm and set up a forge,” he said. “I must enter the Galway Races.”

“But if you lose, what then?” Da asked. “A share in a boat is all I have for Honora’s dowry. It will do you no good.”

“I’m going to win.”

“Mr. Lynch might sponsor you, Michael,” Mam said. “We could ask.”

Miss Lynch had been suspiciously understanding about my change of heart. I wondered, had her father really wanted to pay my convent dowry? A two-minute conversation at the door of Barna House and she’d sent me on my way. And now here was Mam offering to arrange for Michael to see Mr. Lynch himself. She understands, after all.

“Please, Mam,” I said.

Now Michael looked at Da. “I would never ask for Honora’s hand unless I had something to offer her, sir.”

“You have everything to offer,” I started.

“Whist, Honora. Michael knows how a decent man behaves,” Da said. Then to Michael, “If you couldn’t support her, I’d have to look elsewhere for Honora’s husband.”

“Da!”

“I accept that,” Michael said.

I don’t.

“Isn’t the carpet lovely?” said Mam as she and Michael and Máire and I waited in the little room off the kitchen where the Honorable Mr. Lynch transacted business. “He meets here with his agent and the merchants from town,” Mam explained to Michael.

Papers lay piled every which way on the dark wood desk. A long row of leather-bound ledgers filled a shelf. The rent rolls—hundreds of tenants’ names listed, with rent paid and rent owed written next to each. Here’s where Mr. Lynch sits turning the pages and telling his agent: Give him another few months, but evict him, and him. Send for the bailiffs to serve the notice, get the drivers to sell off any stock. Then he closes the book. Puts it away.

The Lynches were better landlords than most, but I remembered when they put the family of Mary Doyle, a farming girl in our class, off their land. Miss Lynch explained to Mary that it wouldn’t be fair to the tenants who worked hard to pay the rent to allow those who didn’t pay to stay on forever. Landlords have debts, too, she’d said. Mary Doyle kept her eyes down, said nothing, and we never saw her again.

“That carpet came from the land of the Turks,” Mam was saying, “sent by one of the Lynches’ cousins in France.”

“Probably smuggled in by the Keeley cousins in Connemara,” Máire said.

“Please don’t be cheeky with Miss Lynch,” I said to Máire.

“She doesn’t mind. Gives her a bit of a laugh. She likes me. She’s my godmother, after all,” Máire said.

“Only because you were born first. I don’t see—”

“Girls, please,” said Mam. “Molly Counihan can hear you.”

“The housekeeper,” I said to Michael.

Michael had left Champion with Dennis and Joseph to find fresh water for her and a bit of grass.

“She’ll need a proper pasture soon,” Michael had said.

Miss Lynch greeted us, her brown hair pulled back as always, her lips tight together in her smooth, plump face. Mam’s age, but not a patch on Mam for good looks—what with Mam’s blond waves and blue eyes—work-worn though she may be.

“Miss Lynch, will I introduce you to Michael Kelly?” Mam said.

“Good morning,” Miss Lynch said.

“Very nice to meet you, Miss Lynch. Honora says you are a fine teacher,” Michael said. “Thank you for seeing me.”

Miss Lynch nodded. “I’ve known Honora and Máire since they were born.”

“And you’re my godmother,” Máire said.

“I am,” Miss Lynch said. “You see, Michael, Mrs. Keeley was a Walsh when she worked for us. And Walsh was probably originally ‘Welsh’—there were retainers from Wales with my family when we Normans came to Ireland with Richard de Clare—Strongbow. Does he know our history, Honora?”

“I’ve told him some,” I said.

“Honora has the dates and doings of your ancestors off by heart, Miss Lynch,” Mam said.

