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CUAN AN MHÍL MHÓIR
“THE CUAN”
CONNEMARA, IRELAND
1963


ONE

“Macdara,” came a whisper, hot breath near Mac’s ear. “Dúisigh!”

It was morning. A bell in the distance. Mac’s body felt stiff, and he could tell by the light that it was later than he usually slept. Rian’s spot under the blanket was cold so he must have been up for a while. Prowling, no doubt. Exploring. Blackguarding, if such a thing was possible on the top of a mountain. If anyone could find trouble, Rian could. Down at the shore the tide would have pushed great knots of seaweed onto the beach and Mac and Rian’s brothers would have been sent to collect it. It was mid-May already. Fair Day was coming up soon and if Mac could figure a way there he’d have a great time, but his bicycle had been broken for weeks.

“Say it in English,” Mac mumbled to his younger brother. He didn’t want to move just yet—he needed a moment—but in those seconds he could feel the heat of Rian’s breath near his face again.

“Dúisigh,” Rian repeated as he shook his brother’s shoulder. It was just the two of them up in the booley house where their mother had slept during summers when she was a girl, back when cattle were driven into the mountains for the seasonal burst of grass. The booley had been neglected for a generation because no one kept more than a few head of cattle any more, at least not in the Cuan where they were locked between mountains and sea and the only crop that appeared from the soil in abundance were stones. But as a young girl, their mother had stayed up in the booley for a few weeks each summer along with her mother, and her aunts, and all the other womenfolk in other booleys scattered over the mountains because the men couldn’t leave the sea. The small shelter had a packed dirt floor and a ring of stones marking the place to make a fire. The walls were just stands of carefully stacked bog oak built against one of the boulders that made up the landscape of wider Connemara and that Teacher said were all put there by a glacier, somehow. Outside, a battered ash tree gave some protection from the wind.

Rian gave up on Mac and stepped outside. Mac could hear him scrambling in the brush.

“Tar anseo!” he called eventually.

“English!” Mac called back.

Rian was a terrible student, and English was his worst subject. It was puzzling to their mother because Rian was bright and tended to understand things quite quickly once they were explained to him. It was only that he couldn’t sit still. Last month, after a message sent home went unanswered (because Rian had crumpled the note and tossed it into the sea), Teacher walked all the way through the small village of Cuan an Mhíl Mhóir—everyone called it “the Cuan”—and up the narrow lane to let Cathal and Mary Joyce know that of the several Joyces he’d taught in his ten years as schoolteacher, this one was the worst. Rian talked non-stop, distracting the other children. He fought. He bragged. He was an all-around contrary child. The latest offence was that he refused to speak English when Teacher asked him to, and now the other children were copying him. Teacher stood by their fire while Rian and several of his brothers hid in the back room, mimicking the posh way Teacher had one foot turned out and one hand on his hip. They wondered if that’s how everyone who grew up in the city stood. With Rian leading them, they lifted their noses and repeated to one another every word Teacher said, except in whispers. Rian’s mother excused herself for a moment and chased the boys out the back door with the end of her broom.

Teacher reminded Cathal and Mary of what everyone in the village already knew, which was that if any local child wanted to get work one day he’d have to leave the area, and for that he’d have to know English. At age nine Rian should be in at least second class, if not third, but he was still in senior infants. And he wasn’t even ashamed!

“I don’t know much English myself,” Mary said.

“Why would you?” Cathal said, his tone telling her that if that was an apology there was no need.

“In school he has to at least try,” Teacher said. “I’m not saying he shouldn’t hold on to his own language. I’m only saying he needs to know English as well.”

Cathal crossed his arms and frowned, but Mary promised she’d sort him. She’d put his brother Macdara on the case.

“Now there’s a student,” Teacher said. “I’d have Macdara in school still, if it were up to me. I’d have him—”

“Ach,” Cathal said, waving the words away. He searched his pocket for his pipe.

“Now be telling us about your own little ones,” Mary said as she handed him a generous glass of store whiskey. To Cathal she handed a much smaller glass, and when he looked up at her with a complaint in his eyes she looked right back. She asked after Teacher’s new baby, his wife. Now that his official business was over with, he settled in and gave her all the news.

