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  BIG HERO OF A SMALL COUNTRY


  Prologue


  June, 1931


  Greetings, Mick!


  Last night I woke up with a nagging ache in my chest. I had a terrible dream that you found my bottle of Drambuie, the same one I brought from my business trip to Edinburgh and stashed away safely to avoid compromising our friendship. Yes, over the past ten years I’ve learned all about your weaknesses. You aren’t safe around fine spirits. I’ve been saving that treat for a special occasion. It was my intention to open the bottle on Christmas, and of course, share it with you. Sadly, my friend, patience is not your chief virtue. Through the fog I watched you pull out the cork with your teeth and latching on with abandon. I saw your Adam’s apple twitch. The sight was not for the faint of heart, I must say. You ought to know by now that a well-mannered person sips Drambuie from a special glass, on ice, whilst remembering to keep the conversation alive. And you … you were gulping it straight from the bottle, as if it were the last drink of your life, and you were facing death by a firing squad in five minutes. I flailed my arms right in front of you, protesting, but you did not see or hear me. Having gulped half of the content, you finally detached from the mouth of the bottle and began licking your sticky lips, making the most obscene smacking sounds.


  Rest assured I’ve already forgiven you. Even if my dream was prophetic and you indeed have violated my stash, you have plenty of time to right the wrong and compensate the damage. I am not quite ready to return to Dublin. This “cultural expedition,” as I like to call my latest frivolous project, has not been all that fruitful so far, I’m sorry to say. I have not yet managed to gather sufficient material for a well-developed article, the kind that would satisfy an editor. I realise that my life would be much more simple, and my journalism career much more fruitful, if I just went with the flow and followed the example of my fellow students in choosing more accessible and more relevant topics. Truly, who cares about the events that took place some twenty years ago? Who gives a damn about the escapades of a nationalist who had not even lived to see the Easter Rising? Those who write history textbooks seem to be fixated on the martyrs of 1916. The preceding generations of republicans, the very roots of the Fenian movement do not interest them. Not that I need to tell you that. You’ve seen the Tables of Contents in those textbooks. I don’t envy the new generation of teachers or the children who will receive a one-sided education.


  Just please don’t think that I came to Wet Hill, the land of my paternal ancestors, to indulge my idle curiosity. I’m not some sentimental dolt, who has nothing better to do than reconstruct the foundation of the past out of ruins. My interest in family history is purely academic. I’ve never met my grandfather Malone, even though I was named after him. I’ve rummaged through every republican archive in Dublin and still have not found any record of him, even though, according to my mother, he had been the centre of the most influential Fenian circle in Connacht, which made him equivalent of a colonel in rank. If I understand the structure correctly, he had nine captains under his command, and every captain had nine sergeants, and every sergeant had nine privates. Now do your calculations. If my knowledge of arithmetic does not fail me, my grandfather had in excess of eight hundred people under his command. Those numbers make my head spin. What did he do with them? He had absolutely no military training. Quite possibly, it’s all an exaggeration, and the numbers are inflated. There could have been no more than thirty people at any given time. Maybe “colonel” was not a title but rather a jocose nickname. I do know that my grandfather took his mission very seriously.


  Let me be plain in saying that I feel no affinity for those people, emotional or ideological. I am quite removed from the world of politics. This is why I am confident in my ability to describe the events without prejudice. The most crucial part will be gathering the facts and separating them from the myths. As you can imagine, the locals have a poor memory and a vivid imagination. So many storms have blown over the Shannon, yet the underwater rocks remain. There must be those who still remember my grandfather. Every time I broach the subject, they say he was a hero and then avert their eyes. It’s always the same answer: 'The Malones were a solid, upstanding family that met a bitter fate.' The conversation doesn’t go beyond that.


  Oddly enough, the least helpful person was the very man on whose assistance I had counted on the most – my cousin Liam. Our fathers were brothers, less than a year apart. They graduated University College at the same time. The summer of 1910 had sealed their fate. So Liam maintains that he doesn’t know a thing, although my intuition tells me something entirely different. I will have to do some serious work to get him to crack and open up to me. I must say, he was very happy to get the treats from the city. He immediately tore open the pack of sugar biscuits, opened the jar with strawberry marmalade and started stuffing himself without any milk or tea to wash it down. His pregnant wife barely got a bite. Apparently, Dublin delicacies do not make it to Roscommon.