Oh, I knew the Lynch annals well, saw how their family wound their way through the history of Ireland, starting from when the Norman king of England, Henry II, invaded us in 1171 sent by the only English pope ever to sit in St. Peter’s chair, Pope Adrian IV, who had the nerve to say that the people of Ireland—the land of saints and scholars—had gotten too easygoing and needed reform. His Norman kinsmen reformed us right out of our country. Where before the land was held by the tribe, the tuath, everyone with a share, now one Norman lord claimed tens of thousands of acres, with the Irish only tenants to him.

Miss Lynch thought it wonderful that the Normans built stone castles and grand churches, though Granny said, “Who asked them to clutter the place? We had our holy mountains to pray on, high hills for our ceremonies, fairs, and gatherings. We raised plenty of food, hunted in the great forests, had herds of cattle. Much better before they came.”

Still the Normans married Irishwomen as the Vikings had done, called themselves Irish and suffered with us when Cromwell came.

Cromwell. The devil let loose among us to butcher our bodies and devour our souls. He massacred women and children and called it God’s work. Numbers beyond counting perished. The rest were driven west, no Irishman or -woman allowed east of the River Shannon on pain of death. Thirty thousand were sold into slavery in the West Indies. But even Cromwell couldn’t destroy us all.

Two centuries of the Sassenach trying to kill off the Irish papists one way or another, yet we had survived somehow. Miss Lynch said Ireland had near nine million people now. Overpopulation, she called it, and a problem to the British government. But Granny said, “Our victory and thank God for the potato. They’ll never beat us as long as we have the pratties.” And the Lynches had brought back power.

Now Mam and Miss Lynch were waiting for me to perform. Miss Lynch guesses Michael and I want to marry and knows we need some help from the landlord, but we can’t ask her directly as if we’re equal to her. Must sing for her favor.

“Why not quiz Honora,” Máire said to Miss Lynch, “as you did in class?” Máire turned to Michael. “Always quick with the answer.”

“All right,” Miss Lynch said. “An exercise. Let’s see . . . What date did my ancestors build Saint Nicholas’ Church?”

“Thirteen twenty,” I said.

“Correct. Explicate.”

“It was constructed on the foundations of an earlier church operated by the Knights Templar—connections of the Lynches during the Crusades.”

“The Crusades,” said Mam. “Imagine.”

“Name one very important visitor to the church.” Miss Lynch turned to Michael. “This may surprise you.”

“Christopher Columbus,” I said. “Brought by his Irish navigator, Patrick Maguire, to Galway to consult old maps that chronicled the voyage of Saint Brendan in the sixth century. Some say Brendan discovered Amerikay.”

“Never heard that,” Michael said.

“How many Lynch mayors of Galway City?”

“Eighty-four.”

“Name them.”

Máire rolled her eyes at me.

“Pierce Lynch,” I began, but stopped when the door of the office opened.

Miss Lynch was all aflutter as the Honorable Marcus Lynch entered.

The landlord. We all stood.

“The Keeley sisters, all grown up now,” he said. “Not those little girls sneaking up to the attic. Sit, sit.”

How short he seems next to Michael. Very old-looking—he must be near seventy. White beard, his fine coat strained by his stomach and his own importance.

Miss Lynch never tired of telling us how lucky we were to be the tenants of such a man. Ninety percent of the land of Ireland was owned by Protestants, she said, and many of them lived in England. “Absentees. Heartless. High rents. Evictions. Some have never even seen their Irish estates,” she’d say. “We Lynches stay right here. We travel to London only when Parliament is in session.”

So. Marcus Lynch was a member of Parliament, only because Daniel O’Connell fought to get Catholics admitted. The Honorable.

“What is it you want?” he said to us. “I gave you half a crown for your wedding only last week, Máire. And you, Honora. Henrietta told me you’ve changed your mind. No dowry for the convent after all. Well done.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. “But now I . . . Well, this is Michael Kelly, and—”

“Never heard of him. Kellys are in East Galway,” Mr. Lynch said.

“That’s right, sir. I’m from Gallagh, or Castle Blakeney,” Michael said.