“And you, Mary?” he asked, somewhat awkwardly. “You’re feeling well? Do you think you’ll get a girl this time?”

Mary laughed. “Another boy. I know it.”

“Eleven sons,” Teacher said. “And King David couldn’t even get one. Do you ever wonder that God hasn’t given you a girl?”

“Oh, believe me,” she said. “I’ll raise the question when I meet him.”

But it was true what Teacher said about Rian needing English, needing to at least try, so after he left, Mary kept her eye on the road to catch Mac before he came inside. When she saw him approaching from the direction of the village she pulled on her shawl and walked out to meet him.

He was lost in his thoughts, she could see. But he was still boyish enough to blush when he was happy and when he saw her—unexpected at that time of day that she wouldn’t be standing at the stove—his cheeks flushed. She fell into step beside him and noted how tall he was now, how she needed a step and a half to match each of his.

“Are you missing your brother very much, Macdara?” she asked, surprising herself. It wasn’t what she’d intended to talk to him about, but it struck her as she saw him walking alone that a year earlier he would have been walking with Sean. The pair of them went everywhere together, but now Sean was in England, working. Mac, who was second eldest, would be next to go.

“I do miss him I suppose,” he said. “Don’t tell him.”

“Never.”

She described the teacher’s visit and asked him to practise English with Rian. “Lead him to it bit by bit,” she said. Of all his brothers, Rian admired Mac most. If there was anyone who could talk this stubborn child into learning, it was him.

“It’s only that he feels afraid,” she said.

“Afraid of what?” Mac asked.

“Of the feeling it gives him, learning English, knowing that the reason he has to learn is because he’ll leave one day.”

“Did he say that?”

“No,” Mary said. “But that’s what it is.”

Once again Mac marvelled that his mother had a deep understanding of every possible feeling, even when the person himself might not know he was feeling it.

Now, standing outside the booley house, Rian tilted his head back, cupped his hand around his mouth, and shouted “DÚISIGH!” as loud as he could. His voice echoed across the valley and rolled toward the sea.

“Did you hear that, Mac?” Rian asked, delighted. He shouted again, and again his voice echoed. “Do you think they heard that all the way at the schoolhouse?”

“Paul Evans is an ugly gowl!” Rian shouted before Mac could answer, and the words rolled down the mountain. Paul Evans was ­Teacher’s name. “Paul Evans wears his mammy’s knickers!”

Mac couldn’t help it, he laughed. Rian must have heard because he poked his head in and asked, “Are you up at last? Come see something.”

There was a story their mother often told: Once, when the women were up on the mountain, an old hag appeared at the door. She was looking for food and shelter from the rain. It was strange that an old woman who was unknown to any of them should happen to be passing so far up the mountain, and they only had enough for themselves, but they gave her the best spot by the fire to dry off and something to keep her going on her journey. They were worried about her, being a great age and the mountain a rough place, but as soon as she ate and rested, she transformed into a hare and ran away.

“Is that true?” Mac asked very seriously the first time Mary told him the story. “Did you see her turn into a hare?” He was small at the time, alone at the killing stump with her as she held the tail of a cadóg in her left hand and with her right ran her knife down its back to remove the scales. It was a rare thing to be alone with his mother and that may be why for his whole life he remembered it. There was no doubt a baby in the cradle or in her belly or both but he couldn’t remember which one.

It happened before she was born, Mary admitted, but it was always talked about, and everyone knew that what might not seem possible in the village was certainly possible on the mountain. She wouldn’t dare doubt it and she warned Mac that he shouldn’t, either—only the most arrogant sort of person presumes to know the secrets nature holds. What would have become of them, she often wondered, had the women not given the crone a bit of bread, had they not given her a place by the fire. Mac shivered and wondered the same.

Mac and Rian were up the mountain this morning because Rian had gotten into a fight with a classmate, who, like Rian, was nine years old, and also from a family of brothers—except the Sullivans were all boxers. Mac asked what they fought over, but Rian wouldn’t say. Rian once fought over a spoon. Over whether it was raining outside or only spitting. Over whether a mule was smarter than a donkey. Someone once found a broken chain on the road, good for absolutely nothing, but Rian bloodied another boy’s nose to have it. This particular fight, Mac learned eventually, was about skimming stones. A group of them had been hanging around by the water when skimming stones turned into a contest and Rian claimed he got twelve hops. One of the Sullivan boys said it was only nine. They agreed to each have another go, the boy with the most hops would be the winner, and Rian lost. Then it turned into a fistfight, like all contests did, and Rian lost that, too, as anyone who took in the sizes of the two boys would have predicted. But at the moment of peak humiliation, with every student looking on, Rian said at least he had the courage to spend a night up the mountain by himself. It was rumoured that this Sullivan boy still slept at the foot of his mammy’s bed.

