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Glasán, Ireland, 1735

Time. He needed more time. And that was the one thing he couldn’t control.

Turlough held his wife’s hand. She was so incredibly thin. He didn’t dare squeeze for fear of breaking her bones. This would be their fifth child. He prayed that Maeve would live long enough to hold the babe in her arms.

She moaned again and he glanced at the midwife. The woman shook her head and closed her eyes. Tears pummeled behind his eyes as he closed his own.

Maeve was the joy in his life, his whole reason for being. She’d never been strong, but this pregnancy had wasted her to a frail husk. She strained against the pain and screamed. His tears burst forth, and his throat closed. The coppery smell of hot blood infused the small, dark room.

A thin scream cut the air and a small bundle squirmed in the midwife’s arms. Maeve’s hand went limp in his own. “No! No, Maeve, no! You can’t die on me now, my love, you can’t! Wake up, Maeve! Maeve, please, please, no! Please, no!”

His throat choked off any more words and he sobbed. His beloved wife’s hand lay flaccid in his own, but he refused to relinquish it. It still felt warm. She must still be here. She mustn’t leave him.

The child’s wail turned to a whimper as the midwife bundled it in cloth and cooed over it. Turlough didn’t even want to know if it was a boy or a girl. He had no wish to see the child who’d killed his wife.

The midwife left and he was alone with his wife’s body, but he couldn’t see her any more through his tears. His sobs wracked through him, and he fell over her. Turlough lay there for hours, begging her to return.

The voice of his eldest son broke through his grief. “Da? Da, it’s time. Get up.”

“Éamonn, go away.”

His ten-year-old son tugged on his arm. “Da, please. Auntie Bridie is here. They need to take Ma away. It’s time to prepare her.”

“I said go away!” He flailed back, pushing Éamonn. He glanced around as the boy fell on the dirt floor, shock on his young face.

Turlough turned back to his wife and stroked Maeve’s cheek, her skin a dead, alien thing now. There was no warmth left, no trace of the life and vitality he so loved. Her musical laugh, her curly blonde hair, her sad smile.

Another tug on his arm made him glance up at his second son, Ruari. Though he was only eight, he was a taller than Éamonn. Together, his sons pulled him away from his wife’s body.

It was dark outside. How had it become dark? He’d gone into the cottage at dawn. His mind was in a fog. Turlough let his sons lead him to their own cottage, away from his wife.

He turned to get back to his wife’s side in the midwife’s cottage. “Maeve! Maeve!” His sons held him, but he dragged them closer to the door.

His sister, Niamh, stood in the way, her arms crossed. “Turlough, you must go home. We have work to do here.”

He struggled until he got loose from his son’s grip. “No, I must stay with her. You can’t keep me from her!”

“I cannot, ‘tis true. But they can.” She nodded, and his arms were held once again. It was no longer his young sons’ hands, though. Now it was the iron grip of two full-grown men. His brother and his sister’s husband held him fast and dragged him away from his wife.

Liam and Enda manhandled him into his cottage and pushed him into a wooden chair. Liam placed his hands on Turlough’s shoulders while Enda rustled in the cupboard. He tried to rise, but Liam held him still. “What are you looking for?”

Enda just grunted as he held up a half-empty dark bottle.

Liam chuckled. “I knew you had something hidden away, Turlough. Now’s the best time for it.”

Enda opened the bottle and poured half into a mug. He placed it in front of Turlough. “Now drink.”

Turlough stared at the mug. The liquid was deep amber but looked black as ink in the dim light.

Liam shook his shoulders but didn’t let go. “Come on, Tur. You’ve never been reluctant to take a drink before. Don’t start now.”

The dark liquid rippled and swirled as the motion moved the table. He lost himself in the pattern.

“Turlough. Take the feckin’ drink already. You need this.”

He picked up the mug and gazed into the depths one more time before he flung it aside. Whiskey splashed against the white walls. Turlough had no wish to numb the pain. He deserved this pain. He was the one who had gotten Maeve with child again. He had killed her.

Enda muttered, “Bloody hell. Waste of good drink.”