“And did you have some trouble, young man? We won’t have any disturbances on this estate. I’m a fair landlord, I let my daughter teach peasant girls in my own house. Not many would do that. But no treason tolerated here, no Ribbonmen. ‘Ribbonmen’—such a gentle name for such a rebellious group. Do they really pin ribbons on their jackets when they blacken their faces and go out to maim a landlord’s cattle or terrorize his agent?”

We said nothing.

“Now, I’m a Repealer. I want an end to the Union. Our own Parliament. But I’m a loyal subject of Queen Victoria, and so is Daniel O’Connell. He’s completely against violence.”

“I’m not a violent man, sir,” Michael said.

Mr. Lynch turned to Mam. “Tell me, Mary. Do you know this lad’s family?”

Mam, please, for once in your life, lie.

“I could tell you many things about his people, sir. Very hardworking. A widowed mother caring for her father and—”

“So, I won’t have to call out the sheriff to arrest this fellow, then?” Mr. Lynch laughed. A great joke.

We stayed silent.

“I suppose you want to marry Honora. Is that it?”

“Yes, sir,” Michael said. “I—”

Mr. Lynch interrupted him. “Well, I hope you’re not looking to become a tenant on any of my estates. Impossible. Tens of thousands of acres and every inch is occupied. Not my fault you people multiply like rabbits, dividing and subdividing the land until there’s not a decent piece on the whole place. And now the Poor Laws! I’m accessed a tax on every tenant who pays less than four pounds rent a year. Half the estate! Impossible! I tell them in Parliament that their laws are ridiculous. ‘Let Irish property pay for Irish poverty,’ they say, as if we Irish landlords were made of money! Made of debt, more likely. I’m a Tory, and proud of it. The best chance for Ireland is to remove all doubts about our loyalty. Irish agitation makes Parliament uneasy. I’m trying to bring some order to my estates. Fewer tenants, not more.”

Bigger plots, so you won’t have to pay poor rates.

“And I’m not allowed to sell a single acre until I pay off my mortgages and creditors. Pity. Business fellow told me he could make Barna another Brighton—all that coastline, the pier, the strand. Build bathing lodges and villas. A real seaside resort.”

What was he talking about? Thirty fisher cottages on that strand—our homes. But Mr. Lynch was waving his hand.

“Told him I couldn’t do it. Land’s encumbered. Debts, debts, debts.”

Then Michael stood up, tall and broad-shouldered, dwarfing Mr. Lynch. “Sir,” he said.

Mr. Lynch stepped back.

“I have a horse,” Michael said.

“I’m not in the market for a horse,” Mr. Lynch said.

“I don’t want to sell her. I plan to run her in the Galway Races.”

Mr. Lynch laughed. “Racing’s for gentlemen, boy.”

“But I understand that if a gentleman enters a horse, he can use anyone as rider,” said Michael.

“It’s true the Pykes have used tenants as jockeys, though I understand the son will be riding this year. Cousins of ours, but turned Church of Ireland. Wouldn’t mind taking them down a few notches. Is this horse any good?”

“Very good,” Michael said.

“Might be amusing,” Mr. Lynch said.

Please God, let him agree.

“If I sponsor you, and run your horse as my horse, we will split the winnings in half. That’s fair.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And if you lose, I get the horse.”

“But, sir—”

“That’s the proposition, young man. Take it or leave it. I’m taking a chance, sight unseen.”

“But I can show you the horse, sir.”

“Not necessary, not necessary. And though I’ve never been a gambler . . .”

“No, you haven’t, Father,” Miss Lynch said. Her first words since her father had come into the room. “I don’t think—”

“You’re too prim, Henrietta,” he said to her. “Why shouldn’t I have a bit of fun?”

And risk nothing, I thought. What does it cost to enter, a few pounds? If Champion wins, you get that back plus half the prize money. If Champion loses, you get a good horse. No wonder the Lynches are rich.

“If I win, sir, you’ll rent me a bit of land?” Michael said.

“If you win and can pay in advance, who knows?”

“You made a bad bargain, Michael,” I said as we walked. Ahead of us, Máire talked away to Mam. “Mr. Lynch is taking advantage of you,” I said.

“He is.”

“You’re risking Champion for me.”

“For us.”

“Are you sure?”

“I can’t ask an educated woman like you to marry a man without money or land.”

“I don’t care, Michael. We could wander the roads together.”

“That’s not a life for you, Honora.”

“But if you lose her, we’ll have nothing. Why not sell Champion and—”

Michael touched my lips with one finger. “Whist, Honora. I’ve ridden thousands of imaginary races on the Gallagh course, and I always won. Champion and I can make what I imagined real. We will win.” He bent down to me, those blue eyes gazing into mine.

Don’t parse. Don’t think.

“You will, Michael. You will, of course.”

“We’ll take the money to buy a lease on the tidiest farm in the county of Galway,” he said. “There’s empty land somewhere, no matter what Lynch says.”

“Will it be near the Bay?”

“It will. I’ll put a big window in our cottage so you’ll always see Galway Bay, Honora.”

“A window? Wonderful.”

Michael took my hand. “And there will be books,” he said.

“Books,” I repeated.

Mam and Máire were far ahead.

“The Irish surely are overdue a victory,” I said.

I thought of the words the Norman conquerors had carved on the medieval walls of Galway City: “From the fury of the O’Flahertys, O Lord, deliver us.” The chieftains, the wild Irish, might return at any moment. And win.

We walked faster and faster, swinging our joined hands.

“We will win,” he said.

“We will.”


Chapter 6

THE KNOCK CAME as we were eating our dinner, the whole family listening to Michael tell us how relieved he was to have finally found good pasture for Champion. A week since Mr. Lynch agreed to sponsor Champion, and the horse had been growing scrawny, worrying Michael. Little enough grazing around, and farmers charged cash money for the use of it.

“We went high into the hills,” Dennis said.

“It’s near Tonnybrocky, up the Ballymoneen Road,” Joseph put in.

My brothers had become Michael’s assistants, spared by Da from the boats because the fishing was so poor that the Claddagh Admiral had kept the fleet in. Da said the new English trawlers were ruining Galway Bay, destroying the spawning grounds by churning up the bottom. From time out of mind, Da said, Irish fishermen had caught only full-grown fish, leaving the others to grow and breed. “That’s why our nets have large holes, but now . . .”

A knock meant trouble. Friends and good news came right in. It was landlords’ agents and policemen who beat their fists against the door.

Da eased the door open. A stranger stood there, barefoot, wearing a frieze coat—a small, baldy fellow with a fringe of brown hair and quick blue eyes, about thirty years of age. He looked around to see into the room.

He’s hungry. Beggars often came to the door in the hungry months. Whole families, who traveled twenty or thirty miles so as not to embarrass themselves by begging in their own townlands, spent the month of July going door to door, then went home to find work in the harvest.

Mam always gave to beggars and treated them with respect. Any family could slip down very quickly, she said—eviction, the bailiffs battering down your cottage, and that was you finished and on the roads. Happening all the time—what Da feared for me—no land, living in a shelter dug into the side of a hill, a child on the way.

But this fellow was no beggar. “My name is Owen Mulloy, and I’ve come after thieves,” he said, pointing at Michael, Dennis, and Joseph.

“Thieves? Now wait a minute,” Michael began, standing up.

“What else is a man who sets his horse to eat the grass of another man’s pasture, tell me that?”

“Pasture? An abandoned field,” Michael said.

“I admit the pasture’s neglected. No use for it. I was a man with an interest in three cows and a horse, but now I have no stock at all.”

“A sad and familiar story,” Da said. “My sympathies, Mr. Mulloy.”

Mulloy nodded. The anger had gone off him—one of those fellows who flares up and sputters, then calms down.