“Why?” Macdara asked. “Of all things.”

“Because,” Rian said.

“Because why?”

“Because!” Rian said, growing red in the face with frustration. “Because I don’t have to be bigger than him to sleep up in the booley. I only have to be braver.”

Macdara had spent the day on the island helping his grandfather repair a collapsed well—the kind of careful, peaceful work he liked—and when the tide was finally low enough for him to walk across the rocks to the mainland and then home, he recognised Rian’s crouched form in the distance, waiting for him. He saw the bruise blooming on the side of his brother’s head, and knew he was about to be pestered for something. Rian begged Macdara to come with him up the mountain overnight, and to not tell a living soul.

“Barry will go,” Mac said once he’d heard it all. There were plenty of other brothers to choose from. Barry was fourteen. Macdara was gone sixteen, so this seemed below him. “Or Fearghal. Or both of them.” Fearghal was a year younger than Barry.

“They said they won’t.”

“Thomas then. There’ll be the pair of you in it.” Thomas was only six but seemed older because he was so serious. He had flame-red hair, redder than anyone else’s in the family, the reddest their mother claimed she’d ever seen, and people called him Thomas the Red. In the old days, their mother told them, people thought it was bad luck to see a redhead first thing in the morning, and if Thomas had lived in those days they’d be turning their backs to him as he walked to school.

“He said he’d be too scared,” Rian said to Mac. “There’s síóga up there and everyone knows it.”

Mac looked down at his brother. Vivid yellow furze lined the road on both sides, making a bright, beautiful tunnel leading home.

“You didn’t ask them. None of them.”

“They’ll tell everyone they were up there! I’m supposed to be going alone to prove I’m not scared.”

“But you are scared. You go looking for trouble, I swear.”

“I lost the fight! What could I do?”

Mac looked up at the fog-shrouded mountain and shivered. He wished Sean was still home. He wished he could ask his friend Martin to come along, but Martin was gone too. Mac thought they had a whole year more to discuss plans, but Martin’s brother PJ had come home from America for a visit, and next thing Martin was packed off to Montana with him when he left. The Lees lived up the road from the Joyces and no one from either family ever passed by the other’s house without stopping in with news.

“Macdara,” Rian’s small face twisted with distress. “Please.”

They got a bit of precious attention from their mother when they told her the plan. They didn’t need permission, exactly—their whereabouts had been their own business since the day they could be trusted to wander out of sight of the cottage and find their way back—but she’d worry if they were missing at night, especially with their father not at home. Two weeks earlier, she’d given birth to a new son, and as Rian explained to her that they were spending the night on the mountain, Mac noticed that she was swollen, exhausted. A moment later, when Rian scampered off to gather a few provisions and the baby began to stir, she said to Macdara, “You’re a good boy.” She reached for his dirty hand and brought it to her cheek. She pressed it there for a moment and then let go.

Finally, Mac kicked off the blanket and got up. He stepped outside. There were a dozen black-faced ewes milling around the booley, red marks at their shoulders. The day was blue but had a skinning wind. Rian was gesturing wildly for Mac to hurry, to come look at something. Ignoring him, Mac looked down at the valley below, the route they’d climbed the previous afternoon, and saw that the houses of their small village looked flat and insignificant, like there was no way they could hold all the people, and gossip, and worries that made up their days. He’d been up here many times before, and had looked down at the very same scene, but this time something about seeing home from so far above made his heart squeeze. Everything that was broken and weather-­beaten and threadbare up close was mended from such a height, and he felt certain if he stood there long enough he might eventually glimpse himself making his way down the muck-drowned lane. Then he lifted his gaze just slightly and saw so much farther—the mountains, the water studded with small islands. It was astonishing, how beautiful it all was.