Twice more, they tried to get whiskey down his throat, but finally gave up. When they finally left, after having put him in bed, Turlough stared at the thatched ceiling. His children were already asleep. Éamonn wheezed from too much crying. Ruari snored. The girls, Fionnuala and Etain, whimpered as they slept in each other’s arms. The babe... he didn’t even know if the child was a boy or a girl. Niamh hadn’t returned after finding a wet-nurse.

He couldn’t stay here. Turlough couldn’t face the child who’d stolen his Maeve from him. He couldn’t even face his eldest. He’d be useless as a father, worse than useless. Niamh would take far better care of his children than he. It’d be a grand favor to them if he disappeared.

The night was still ink-dark as he carefully wrapped his large harp and strapped the bag to his back. Dawn had barely lightened the sky to indigo when he stepped outside.

“Da? Where are you going?” Ruari stood behind him, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“Shh, Ruari. Go back to sleep.”

His son frowned. “But where are you going? Can I go?”

“No, I must go alone. You keep good care of your sisters, aye? And keep Éamonn out of trouble.”

His son woke enough to roll his eyes. “No one can keep Éamonn out of trouble, Da! Please, let me come.”

Turlough had no tears left, but his throat still closed. He crouched and hugged his son fiercely. Ruari sobbed into his shoulder. “The road is no place for a boy, Ruari.”

His son swallowed hard. “I know I’m not clever like Éamonn, but I’m tall for my age, you always say, Da. I can help you. I can’t stay here. with Ma gone, I need you.”

How can I say no to that?

Turlough wrote a quick note on a scrap of vellum. Niamh couldn’t read, but she’d take it to the priest. He took Ruari’s hand, and they walked into the misty dawn.
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A week later, Turlough and Ruari were shivering under a rock overhang, watching the torrent of rain outside.

They’d had a rough journey. After leaving Glasán, they traveled west. Turlough didn’t know why the west drew him. Myths and legends cloaked the western isles in magic and music. Perhaps he imagined he could capture that music for his own. A tune tickled his mind, and he grasped at the melody. He must write it down tonight.

They’d arrived at the western shore just as the rain started and sheltered under a set of several rocks on the head of a creek south of Órán Mór. Turlough ached to see the ocean, but all he saw was mist and rain.

He’d always loved his harp and played it well, or so everyone said. His mother had been friends with the great Bard, Turlough O’Carolan. Rumors claimed O’Carolan was his own father, but his mother refused to say. Regardless, the love of music was true enough.

Turlough ate the final crust of bread he’d earned from the last village. His harp had earned it for them, stroked to life by his own fingers. Ruari had eaten his portion and lay asleep next to him, his warm body curled up under his arm. Singing for food and shelter was all well and good in romantic tales, but poor folk in the countryside had little extra to share, even with a skilled entertainer.

He didn’t know if the sun had set yet. The storm clouds loomed so low and dark, it might have been noon or twilight. Turlough wanted to take his harp out and play away the surrounding dreariness. It may not touch the melancholy within his heart, but it might help his son. However, the wet would do horrible damage to his harp strings.

Beneath the chatter of raindrops on stone, something else caught his attention. A low melody, twinkling in the darkening day.

Turlough furrowed his brow and stared out into the downpour. There couldn’t be anyone out there playing a flute. not in this deluge. The sound would never reach them. But as he concentrated, a definite tune caressed him.

The music sounded truly lovely. Each note came clear, despite the noise of the storm and rolling thunder. It invaded his mind and danced through his imagination, a delightful taste of heaven. He closed his eyes to savor the music, entranced by its intricacy, an ecstasy like no other. He rode upon wings of wonder in this perfect music.

When the tune halted, he gasped in pain. No! 

He must find it again. He must hear more. He must learn it and play it for himself. Struggling to his feet, he peered out toward the wall of water before him.

His movement roused his son. Ruari groaned and sat up. “Da?”

“Shh, son. All is well. I just moved, sorry.”

Ruari stared outside. “Will it ever stop, Da?”

Turlough gave a laugh and ruffled Ruari’s hair. “This is Ireland, son. It never truly stops raining. That’s why the land is so green.”

Ruari made a rude sound, and Turlough laughed again.

“Da, I dreamed Ma was here. She sang to me.”

His good
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