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A NOTE ON THE PRONUNCIATION OF
 GAELIC WORDS AND NAMES IN THE TEXT
The most important word to pronounce is the name “Mairhe,” the Irish form of “Mary.” The vowel sound is pronounced approximately as “oi,” thus, “Moira,” although the actual sound of the name is hard to describe in words. Dia dhuit is pronounced “jia-gwitch,” Badb is pronounced “Bove,” and slainte is pronounced “slawncha.” The name of the legendary hero Finn mac Cumhail is pronounced “Finn Macool.”
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PROLOGUE
WERE THESE MY dreams? Were these then my brother’s dreams?
Was I my dreams?
I’ll tell you what happened to Mike in the night, of the three sounds of sorrow, of Lincoln’s hornpipe, of my Da.
I was Mairhe Mehan, and these were my dreams. Or perhaps it may be they were my brother’s.
Or perhaps they never were dreams at all. Their province is the edge of things, as it was mine: in the doorway, on the threshold, in the twilight, between one world and another.
So who can say if they happened or no? They’re true enough, that I swear. They’re woven tight and strong as any story is woven, thread following thread, the patterns emerging, the knots broken, the stitches dropped and reclaimed, the loose ends left or tied, the way we weave our own lives. 
They are stories. I’ll tell them.

MIKE IN THE NIGHT

1
TWO FEDERAL SOLDIERS stumbled out of a whorehouse on North Capitol Street, drunk as lords. One, a short sort with ginger whiskers, leaned over and began to puke in the gutter, and Mike, who was passing, began to laugh.
“Happy New Year to you,” he said. He stamped through a puddle of muddy slush.
The one who could still stand stood still, and fixed Mike with an evil eye. “You damned Irish nigra. Get out of my way.”
Mike bowed, and he knew the man would have at him, so he bulled forward, swinging his brickie bag to catch the soldier on the chin. All in a moment the man was on his back in the icy street.
Ginger stood up, stared at Mike, and then at his friend. “Boys!” he called over his shoulder.
The whorehouse door opened and a gust of infantry blew out with noise and whiskey fumes. Mike, ever a dancer, judged his card was too full and skipped away whistling, but the sounds of pursuit reached him and he began to run, down a dark alley, over a dung heap, vaulting a fence. A dog snarled out and slunk away and the wind sang in Mike’s ears, and the light laugh rang out of him and ahead in the dark another noise began: glass breaking, a harlot shrieking, men laughing.
With unsteady breath and the grin of all devils, Mike pressed himself to the wall, and stole a view around the corner. Baker’s boys, the Capital Police, were throwing bottles into the ashyard from the back door of another whorehouse. The smell of the liquor filled the cold air like the smoke of a battlefield, and a broad bawd screeched like a banshee and kicked men’s shins.
Mike crept closer to the scene, well in the shadow, while the bottles burst like shells all around him. And when next the detective chucked a bottle over his shoulder, Mike sprang out and plucked it from the air and was gone again in the dark without breaking stride and the fellow looked back at the absence of smash.
Mike! Mike! The valorous fox, caparisoned horse, the dancer, the poet of deeds!
And so with a bottle he jigged his way back through Washington to Swampoodle, and there he found me, dreaming in my chair.
“Mairhe, girl, light us a fire, it’s cold as the grave,” he said, uncorking his bottle.
And I with my knees tucked up, and my black hair all down my back like a blanket, looked up at him with his glittering eyes. His throat moved as he swallowed.
“Don’t let Da see what you’ve got,” I told him.
I put aside the lace I was making, and stood and took his dinner from the shelf, and set it before him and stood and watched him eat. Mike attacked his meal like any wolf does. Between his bites and his parleys with the bottle, he told me of his day’s work at the Capitol.
“And it was that cold the mortar hardly held, and the bricks like old kings’ bones in your frozen hand, and the site boss was mad as a hornet for three men joined the Army last night and never came to work.”
“Fools,” I said.
Mike regarded me. “Fools how?”
“Fools to fight a war.”
“Mairhe, girl, you’re a girl.”
“I know it, Michael Mehan. I’ve seen myself in the glass.”
“And cannot have a political opinion in your head, so don’t talk about things you don’t know. The rebs—”
“The rebs?” came Da’s voice.
He held himself upright in the doorway, and aimed one finger at Mike. “And why shouldn’t the South break away? I ask you. Lincoln’s no better than the English Crown, forcing itself and union onto Ireland.”
Mike swung the bottle by the neck, his eyes on Da. “Ah, but now they say it’s a war to free the slaves.”
“Letting those blacks free will only drive down our wages,” Da muttered, his eye following the bottle’s arc.
“Whose wages?”
“I earn a wage!” Da roared. “I have been unable to work of late, is all!”
“Of late? I like that!” Mike shouted back, banging the bottle onto the table so hard that a gulp of whiskey pitched up through the neck and wet Mike’s hand. “Late last summer, was it? You and your wild temper’d have us living in the street!”
“Don’t temper me! Don’t you temper me! No son of mine shall speak to me this way!”
“What’ll you do, beat me? I’m not a child any longer, you’re not stronger than me any longer!”
Da was white with rage. “In Ireland—”
“In Ireland? God help us!” Mike groaned. “What’d you bring us to America for, you crazy drunkard, if you love that country so much?”
And a thumping on the floor below us began, and a dog barked at the yelling and someone scolded in Gaelic. On the other side of the wall, someone coughed and cursed.
“Mike!” I stepped before him, and placed my hand over his eyes. I could feel them moving beneath my hand, could feel his angry breathing on my hand, and I whispered, “Go out.”
He moved away from me, and headed for the door, but as Da took a step toward the bottle, Mike reached back and plucked it away. Da stood reaching for the empty air, and Mike was gone.
“Oh, my girl,” Da said, easing slowly into a chair. His hands shook. “I’ve come a most unexpectedly long way down. Back in Sligo the Mehans were respectable, but then the Hunger came and who could stop it, then?”
“I know, Da.” I straightened his coat, and he leaned back his head, his gray hair spilling over his collar like the strings of a broken harp. “I know.”
“And where has your brother gone?”
I closed my eyes, and could see him in the street, clapping hands with his friends, linking arms with them as they began to march.
I dreamed my brother was gone for a soldier. When I cried out, Da shifted in his chair.
“What is it, then?” he asked.
I drew my coat about my shoulders. “Nothing, Da,” I said. “Go to sleep.”
“And where are you off to, girl, at this time of the night?”
I stopped at the door. “To work, Da. Remember? This is when I go to work.”
“Oh. Yes,” he said. “Yes.” And subsided into himself with his chin on his chest and his dream was written plain on his face: Take me home. Take me back to my own country.
I slipped out the door. Down the dark stairs, feeling my way in the dark, I heard the wants of people living around us: more food, a better job, someone to love me, make my son good, take this cough from me. And try as I might, those were all plain to my ear, though I turned up the collar of my coat and stumbled in my haste. 
Yet there at the doorway to the street did I pause, and look out at Swampoodle, where all those wants were multiplied a thousand thousand times. I didn’t like to go out into them. But I went.
And what did I do but step in the mud the moment I gained the street? Mud, and frozen too, was everywhere in Swampoodle. Why else such a dreary name? The Tiber Creek slouched through the neighborhood like a dirty drunk who won’t leave, and sighed into our Swampoodle its damp, unlovely breath. Down the street I could see the lights from St. Aloysius making a halo around the church in the mist. An ambulance wagon was stuck in a muddy rut outside the door. The two drivers were swearing at the mules, which you might think were named Jesus and Mary from the way the men exhorted them. 
I turned my back on the soldiers, and headed for the Shinny, cracking the ice in the ruts as I went in my muddy shoes. 
The Shinny, now, what was it named for? For the broken shinbone of the old man, Dooley, who was host of the establishment? Or for the shindigs and shenanigans of the Irish boyos who leaned their elbows against the bar? Or for the pole on the roof many a man tried to shinny up to win a bottle of whiskey, and from which many a man had fallen? Who cared? said I whenever anyone asked. For to me the Shinny meant work, and that was all, and I didn’t waste my dreams on it. I’d seen it at its best and worst, and there wasn’t much difference between them.
Red-faced Mrs. Dooley was planted before the stove when I went in the back door. The frying pan before her hissed with sausage and peeled praties, and she poked at them with a fork. There was a roar of noise from the front of the house. New Year’s Eve at the Shinny, and there must have been every able-bodied man in Swampoodle there. 
“Mairhe, you’re late.”
“Sorry. Is my brother here?” 
“Isn’t he always?” Mrs. Dooley jabbed the sausages again. “Go on with you.”
I put on an apron and went out into the saloon. Thick with smoke it was, and loud with the shouts of men and the crack of one man after the other pounding his glass down on the bar. Volleys of opinion shot back and forth through the fray, and a man howled out loud in the corner. A sign above the counter read, “No Soldiers Served.” I ducked around behind the bar where Dooley was, and saw my brother Mike at home at the center of his fellows—O’Callahan, the O’Neill brothers, Milky Wesley with his bloody terrier, Snatcher, the scourge of Swampoodle’s rats, nipping heels and ankles and sniffing among the sawdust of the floor.
“Start pulling,” Dooley said for hello.
I grabbed a glass and held it below the tap, and pulled it full of ale. 
Mike caught my eye and winked, and raised his glass to me. A pack of dog-eared cards was spread across the bar before him. I could see he was in the middle of a fine performance.
“It came to me today,” he was saying. “Aren’t there fifty-two cards to a deck? And fifty-two weeks to a year?”
A man beside him nodded the wise nod of a man in his cups. “To be sure. To be sure.”
“And so it reasons, therefore, that each card must signify a week of the year.” Mike held up the queen of hearts. What a grin he had. “This lovely lady, now. She’s the first week of summer.”
“Go on with you, Mike.” Another man stirred the cards with a dirty finger and plucked one out. “Here, what’s the week for the two of clubs?”
“Second week of the year,” Mike answered at once. “A lowly week, and a dark one, and a long way to go.”
Dooley put his meaty elbows on the bar. “And the first week?”
“The first week?” Mike looked around. They loved him. He had drawn almost every man in the place. “Tomorrow begins the first week of January. It looks to the future, and has a bellyful of good plans and ambitions, but it’s cold, boys. Very cold. Call it the ten of diamonds.”
“More like the jack of spades, this year,” called a man in the rear. “Taking Emancipation into the argument.”
Someone else shushed him. “Be a good Christian, man. Where’s your charity?”
Mike turned, eyes sparkling. “Jack of spades? That’s what you say, Dick Finn?”
Fair-haired Finn moved forward into the fray. “I do. Them blacks’ll take our jobs once they’re free, every man jack of ’em, and it’s a black day when that happens. Let ’em stay slaves is what I say.”
“Get out, Finn, you drunken eejit! You can’t see sense when it spits in your ear,” cried Leary. “You’ve mistook the entire argument for this war!”
“I’m not drunk, Leary,” Finn shot back. “I’m the soberest man here, I tell you.”
“The black man is the Irishman’s companion in the general disregard of the nation! They’ll have us slaves next if we don’t emancipate our African brothers!”
“Brothers my eye!”
Some shouted against Leary, and some shouted against Finn, and others shouted just to be making noise. Snatcher set to barking for the sport of it all. I sent Mike a look. He’d started it to make trouble, I did not doubt. It may be he hadn’t guessed what trouble he’d start, but he knew he’d rouse a fight and he delighted in it. He turned away from the yelling and barking and leaned across the bar to me.
“How’s about a glass while Dooley’s popping his buttons?” Mike said, pushing his foam-ringed glass to me.
I pulled a glass for him. “Do you take a side in this argument?” I asked.
“Me take a side, Mairhe? Me?” He swallowed half his ale and belched discreetly into his hand. “I’m as fair and impartial as the day is long.”
“Don’t take a side,” I warned my brother. “This war’s none of our business.”
“Now, my girl.” Old Leary finger-pointed me straight. “It is indeed, for it is in our interest to test that a republic can survive such factioning and fractioning and come out whole. Else how can Ireland hope ever to make a republic of itself?”
“But the Dublin News is of the opinion that what was herebefore an unholy partnership is well disposed of.” That was Mr. Lewes, who hooked his thumbs in his armpits and tucked in his chin. “And so leave it alone, let the South go, but don’t fight for the slave states. Good riddance to them, let the republic restore itself without them.”
“Here’s the way of it,” squint-eyed John O’Callahan was saying. He pounded on the bar to be heard. “This war’s a training for us Fenians, and when we’re practiced in the art of it, we’re off to Ireland to rout the English. Those Irish sons who’ve no wish to go home and free the country are no Irish sons atall.”
“Hear, hear!”
“And so it makes no difference to the Fenians which side you take, so long as you learn the trade of war?” Mike asked.
O’Callahan weaved a bit from side to side. He squinted harder at Mike. “What’s that?”
“Which side do you take?” Mike asked.
“Whichever side’ll have him!” Dooley said with a laugh. “And won’t they be fighting to get such a specimen as our O’Callahan? Come, boys, it’s New Year’s Eve. Let’s give politics a holiday.”
The men broke up at that, and in the far corner two men with fiddles began scratching a tune. Milky caught up Snatcher in his arms and danced with him to the delight of the crowd, while the little ratter cocked his head one way and the other like a comical tiny man. Mike rested his cheek on his hand and smiled at me. He looked sleepy.
“Why do you do it, Mike?” I asked.
“What is it I do, sister darling?” 
“Make trouble. Stir up fights. You’re such an enemy to peacefulness and quiet.”
“Fighting’s my nature, sweet Mairhe. A man must fight.”
I glared at him. “Don’t come at me with that story. Only the foolish fight.”
He smiled again, and rubbed his cheek against his hand like a tired hound. “You don’t under—”
“I don’t understand, I know, you’ve told me often enough,” I broke in. “I understand you love to throw things into the air to see if they’ll fall and smash, and I don’t want you going off to try the war just to see the pieces break. It’s none of our business. It’s their fight, not ours.”
“Why’s that, Mairhe? Altogether Irish, are you? Pining for the dear old sod?”
“Not that.”
“Ah, go home, little colleen. Go on with you. Take Da and go home. This is America. We want only the tryers and strivers here.” He waved me away. “Off with the Fenians you go, back to the land of the forlorn and the faint hope.”
There was a knot in me I thought might break, he pulled it so hard. “I’m not like Da. And I’m no Fenian. I’ve no plan to go back.”
“Then you’re American, is that right?”
I couldn’t answer that. I had the excuse of needing to work, and I pulled glasses full of ale as rapidly as Dooley set them before me. Mike stayed where he was, for once out of the fray, and made circles on the bar with his finger. 
The look of him made me want to weep, suddenly. “Mike, what’s the trouble?” I asked.
He made to smile, but instead he drew his breath on a sigh. “Mairhe, I’m tired.”
“So’re we all, Mike.”
“Ah, but you sleep when you’re tired. I don’t sleep. I close my eyes, but it’s nothing but darkness and fearful dreams tearing at my soul. I lift a plate of food, only to see it break into pieces in my hand. I try to build, but the bricks crumble as I lift them, stairs crack so I can’t go up, I walk down a street looking for home, but the house turns to dust before my weeping eyes.”
I touched his hand. “It’s only dreams, Mike.”
“I hate them. I hate the night, for that’s when they come to me.” The black hair fell across his eyes. He turned upon the crowded room, with the tramp of the men stamping with the music, the fiddlers poking the smoke with their bows, the devilish small dog snapping in circles and running at shadows. “And it’s always the night with me,” Mike said in a low, low voice. “And I’ll never see a dawn.”

2
IN THE NIGHT I dreamed I was a little girl with my Da, and we were going back to Ireland. We stood at the prow of a ship that leaped forward like any horse does, over the sea and its creaming waves, into the wind that smelled of grass. Da stood straight and tall, and he laughed down at me, his teeth white, his black hair streaming like a horse’s mane.
“Look what I’ve got for you, my girl,” he said, and drew from his pocket a doll of mine that had been broken, its leg snapped from its body by brother Mike. “It’s whole again,” he said.
“You’ve fixed it for me, Da?”
“And look. This and this,” he went on, and pulled from all his pockets, and from the case that appeared at his side, all the broken things of my childhood: toys, and childish creations of wood and straw, and ripped clothes and tangled lace and a wounded bird that flew out from Da’s hand and ahead of the ship, singing. “And this and this and this,” Da kept saying as one after the other came new and whole.
And he laughed, and he was whole himself, and unbroken.

3
I WAS MAIRHE Mehan, and the truest thing I knew was I loved my brother, and that his heart was a good heart.
How could he have such a dream, then, when Emancipation came with the first day of 1863, and some Irishmen went hunting for a black man to hurt?
January 1: another cold day, and the brickies at the U.S. Capitol were arguing with the Italian masons who did the lovely work of stone and sculpture on the new fine dome. The brickies wished to work on the lee side of the building, and the masons wouldn’t have them there, and the whole thing fell into argument and strife, for who wished to work on a day that should be a holiday? And down came the winter night so fast there was no more working anyway.
And off Mike went with the O’Neill boys, Jack and Dan, into the streets, where the caissons and the carts of artillery and the hospital wagons with their loads of broken soldiers had rutted the mud into frozen ridges. Pennsylvania Avenue was a mire, pitted and littered as a battleground.
“It’s criminal,” Jack said, his green eyes small with hate. “They’ve brought over those Italians and called them artisans. The fools don’t even speak a language God can understand.”
Mike had his head down against the wind, for he was tired, and the cold was aching him. The skin of his knuckles was broken and red, skinned where he’d fumbled the bricks in the clumsiness of cold. “Such a grand Capitol the government must have,” he muttered. “A monument to the strength of my arm is what that building is.”
“Nor are we welcome in it.” Jack spit on the ground.
Dan made no comment. His was a dull mind, as all his fellows knew, and neither Mike nor his brother expected him to give an opinion. Dan strode through the wind, paying it no heed. His back was broad, and to Mike, who walked behind him, it looked like a stable door.
Government buildings at the side of the avenue echoed the sounding of sentries’ march. Cannons flanked this building and that, announcing the capital’s fear of Lee. The general and his rebs were only over the river, skipping around Virginia like boys on a lark, while in winter camp at Falmouth the Union boys in the Army of the Potomac squatted in their shanties and cursed the mealworms out of their bread. New Year’s Day and nobody was getting any joy of it, least of all Mike. Alongside Pennsylvania Avenue, the City Canal gave off a stink of garbage and dead cat.
The ground beneath their feet trembled and rumbled with the movement of distant wagons, giving its itch and its restless ache up into the Irishmen that walked the road. Mike felt it in himself, and saw it in the flex and stretch of Jack’s hands, and in Dan’s immovable back.
“Let’s off to the President’s House,” Mike said with a wave, for up ahead all the distant length of the avenue was the shining white hideout of the leader of the Republic.
“I hate that Lincoln,” said Jack. 
“Jack hates ever’one,” spoke Dan. And he laughed the sort of laugh a bull might make if it took it in its head to be mean.
“Lincoln’s all right,” Mike declared. “But he dresses like a bloody undertaker. Come on.”
He hunched his shoulders against the cold. The wind blew cinders into his eyes as he pressed onward, and blew the black dust from a charcoal seller’s wagon. 
So Jack with his scowl and Dan with his milk-faced foolish frown followed after, plodding through the grit-blowing dark. And then they must share the avenue with the smart carriages and equipages pulled by polished horses with arched necks. The stream of traffic grew stronger and louder, and the current rolled on toward the President’s House behind its oval of lawn trod bare by drilling soldiers and pastured beef. The house shot light through every window. The visiting throng pressed up the stairs as the leavers retreated. Inside, somewhere, a great gloomy man in black shook hands as he had done all day for the New Year’s Reception, commander in chief of a noisy review to which all comers were welcome. 
The Irish boys stood on the hard bare lawn where the carriages jostled for space, and blew into their hands. Mike danced from foot to foot, looking up at the white columns and the crowded steps and the pouring-out light, looking at the house where a poor farm boy was the President. “Go in, shall we? Let’s do, they can’t turn us out from a public reception. And it’d be fair warmer inside, I know that.”
Dan stood where he was, planted like a stump. A driver shouted to him to move, but Dan never listened. 
“Go on!” The driver yelled again. “Give way!”
The horses shied and shook their heads, unwilling to pass too close by Dan, looming statue that he was.
“Give way, man!”
“Oh, go shag yerself!” Jack shouted, all provoked.
“Damned Irish!” came the driver back. He cracked his buggy whip in the air. “Give way, you stupid Irish bull!”
Dan turned at last to look up at the man. Then he looked at Jack. Jack nodded.
Mike clapped his hands in Jack’s face. “In! We’re going in, Jack! Let’s tell Lincoln what an old crow he is.”
When nobody moved, the driver at last gave up in disgust and backed his roll-eyed horses. Jack was glaring up at the steps of the President’s House. “I hate Lincoln,” he said quietly. “I hate the Italians. I hate the Americans. And mostly I hate them.”
And Mike looked where Jack was looking, and saw a black man coming down the steps, a tall hat on his head, pulling white gloves onto his hands. Laughing he was, and giving a good-night to a comrade at his side, and turning up the collar of his heavy cloth coat. Then he parted from his friend, and made his way past the military guards and the clusters of muffed and hatted ladies stepping into carriages, and so to the street. Jack took off after him, hands dug deep in his pockets. Dan followed dumbly behind his bad brother.
Mike stood where he was, in the shadow of a pillar, and then chased after his friends. None of them spoke, for the night was cold and their purpose was a stealthy one. Up ahead, the man in the tall hat walked with a joyous stride, swinging a cane, humming with gladness on this day of Emancipation, all unaware of the men following him in the dark. Voices fell away behind them. The street was empty but for them.
“Jack, let’s find us a saloon,” Mike said. He snapped a bare twig from a branch that overhung the sidewalk. “Let’s us go to Foggy Bottom.”
“Shut up.”
The man ahead seemed to hesitate, and then walked on. Jack stopped, and Dan stopped, and Mike also. The man turned around. He stood straight.
“Who is it?”
Nor Mike, nor Jack, nor Dan spoke. They were all in the night.
“I am Dr. Mason,” the man said. “Do you have business with me?”
Jack stepped forward where a light fell onto him. “You and your kind,” he made in answer.
“Come away,” Mike said.
Jack heeded him not at all, and Dan stepped forward with his brother. Mike saw the doctor’s shoulders sag with the heaviness of it all. 
“I am not carrying money,” the doctor said. “Do not accost me. There’s nothing to gain.”
Jack and Dan went forward with no more words. Mike saw the lie of the land and liked it not at all, and he turned and slipped back into the shadows and was gone. He ran into the dark, cutting north toward Swampoodle, and the night chasing him all the way.

4
DA WAS IN fine fettle an evening or so after the New Year. He rose from an afternoon’s sleep with a mind for mending.
“I’ve a good feeling about tomorrow,” he said as he sat at the table across from me. “Give us some tea, daughter.”
“Kettle’s just on. It’ll be a minute.” I was working at some lace before heading for the Shinny. Ten cents a yard it fetched, but hard on the fingers were those ten cents.
Da sat and watched me, and the kettle ticked and muttered on the stove behind me. Da drummed his fingers on the table. I looked from below my lashes, at his drumming fingers. So scarred and bent they were, so worn and the nails so cracked and yellow. 
“I believe tomorrow is a day I’ll find work.”
I stopped in my work, then went on, my fingers never halting. I chose not to look at him. “Ah, is that right, Da?”
“Yes. I do believe so. A man should bestir himself at the start of a new year. All things are possible to a man who only strives.”
“That’s sure.”
“And I know, my girl, that you’ve had a worry for me. But those jobs I had were the wrong jobs, and the bosses against me, every man of them. I’ll find a job I can stick with. Something worthy of a Mehan. Worthy.”
“I know it, Da.” 
“That’s right. I’ll show them. I’ll show them all what an Irishman can do.”
I ducked my head lower over my work. “Yes, Da.”
“Ah, Mairhe. Did I ever tell you of what happened to me at Sligo Fair, when as a young man, I was considered the finest fighter in Connacht?”
The kettle fussed, and the distant shouts of an argument and laughter downstairs were like the shouts of farmers at market fair, of sheep and kine crying on the road to auction. I knew this story. Of Matthew Mehan, handsome fellow, kicking the straw from his way and stooping under the ropes to meet the challenger, while the assembled folk laughed and clapped and laid their wagers, and a cool breeze off the ocean tossed the fine dark hair into Matthew’s eyes. And behind all heads a sky so blue, and the clambering hills so mossed with green.
Da scraped his chair back, and stretched out his hands to clasp behind his neck. For a few moments we were quiet. I wished I might only work on my lace; my fingers knew the knots to make, my bobbin knew what holes to dance through. The slender threads clung to one another and grew slowly forward like lichen across a gray stone.
Da cleared his throat. His faded eyes sought mine with a plea.
“Yes, tell me about it, Da,” I said at last.
He sighed, happy, and leaned back for storytelling. “It starts long ago in the time of Turloch O’Connor, and him so brave. Such a wild spalpeen of a lad, but the King of Connacht nonetheless, and took the O’Connors into war against the English at the Battle of Athenry.”
“Yes, Da.”
“And so with clash of halberd and pike, and the archers making a rain of arrows, and the ground thick with heart’s blood. And in the midst of it all, one Brian Mehan of the Mehans saw his eldest son gored fornent his very eyes, in the hesitation of his heart. And from that day, Mehan swore to raise up his sons to be fighters who never hesitate, and never lose.
“In 1316 that was, but even so it was that as a lad, I too was raised to fight. And I used my fists against all comers in the ring. Every fair and market that cared to put up a purse saw me there, ready to fight. Never did I fail to win a bout, my girl. Never.”
“No, Da,” I murmured, my eyes on my lace. “No, sure you didn’t.”
“And it was there at Sligo Fair that I first saw your mother, laughing and colloguing with her friends over a table of brass candlesticks. Mavrone! What a darling she was.”
The kettle was chattering on the stove. I turned away from Da to stop him from speaking. Who can hear the same dream over and over without her heart breaking? I poured water into our jug pot, onto the
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