Mac looked out to the island where their grandfather lived and where their mother had grown up. It was called Illeaneeragh, but they only ever called it “the island.” Two small hops away from that one was Crow Island, where their father kept his still. No one lived on Crow Island.

“My god, would you ever hurry?” Rian said.

Their father had been mostly on Crow Island since the new baby arrived. After the last big batch of poitín, Macdara had helped him plug and sink the jugs in the bog. A few weeks later Cathal asked him along again to see how it was ageing. By the light of the moon Cathal reached under the bog in exactly the right place and raised up the keg just enough to clear the water. He pulled the plug and took a long draught of it through the reed he’d plucked on their way. He offered the reed to Mac, and Mac took a sip, but he could barely even swallow.

Cathal slapped his thighs as he laughed at Mac, who was coughing and trying to rid the taste from his mouth.

By his eleventh child, and his eleventh time pulling this disappearing act, no one took much notice of Cathal’s routine. It was just part of a new baby arriving. He left the island to deliver the post, and that’s when he might pop out of a field near home to say hello to one of his sons or suddenly appear alongside them as they walked to school or Mass or wherever they might be headed. He appeared from behind the grocery one recent afternoon, his wild shock of hair even wilder from the elements. They often spotted him in the distance on his bicycle, his basket heaped to the brim with post and packages, and it took Mac until very recently to understand there were also poitín bottles clinking in the basket under the letters, and Cathal was delivering these as well. He’d take the paper money he got for the poitín and put it in the tin box he kept under the bed he shared with Mary. That’s the box he always went to when he gave something to the women who helped whenever a new baby was born. It was the box he went to when the family had balances to settle up in the Cuan. A new baby was always a time for fresh starts.

At home, Mac slept in the loft with the other oldests: Barry, Fearghal, Noel, and now that Sean was in England, Coleman, who’d been promoted. The next four, called collectively “the babies”—Rian, Thomas, Eamon, and Seamus—slept in the room below. Their parents had their own room and that’s where the new baby slept. Once the baby got too big for his cradle he’d move to the baby room and someone from the baby room would get moved up to the loft and someone from the loft—Mac—would have to go somewhere else.

But where? Sean was working at a railyard in Manchester and living in a rooming house with a dozen other Irishmen from his age all the way up to great ages like fifty and sixty. If he missed home he didn’t mention it in his letters. He only told them things that happened, and nothing about what he thought about those things. All emigrants seemed a little different when they returned home, but the main thing Mac noticed was when those who went to England came back they were never better for it. For all the good news reported in letters—the reliable money and the shops full of anything a person could want—none of it was evident. Billy Coyle was great fun before he left for London but when he came back for a visit he was so quiet. His body had become thin and he hunched his shoulders as if to make himself invisible. Maybe Sean had gotten like that and they didn’t even know.

Mac would prefer to stay in Ireland. But in photographs he’d seen in newspapers, the other parts of Ireland looked different. The people looked different, too: their clothes, their hair. In Connemara, it was said that nourishing grass was so scarce the sheep had to wear glasses to find it. Children didn’t usually wear shoes until they went to school. It was almost impossible to make cattle fat enough for market, and the fisheries were all owned by people who lived in different parts. That Cathal had a government job as postman and that the job allowed him an easy way to sell his other wares on the side was what had kept them there, tied to the Cuan, for longer than so many other families. The problem was that the area only needed one postman, and the man had eleven sons.

Years ago, when their neighbour PJ Lee—Martin’s older brother—struck out for Montana instead of the usual places in America, Teacher took the opportunity to tell them about all the Irish in a Montana city called Butte, nicknamed the richest hill on Earth because of all the copper there. Someone joked in that case Butte would be a great place for the Joyces because they needed copper to make the worm for their still. Teacher ignored the comment but Mac felt his face get hot. A book went around, opened to a photograph of a famous graveyard in Butte, which had a lot of the same names etched onto the stones as they had right there in the Cuan. When Mac held the book he glanced quickly at the names but mostly he looked at the sky, at what little he could glimpse in the backdrop, to decide if it would feel terribly foreign to PJ when he got there.

When Mac arrived home from school that day and reported everything Teacher said about Montana, Cathal said that man knew so much he bet he could milk a duck. When Mac told him that there were a lot of Irish in Butte, Cathal said: “There’s Irish in Dublin, too, but you wouldn’t want to be there.”