  At any rate, they lodged me in the attic. In fact, that’s where I am sitting this very moment, writing this letter. As it turns out, it is the cleanest and the driest place in the whole house. Liam still has not gotten around to fixing the place and making it more livable. Hopefully, by the time the baby arrives, he will have managed to rid the place of mice and mold. It’s hard to believe that this house has seen five generations. It’s the oldest building inside which I’ve ever chanced to spend a night. As if out of spite, there isn’t a single pencil in the house. It didn’t occur to me to bring an ink bottle, so I’m using this graphite stump to scribble. I did not want to drag along my typewriter. At this rate, very soon I will have nothing to write with. I just pray that my curious cousin does not break the camera. I paid a fortune for the lens.


  At night I hear voices. Perhaps, the spirits will tell me what the living are trying so hard to keep hidden? That last bit was a joke, by the way. Please, don’t think that I’ve gone mad so quickly.


  Jokes aside, this challenge of chasing a moving target I find hellishly stimulating. Even if nothing comes of it. Let it be my last juvenile whim before I immerse myself into the drudgery of adulthood. I have my whole life ahead of me to write about the elections and the diplomatic relations with Germany.


  In the meanwhile, keep your thieving hands off my liquor, old chap. Until I see you again.


  Yours,


  Bren


  1.


  Tulsk, County Roscommon – June, 1910


  “I see the ragmen of Dublin made out like bandits.”


  Brendan Malone, a blossoming forty-year-old red bull from the ranks of “potato kings” evaluated his offspring. To be fair, the two brothers made a pitiful sight. They were sporting wrinkled raincoats, still new but already demoded, cheap bowler hats, swollen and misshapen from the moisture, scuffed-up shoes with detaching soles, tweed vests from two seasons ago and faded ties adorned with University College pins that set them aside from their Trinity counterparts. Sure enough, those haughty, meticulously groomed Trinity lads make for stiff competition! Their beaten down suitcases, held together with pieces of hempen string, were sitting in a muddy puddle.


  Their eyes downcast, the starving students soaked in their father’s insults, trying to guess what kind of mood he was in. Brendan still had not figured that out for himself. His moods changed more frequently than the weather in Roscommon – first drizzling rain, then blinding sun, then a thunderstorm tearing down the straw from the clay cottages. The Malone brothers knew all too well that it would not be prudent to argue with their father. He was holding a horse whip in one hand and a golf club in another. He had spent his morning trying to decide what appealed to him more, a horseback ride or a game of golf. He needed to break in his new boots, custom-ordered from the best leatherworker in the whole county.


  The night before he had enjoyed a little too much honey liquor in the company of a certain butcher named Tim Walsh, and now his head was splitting, which did not make decision-making any easier. Aleck McClusky, a moonshiner, had been nagging him to go fishing for a long time, but Brendan had already promised Felix Dugan, a pig farmer, that he would go hunting with him. On one hand, he was in no position to complain. It is a great blessing to have so many loyal friends and so much free time. On the other hand, the dull provincial routine was, frankly, getting to him. His soul thirsted for something unusual, like an epic battle, or, if worst came to worst, a torrid affair with one of the more discrete women in the neighborhood, like Maura Mooney.


  There was no need to look far and wide. The lusty young widow had really blossomed in the past six months. At the last parish picnic she kept winking at Brendan suggestively and shaking her ample hips wrapped in plaid wool. Alas, he knew all too well that his Catholic upbringing would not allow him to indulge in pleasures of the sort while his own wife was still alive. Before trysting with Maura, even for one night, he would need to become a widower first. His lawfully wedded Máirín, despite having grown grey and haggard in the past year, did not appear to be in a hurry to leave this world. She was going to spend a few more decades nagging and provoking her husband. Thank God, her relatives kept her busy running a tobacco shop that had been in the family for generations. That gig granted Brendan a few much needed hours of peace each day. Without that respite he would have run off into the woods and started another uprising. Yes, he would have probably gotten captured and executed, like all great rebels who had endeavoured to cast off the British yoke in the past, but at least he would have died a hero. Anything would be better than just decomposing slowly, to the melancholic bleating of the sheep, the ranting of the vexatious wife and the hoarse sighs of the shepherd flute.


  And now, to make things worse, his children returned from the city and ruined his non-existent plans for the summer. To be honest, he did not expect them back so soon. He had hoped that exams and graduation parties would keep them in Dublin at least through the end of June. Apparently, the lads decided to surprise him with an early homecoming. They must have run out of money. So he let them have it. He mocked their wardrobe from the tips of their shoes to the brims of their bowler hats, letting no detail slide. Judging from their sleepy miens, his insults did not seem to bother them too much. Staring into the mud, they were thinking of something else, most likely of what they were going to eat. After the party two days earlier there was not much left in the pantry besides a few strips of smoked bacon and a slice of poppy seed cake.


  “Daddy,” the youngest son, Hugh, spoke at last, “if you find our appearances not to your expectation, it is because somebody – and I shan’t mention any names – drank away all our allowance.”


  Money! Naturally, it all came down to money. Just as Brendan had thought. What other reason aside from destitution could have driven those freeloaders home?


  “Is that so?” he asked, throwing a menacing glance at his eldest, Dylan.


  “Afraid so, Daddy. I really did drink away the allowance. Not all of it, of course. Some of I gambled away. Guilty as charged. But what choice did I have? I had to play out of respect for my mates. It just wouldn’t be right not to join.”


  The youth inclined his red head in submission, exposing his jaw to the blow that was sure to crush upon it. Slaps and punches from Daddy were such a trivial occurrence in the Malone family that Dylan made no effort to evade them. He did not resent his brother in the least for having betrayed him. After all, Hugh had merely stated the truth about the allowance. Besides, when did Daddy need a reason for using his hands? He could easily deal a punch in the teeth. Deep inside Dylan took a certain comfort in being thrashed like a child. Such treatment from his father freed him from the necessity to make adult decisions. Putting up with ridicule and beatings was a small price to pay for that feeling of security that Dylan was not quite ready to relinquish, not even in the name of freedom. So what if he got smacked again, as long as the blow was not delivered with the golf club. Oh, please God! Dylan would rather not appear before his beloved Caitlin McCluskey with his face all ravaged, although she had seen him sporting a black eye or a fat lip on many occasions.


  To Dylan’s surprise, the punishment did not come. Perhaps Daddy did not feel like giving him a nosebleed this time. Having dropped the whip and the club onto the grass, Brendan burst out laughing and patted the flabbergasted lad on the shoulder.


  “It was the right thing, to drink it all away. By God, I would’ve done the same. Cheers! Мaith thú!”


  Those final words of approval in Gaelic comprised one of the few phrases Brendan could pronounce in his ancestral language.


  To some extent, Brendan was partial to his firstborn, perhaps, because at some point he had dropped him on the head. Since then Dylan had struggled with sciences. It would take nothing short of a rod to beat a few tidbits of ancient history and world literature out of him and a pair of hot pincers to extract a few words of Latin. He always spoke his mind, and that mind was rather fragmented. His thoughts pranced around like lambs over the hills of Roscommon. Just a few minutes of conversing with him would suffice to make one understand that Dylan was an eight-year-old trapped in the body of a Celtic titan of twenty-two, a naïve soul behind an enviably masculine exterior. He had inherited his father’s excellent musculature and the firmly outlined cheekbones splattered with brick-red pigment.


  Needless to say, next to him, his younger brother did not look in the most advantageous light. Poor Hugh, shortchanged by Mother Nature! How terrible it must be to have such narrow shoulders, an underdeveloped ribcage filled with wheezes, and a prominent bony nose prone to random bleedings. Still, calling him ugly would not be fair. Had he been an only child, his flaws would not have been so conspicuous, but standing next to Dylan he appeared quite bleak. He had the crooked eyebrows of a fallen angel and the eyes of Judas Iscariot, light-brown and moist, like rotten cherries. Nobody could tell what was on his mind. It was typical of him to think one thing, say another, and do something yet entirely different. He walked through life with his hands stuffed into his pockets and his head thrown back, evaluating the world with a philosopher’s gaze through the thick lenses of his eyeglasses. His father seldom raised his hand to Hugh and generally preferred not to touch him without a good reason. Whatever hostility Brendan harbored towards his youngest, he had no qualms unleashing it upon his eldest. Without a word of complaint, Dylan would suffer the blows intended for his brother.


  Their mother, an anemic woman of thirty-nine, exsanguinated from countless miscarriages, draped in raspberry velvet up to the chin, had come out of the house and was now waiting quietly for her turn. There was nothing she would love better than to serve her sons some beer, or maybe even something stronger, but she possessed enough common sense not to impose her affections on them until their father was finished with them.


  Brendan quickly tired of his game. The supply of jokes and insults had run dry. Having filled his smoking pipe, he reached into his pocket to grab a match. The expression in his eyes suggested that his thoughts had already floated miles away from home.


  Somewhat emboldened, Máirín tiptoed towards her youngest and tapped him on the elbow.


  “How’s your foot?”


  “What foot, in devil’s name?” Brendan barked. “This isn’t some infirmary, you know. You’ve been telling Hugh that he’s a cripple since the day he was born. I’m willing to bet that if you had your way, you’d keep them both chained to their beds, just so they’d never leave. I’ll need them when the war starts.”


  Brendan Malone was an incurable dreamer. Such a volatile soul could have only flown out of the austere Victorian era, when England had cemented its control over her nearest colony. Born in 1870, Brendan had missed a great deal of the misfortunes that had plagued Ireland mid-century – the Great Famine, the Crimean War, the mass emigration into America. He regretted having been born too late and therefore not given the chance to partake in the uprising of 1867. Out of that mixture of plighted potato, poteen, blood and tears, the Fenian movement had been born. It was a peculiar manifestation of the Celtic nature, a rebel tune sucked out of the dirty thumb of the nation.


  Ireland, exhausted by a string of failed insurrections, slumbered, shrouded in apathy. All the heroic feats of Brendan’s dreams had come down to a few skirmishes with local authorities during the Land Wars of the 1890s. Nobody had gotten hurt, but many had cursed and spat. He derived his military theory exclusively from folk legends, having nothing else at his disposal. He would fall asleep and wake up to the same vision: a green flag swaying over the city hall in Dublin.


  Once a month he would travel to Carrick-on-Shannon to meet up with fellow dreamers on the banks of the river. Together they toiled towards their sacred republican goal. Those secret political meetings usually started with a prayer and ended with a drinking session, or, on a sunny day, with a game of cricket.


  And then, out of the blue, his sons dropped in. They needed to be fed, dressed and entertained. They needed to be taught love of their country and healthy contempt towards women, who were stupid at best and malicious at worst. Still, Brendan’s most arduous task would be to play out the comedy of domestic bliss. He feared that he lacked both stamina and formal theatrical training to keep up the act for too long. The presence of two adult parasites reeking of city pubs and brothels maddened him. The thorns that had been sitting under his thumbnail suddenly decided to come out. Those warm fatherly feelings everyone had told him about had not awakened in him in twenty-some-years, so so he had already accepted the fact that he was not fated to love his children with that omnivorous, primal love that his mother had for them. Still, Brendan held onto the hope of bonding with them one day over the Cause. Not all had been lost. In a patriot’s heart, there is no room for sentimental rubbish. His love is austere and demanding. He is ruled by ideas, not instincts. There was no other way to achieve freedom for the nation.


  As for his wife, she had long since blended into the landscape. Silently, she roamed the green hills of the estate, like a spotted hen without her chicks. As far as Brendan saw it, she had already done her duty, and done it rather shabbily. Since Hugh’s birth she had not been able to carry to term. One after another, pregnancies would terminate at early stages. Eventually, Brendan said “to hell with it” and left his wife alone. After all, he was not some cruel beast to drain her aimlessly. One cannot squeeze a whole jug of cider from a single withered apple.


  He took advantage of his marital privileges infrequently and without any gusto. At the same time, not being innocent of vanity, he liked showing Máirín off to his mates. It meant a great deal to him that everything in his life should be a notch above average. His sons, however useless, boasted college diplomas. When and where they would have an opportunity to apply that knowledge remained to be determined. A piece of paper would never hurt. Higher educational institutions had started admitting Catholics, and Brendan insisted on shoving his children into the avant-garde of the Irish academic elite. His wife, a lousy homemaker, knew a few French phrases and could play harp, which instantly elevated her above the rest of the Roscommon matrons. That alone warranted keeping her around like an impractical utensil, like a silver tray.


  “For God’s sake, woman, do something useful for a change,” he said, laying a heavy hand on her velvet-padded shoulder. “Set the table. Arrange to have a boar slaughtered. Put out a jar of pickles and a platter of baked spuds. Get that bottle of Drambuie that Walsh gave us at Christmastime. The occasion calls for it. Can I rely on you for once?”


  Máirín nodded silently. The instruction to slaughter a boar was dispensed just for the hell of it. The last pig had been butchered last week. Brendan realised he would probably have to be content with chicken wrapped in bacon. The taste was practically identical. The bottle of Scottish honey liquor was already half empty. Brendan had forgotten that he and Walsh had cracked it after a game of golf. They were so drunk that they just kept opening everything in sight, not bothering to read the labels. Máirín could always add some poteen and add a few spoons of sugar to bring the taste as close to the original as possible. She always had a back-up solution for every domestic dilemma. Brendan would never notice the difference.


  “Make sure everything’s ready by seven,” he said as he mounted his horse. “I better round up the neighbors. Of course, half of them are at the tournament, as if out of spite. I must get to them before they scatter.”


  Máirín would not dare to suggest that they reschedule the dinner party for another time. Brendan was determined to host a gathering that very night. Tomorrow is never promised. For all he knew, a war could break out the next day, which would mean they would have to leave without having had a craic.


  “May I come with you, Daddy?” Dylan invited himself merrily.


  Brendan frowned. The last thing he needed was that freckled babbling fool in tow.


  “Don’t be daft. You’re tired from the trip. You cannot go anywhere looking like that. Go powder your nose, princess. You and your little sister. Make yourself presentable for the guests. I’m a lucky bastard, indeed, having fathered such dainty damsels.”


  Dylan and Hugh recoiled hastily. They knew that when Daddy referred to them in the feminine gender, it would be better to get out of his way.


  2.


  Brendan’s horse was quite possibly the fastest and the most enduring in the whole county, if not in the entire western province. Still, the rider himself was not satisfied. It felt like the trees, the hills and the rocks along the roadside were moving by slowly, unbearably so. He craved more speed, even though the wind was already whistling in his ears, and his hair was standing over his forehead.


  The old washerwoman he encountered on the way recoiled in terror, dropped the basket with unwashed linens and made a sign of the cross. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph! He’ll kill ’imself, that eejit.”


  Brendan barely noticed the old hag. His thoughts were bubbling and splattering. If only his horse had eight legs instead of four! And a pair of Pegasus’ wings! Then Brendan would be content. He would soar above those picturesque but totally barren hills. The bird’s eye view would show the entire village, the modest clay huts of the tenants, the wooden church with the belfry, the parish school, the tobacco shop, the crooked roof of the pub, the shallow lake perfect for pike fishing, the monastery ruins and the cricket field with players scurrying around it like ants.


  Brendan had inherited his estate from his maternal grandfather, Captain Colin Maguire, who had lost an arm in the Crimean campaign. As a form of compensation, the crippled soldier was awarded a piece of land where nothing grew except for potatoes every other year. It took Maguire a while to figure out that he had been duped. At first he praised Queen Victoria for having acknowledged his sacrifice. The house itself exceeded his expectations. One can imagine the man’s delight when instead of a regular peasant hut he saw a solid two-story house with all fathomable amenities and quality furniture. Compared to what Maguire had grown used to, having spent his youth moving from one barrack to another, the new place was nothing short of a palace. Alas, the enchantment was short-lived. The sleepy temperamental soil on which the palace was sitting refused to cooperate with the new owner. Maguire began suspecting that Her Majesty, for whose sake he had fought Russians for three years, did not really give a damn. His fellow servicemen, especially those with English surnames, had been awarded flats in large cities, or just given money. And what did he get? Something nobody else would want. Contrary to his initial impression, he had not been recognised for his heroism. No, he had been silenced, exiled and stuck with a booby prize. Having realised the extent of the betrayal, Maguire wrapped a piece of rope around his neck with his good hand, leaving his seventeen year-old daughter Philomena an orphan.


  The attempts to sell the plot had proven futile. The locals, hostages to superstition, avoided the place where a suicide had taken place. The parish priest Father Holloran, feeling great sympathy for Maguire, allowed to bury him at the cemetery along with
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