Michael apologized for his mistake, and Mam asked Owen Mulloy to sit down and share our meal. After some toing and froing, Owen Mulloy accepted a prattie, but he wouldn’t eat the mussels Mam had added to the potatoes. Too slimy.

“The man who shared the cows with me was evicted,” Owen Mulloy said, “even after we sold our stock to pay the rent.”

“Bíonn siúlach scéalach,” Granny said.

“A traveler has a tale,” Owen Mulloy translated. “True enough, though I’ve come from only two miles away and my story’s a very short one, because what happened is not worth telling. The neighbor who shared the stock with me had three daughters. The oldest one wished to marry the son of a farmer near Minclough, a likely lad. They went to the landlord for permission.”

“Which landlord?” asked Da.

“The Pykes.”

“Which Pykes?”

“The Scoundrel Pykes,” Owen Mulloy said. “I’m sure you’ve heard the tales of the old Major, and they’re all true. A devil. He takes a bride’s first night. Droit du seigneur, the Pykes call it, but it’s rape, a criminal violation, and they’re never called to account.”

“Too many other landlords doing the same,” Granny said.

Mulloy nodded. “My neighbor sent his daughter off with her young man—they left the area entirely. When old Major Pyke found out, he evicted the family in spite of the rent being paid. My neighbor was a tenant at will, as are so many. No protection at all. So,” said Mulloy.

“And where did they go?” Da asked.

“Amerikay.”

“Oh, the poor, poor souls,” said Mam. “Leaving all they loved behind.”

Granny crossed herself, as did we all. Exile. Amerikay. The last resort.

“Mr. Mulloy, it was only that Champion needed feeding,” Michael started.

Owen Mulloy interrupted him. “I took a good look at your horse as I was coming in. She’s a fine animal. I see why you think she deserves the very best of grass. Faugh-a-Ballagh,” he said.

“Faugh-a-Ballagh!” I said. “The Irish Brigade’s battle cry when they served in the French army and defeated the English at Fontenoy—‘Clear the Way! Faugh-a-Ballagh!’”

“Faugh-a-Ballagh is the name of a racehorse,” Mulloy said.

“Oh.” Sometimes I am too smart for my own good.

“Your horse puts me in mind of his line, the mus-cu-la-ture,” Mulloy said, dividing the syllables. “She might make a hunter with the Galway Blazers.”

“A hunter?”

“You surely know the Galway Blazers. That gang of gentlemen,” said Mulloy, “who get pleasure out of chasing the dogs who are chasing a fox. They like to blow horns and dress up. Like children. Im-ma-tur-ity run riot.”

“Why are they called Blazers?” Joseph asked.

“Two reasons are given. One, after they drink in-or-din-ate amounts of whiskey punch, they get to fighting duels, blazing away at each other. Two, they set fire to a hotel out near Birr when they were visiting another hunt. Either one could be true, or both.”

“You seem to know a lot about them, Mr. Mulloy,” Da said.

“My father looked after the Pykes’ stables when I was a boy. I helped out a bit. Whatever else about the landowning gentlemen of Ireland, they love their horses, no question. The gentry might turn a blind eye to the Scoundrel Pykes interfering with the daughters of their tenants, but they wouldn’t stand for the Pykes mistreating their horses. The old Major and his son, the young Captain, ride with the Blazers. It’s the Pykes and their friends who put on next month’s Galway Races on the old course at Parkmore.”

“Where I’m entering my horse,” Michael said. “I have a sponsor—Mr. Lynch.”

“Well,” Owen Mulloy said, “very en-ter-pris-ing. The course has walls and fences,” he said, thinking aloud. “Steeplechases, you call them, the fashion ever since those two Corkmen raced from church to church. At Parkmore even stable boys can ride.”

“As you yourself did?” Michael asked.

“I did,” said Mulloy. “Won a few races, until one fall too many stopped me.”

“A fall?” I asked.

“Riders fall all the time,” Mulloy said.

So Michael could break his neck as well as lose the horse?

Maybe he shouldn’t . . .

But before the evening was over, Owen Mulloy had agreed to let Champion graze in his pasture and said he’d help Michael train her for the race. In return, Michael would weed Owen’s fields and give him something from the winnings.

“Only two weeks until the race,” Owen said. “Hard work ahead. We’ll start tomorrow.”

“Champion’s able for it, and we are, too,” Michael said.

Michael and Owen laid a course in a pasture enclosed within stone walls built by Owen Mulloy’s great-great-grandfather. They rolled whin bushes into bales, piled up rocks, balanced Joseph’s hurley on two boulders, and made the walls themselves into jumps.

They worked with Champion through long summer evenings when the sun never thought of setting until ten or eleven. During the day, Michael weeded Owen’s barley and oats, and in return Owen gave Michael an old shed to keep Champion in and to bed down himself. He’d been staying with Máire and Johnny, and she was ready for him to leave.

“Enough is enough, Honora,” Máire said to me the day Michael left. “Johnny and I have waited too long for our own bed to want to be overheard by Michael in the loft.”

Máire liked to hint to me about the joys of marriage. “Now I know why there are so many children running around Bearna,” she said to me, “though I sometimes find it hard to believe Mam and Da actually do the same thing Johnny and I do.”

“I wouldn’t ask them, Máire.”

“You’ll see, Honora.”

“Do you think I’ll learn as easily as you did?”

“Has Michael Kelly kissed you yet?”

“He hasn’t.”

“Do you want him to?”

“I do. From the first moment I saw him coming out of the sea—smiling, tall, with those blue eyes and the male part of him standing so straight and proud . . .”

Máire started laughing. “You’ll be fine,” she said. “Always a good student.” She gave me a quick hug, something she hardly ever did.

“Michael said he’s going to buy me some books when he wins the Galway Races, and he says it will give him great pleasure to watch me reading by the fire.”

“He’s looking forward to watching you read by the fire? Ah, well, to each his own.”

A week into the training, I brought Granny up with me. We sat on one wall of the homemade steeplechase course. She was worried.

“I wish Michael Kelly didn’t get sick at sea,” she said. “Not good to draw attention to himself. What’s to keep some red-coated soldier from saying, ‘I want that Catholic horse; here’s five pounds’?”

“That’s not the law anymore, Granny.”

“The Sassenach don’t let the law get in the way of what they want. Couldn’t he find a Connemara pony to ride? They are the smartest animals in the country, and no landlord ever took one off a man.”

“Can’t run a pony in the Galway Races. And look at Champion! She’s mighty, isn’t she, Granny?”

Thrilling to watch Michael stretch himself along Champion’s neck. How quickly she had lifted herself up and over, then galloped straight at the next obstacle. A well-matched pair.

After a while Champion and Michael trotted up to us. “What do you think of her, Granny?” Michael asked, patting Champion.

“She’s a champion, a curadh, surely,” she said.

“Curadh,” Michael said. “I don’t know that word.”

“Curadh is the old word for champion, and the right name for her,” Granny said.

Owen Mulloy came up. He’d heard Granny. “Champion suits her.”

“Curadh,” said Granny.

“Best to use English. Easier for the bettors.”

Granny looked Owen Mulloy up and down. He stared right back at her. Da said Owen Mulloy was one of those “boys in the know,” with inside information about everything, from a parliamentary election to a marriage agreement—always predicting and analyzing.

Granny had no use for such talk. “Men like to think they put order on things,” she’d say. “Control what happens. Women know better.” But she only nodded as Michael walked Champion back and forth and Owen outlined his strategy for the race based on his own special knowledge.

“Major Pyke’s big dun-colored gelding—called Strongbow, would you believe—will take the lead, no question, followed by the rest of the field, then Michaeleen and her ladyship here. Stay back, Michael. The dun horse is mean and ter-ri-tor-i-al.”
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