After being in America for seven years, PJ returned for a visit, just before the eleventh Joyce baby was due. Macdara and Martin had a plan to take the bus to Galway to see the races, but that would have to be put off because PJ was coming home with an American wife who wasn’t from one of the cities on America’s East Coast—breeds they were familiar with—but a girl whose people had been in Montana for generations. Mac barely remembered PJ, but he was curious. He wrote to Sean to tell him and wished his brother were home to hear some of the stories. More than any other return Mac could remember, everyone in the Cuan wanted to catch a glimpse of PJ and hear about his life. Mary prayed that the baby stay put so she wouldn’t miss any of the fun.

PJ had left Ireland in a ship but to return home in 1963 he flew in an aeroplane to Shannon Airport. Instead of cramming themselves into the damp Lee cottage, he and his wife stayed in a hotel near Oughterard, a good forty minutes’ drive. They rented a car to get back and forth, and for two weeks Mac watched for that blue Ford and wondered what it would be like to sit inside. PJ let the small children pack in and then he drove them all around as they begged for a chance to turn the steering wheel, but Mac felt too old for that. From the garden, he could spot the car’s roof gliding along the narrow lanes up to the Lees’ place, no doubt the beautiful, gleaming paint etched with scratches from branches. PJ wore cowboy boots and had a belt with a huge silver-plated buckle. All the kids lined up to punch him in the buckle, to see how solid it was, and after each child took a shot PJ beat his chest and shouted “Who’s next?”

The Lees hosted a get-together for the neighbours near the end of PJ’s visit. Despite being heavily pregnant, Mary went up early to help Honnie and her girls. When Mac, Barry, and Fearghal walked up, the first person they encountered was their own three-year-old brother, Eamon, who’d climbed up on a stone wall, gotten his jumper snagged, and couldn’t jump back down.

Inside, chairs were for the elders. Most people leaned against walls or sat on the floor with their knees pulled to their chests. Mac felt like he hadn’t seen Martin in weeks and he had things to tell him. When he glanced around to find his friend he saw that Martin and his younger brother, Peter, were wearing startling white shoes with rubber bottoms. The Lee girls were wearing headbands and sleeveless blouses and when Patricia passed by she smelled of washing soap. Mac could see the gooseflesh on her arms.

“Hello, Patricia,” Mac said and blushed.

“Hello, yourself,” Patricia said.

“I like your—” But he didn’t know the word so he tapped his own head in the place where her headband sat.

“Jenny brought it for me from America,” she said, and then it was her turn to blush. Jenny was the tall woman standing in the corner with the bright blonde hair. People said she was the image of Princess Grace and Mac had to admit he could see it.

“What kind of shoes is Martin wearing?”

“They’re tennis shoes.”

“Tennis shoes! They’re very …”

“White,” Patricia said and laughed.

Once, when they were thirteen, Mac asked Patricia if he could kiss her. Martin had robbed one beer and one cigarette for each of them from the stash his father kept in the turf shed. Patricia declined and it had been slightly awkward between them ever since.

Mary and Honnie were cutting cakes and arranging the slices onto plates. Cathal leaned against a wall, twisting his eyebrow and arguing with a neighbour about the pope’s recent announcement of dismay about the world scarcity of priests. Radio Éireann was playing a sponsored programme about horses and once in a while the programme would pause to play a ballad. The Lee girls made tea for the women and the men sipped whiskey from mugs while PJ’s book of photographs got passed around. There were a few pictures of Chicago, but mostly they were of horses, the frames of buildings and their progress as they were completed, mountains capped with snow. Quite a few were of a long, green car called a Chevrolet Impala, which PJ said he loved almost as much as he loved his girls.

“He has girls?” Mac whispered to Martin. He couldn’t help it. He looked over at Jenny. She didn’t seem like a woman who’d had babies yet.

“Two. My American nieces,” Martin said. “They stayed back in Montana with Jenny’s father.”

Kevin Lee, PJ and Martin’s father, described Montana with complete authority, even though he’d never left the west of Ireland. He told the crowded room that PJ had built a house for himself and his family in a place called Larkspur, named for the flower that was abundant there. Kevin told his neighbours that the sky was much higher in Larkspur. The animals were bigger, too, even the trout fished out of the lakes. Jenny, who was born and raised there, only looked amused.

“Tell them, PJ. Tell them about the seventy-pound trout. Tell them how big.”

The group looked sceptical when Kevin held his hands more than four feet apart to show them. They were interested, but they weren’t stupid. Trout didn’t come that size. PJ spotted Rian and told him to stand up.

“About that size,” PJ said. He told them about being in the audience when John F. Kennedy spoke to a group in Yellowstone County about conserving the land and the forests.

“Did you speak to him?” Mac asked.

PJ laughed. “There were seventeen thousand people in the audience. And I was in the back.”

“He’s coming here, you know,” someone said. “In June. I read it in the paper.”

“To Dublin you mean,” Cathal said.

“To Galway,” the man said. “He’ll speak in Eyre Square.”

Mac glanced over to catch Martin’s eye. That would be an adventure.

When Mac had eaten his cake and seen all the photos, when he figured Patricia would probably not agree to a kiss that night, either, he got up to leave. He had a small job lined up for the morning, odds and ends for the blacksmith, and he wanted to get to bed. He’d give Martin all the news once PJ went back to America and things went back to normal. When he heard steps behind him he assumed it was Rian following, but then he heard his name being called. He turned and found Martin, with Rian right behind him.

“Mac,” Martin said. “I meant to stop down earlier today but my mother needed help with the party.” He glanced down at Rian, who was waiting to hear what he’d say next.

“Did you have cake?” Martin asked Rian. Meaning: be gone with you.

“I did,” Rian said, not moving.

“He’s fine,” Mac said.

“All right. Well, I wanted to tell you—and it all came together very quickly, my head is spinning, actually—but I wanted to make sure you—”

“You’re leaving,” Mac said, and he immediately felt foolish for not predicting it.

“I’m leaving,” Martin confirmed.

“When?”

“I’ll go back with them. It’s a long way and it makes the most sense. PJ bought my ticket yesterday.”

“Huh,” Mac said. He had not been prepared for this and yet he wasn’t surprised. They’d all known from the moment of their births that they’d likely have to leave one day. He just didn’t expect that day to be tomorrow, or for his best friend to go all the way to Montana.

“You know,” Martin said. “PJ says there’s lots of work there. His father-in-law is sponsoring me and I’m sure he’d sponsor you, too, if you wanted to come. I know Sean is in England, but if you had a mind to try Americ—”

“I’m not going anywhere yet. Plenty of time for all that.”

“Is there? Will you not have to go when the new baby comes?”

Mac felt Rian studying him carefully as he said he didn’t know. No one had said anything yet and he was getting work most days. He’d been thinking lately maybe he wouldn’t have to go.

“And it’s all definite?” Mac asked. “It’s very fast, isn’t it?”

“Oh, I’d say they had a notion before PJ even got here. I’m the last to know.”

Mac frowned. That didn’t seem right.

“I don’t mind, honestly. If I have to go somewhere, I’d like to try Montana. I’ll visit though, Mac. You know I will.”

After seven whole years like your brother, Mac thought. The visit after that would be in twelve, then twenty. And when he visited, Mac would likely be in England. Martin said he was sorry to dump the news on him and then go but he had to be getting back. He said he’d stop round the following day to say goodbye.

“We should go too!” Rian said, as soon as Martin was out of earshot. “Did you hear what his father said about the trout?”

“You’re nine years old. You think you’d be good at sawing down trees thicker than a man lying down?”

“I’d be absolutely ferocious at it,” Rian said. “How is it spelled? Larkspur? I’m putting it in my book.”

That night after everyone had finally drifted off to sleep, even their mother, who sometimes sat up in the chair when the birth of a new baby was near, Rian crept to the foot of the sleeping loft’s ladder and whispered, “Macdara, are you awake? Are there grizzly bears in Montana, Macdara?”

But the others roared at him to be quiet, that he’d break their heads with his constant chatter, he should be sent to live with the tinkers, Jesus Christ, even they wouldn’t take him, between the fighting and the constant jabbering, he should simply be abandoned somewhere far away.

In response, Rian let crack an enormous fart and, laughing, dove into his bed.

The next morning, