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Celtic Studies




    


    Whether from bad timing, bad luck, or bad judgment, Meg McCarty woke up the morning of her 46th birthday convinced that the one thing she wanted was a husband. Her friends tried to talk her out of it. A group of handsome, active, independent women, most were divorced or content being single. Not Meg. She’d worked hard all her life. She’d put her three younger sisters through college, paid off her dead father’s debts, and nursed her elderly mother until she in turn passed away. Now at last, Meg was free. She did not want a little dog. She did not want a gay friend. She did not want a sports car. She wanted a permanent man in her life.


    “You’ll never find one in San Francisco,” her friends warned.


    Meg suspected this was correct. She began to look at other cities, other states, other countries. One day at work she opened a blog on Ireland. It claimed that Irish men liked women. That was unusual enough to make Meg read on. It seemed that Irish men were devoted to their mothers, loyal to their sisters, proud of their daughters, and faithful to their wives. Rape statistics were low; spousal battery statistics were low. A shiver ran through her. She researched further. The men her age in Dublin were mostly married businessmen, the men her age in Cork were mostly married shop owners, but the men in Galway were mostly unmarried, and many—Galway was a university town on the west coast—were scholars, poets, and artists.


    “Romantics,” Meg mused. She wrote the university and enrolled in a month-long summer course that included lectures on Irish poetry, archeology, and history, and—why not?—fairy tales, all subjects she loved. She took a leave from her job at the ad agency, sublet her apartment, and said good-bye to her skeptical friends, most of whom, with straight faces, asked to be invited to the wedding. “You will be,” Meg promised, and took off on Aer Lingus.


    She had packed flimsy new underwear and sturdy new walking shoes, but she did not remember she’d forgotten her umbrella until the plane landed in rain at Shannon Airport. That was all right; she would simply ask some unattached male to share an umbrella with her. She had always been shy, but the time for shyness was past.


    The first Irishman she met was the customs official. He had merry eyes, a tuft of sparse beard, and ringless fingers. “McCarty,” he mused, examining her passport. “Now tell me, love, how Irish are ye?”


    “Both sides,” Meg lied. She had dyed her hair red for this trip and bought green contact lenses that made her eyes water in a way she hoped was appealing. She brushed a tear aside and bit down so hard on her single dimple it hurt.


    “And how many generations would that be?”


    “How many generations what?”


    “Since ye emigrated.”


     “Two?”


    Wrong answer. The customs man tugged his tuft and waved her on. Dismissed, Meg dropped her passport back into her purse. On the way out she saw the little boy she’d held on her lap during most of the flight. He waved, shy and joyful. Traveling without an adult companion, he had stayed awake all night with her, looking at the moon shining over the Atlantic.


    “We’re here,” he whispered, as if sharing a secret. “In Ireland!”


    “Yes!” She bent to give him the last roll of Life Savers in her coat pocket. “Ireland!”


    As she straightened, she wondered what “Ireland” meant to him, a six-year-old kid traveling alone—a plate of cookies waiting on his grandparents’ kitchen table? A fishing trip to Galway Bay? She scanned the crowd. He might have an interesting uncle—Ireland was full of bachelor uncles—but the boy was picked up, hugged, and carried off by two teenage girls. Turning, she saw one of the flight attendants pass by, pulling his suitcase. He had a model’s uninteresting beauty—even features, smooth tan, white teeth—and he nodded to her with a regal dip of his sleek head. She remembered how useless he’d been on the plane, spilling hot coffee on her as he chatted with another attendant, and how, twice, he’d forgotten to bring the boy’s milk. She did not nod back.


    Instead, she hefted her own suitcase with its brave festoon of green ribbon off the baggage carousel and reset her watch. The quiet throb in her left ovary made itself felt again, a small pain that had been sounding its warning the last few months. She waited for it to pass, then ran lip gloss over her dry lips, rearranged her cleavage, and approached three men one at a time to ask directions for the Galway bus stop. The three could have been cousins. Neither handsome nor plain, they were uniformly pale, with a moist sheen to their beardless faces. They had light eyes, light hair. Their beauty lay in their voices, sweet and lilting, as each in turn pointed in a different direction and said, “You can’t miss it.”


    Meg got the correct directions from a girl at the Information Desk and headed outside. The rain smelled fresh, and she laughed to see two seagulls wheeling white over the parking lots: a good sign, she decided.


    The bald man waiting at the bus shelter was not exactly hostile when she asked (again) if this was the right stop for Galway; simply jabbing at the schedule right in front of her could be seen as helpful. She smiled once or twice to get his attention, but he stared into the distance, smoking, and so she resorted to silence herself, which could be seen as mysterious. Rain flattened her hair and ran down the inside of her collar. The man preceded her onto the bus (the driver was a woman) and turned toward the window; she was about to sit next to him, but that seat was claimed by an old lady who pulled out a rosary and began to kiss it with a furtive aggression that was too private to watch. Meg settled farther back, beside a freckled schoolgirl who held her cell phone as if it, too, were a holy object, looking down at it with lips moving in her own silent prayer, one Meg knew well: Please let him call me, please let him call me.


    Meg turned her attention to the window. Green fields, brown cows, white daisies, low stone walls. Would her intended live on a farm? He’d be good with horses and give thrilling massages. Or maybe He’d live in a small town like the one the bus was passing through now, in one of those cottages with a yellow door and a yard overgrown with poppies. Or perhaps He was a wealthy physician, summering in that stone house, half hidden in woods. “How do you know ‘He’ even exists?” her friends had teased before she left, and Meg had laughed with them because of course she didn’t know. Ever since deciding to come, she’d been blessed with conviction and blinded to facts. All she knew was that she’d find Him here, somewhere, soon. She leaned back in her seat and woke up with a dry throat and drool on her chin when the bus stopped in Galway.


    The cab driver, like the customs man, started off as flirtatious. “You’re here for the university, are ye, love?” His voice was warm and tender, but he said nothing more after Meg volunteered that yes, she was taking a course called Celtic Studies. Was that the wrong thing to say? Was there a secret response she didn’t know? These men! They threw the ball, she threw it back, they dropped it. The cab driver was good looking, about her age, pale, like all of them, and, like all of them, able to grant the first “love” and no other.


    Of the town of Galway she saw little—a warren of gray streets around a torn-up main square. Her room was at the edge of the city, by the river, in a student housing complex with a Gaelic name she could not pronounce. She had agreed to share with three other Americans, all of whom, she suspected, would be years younger than she, but that was all right, she liked young people, and besides, she wouldn’t be home much. She planned to spend her free time in the pubs, reading poetry and prettily nursing a Guinness until He approached and sat down beside her.


    A few hours later, after a nap and a shower, that was exactly where she found herself, but the seat across from her was occupied by one of her housemates, Lydia, a 19-year-old from Tucson with cerebral palsy. “I can’t carry my own books,” Lydia was explaining. “I need help going up and down stairs and getting on and off buses. I have no peripheral vision.” She stopped to give Meg the same gentle but commanding look Meg had received the last few years from her invalid mother. “Also, I can’t really cook for myself.”


    “That’s all right,” Meg heard herself saying. “I’ll cook for you.”


    Lydia gave a lopsided smile and stood up. She wore thick glasses, but she had pure pink and white skin, like a girl dipped in rose milk, and a plump mouth sudsy with white teeth. She had large breasts, and as she lurched away they plunged inside her T-shirt like fat puppies on leashes. She’ll get laid before I do, Meg thought. “Don’t worry,” Lydia said, as if she were reading her mind. “This is the safest pub in Galway. In terms of men, I mean. They don’t hit on you here.”
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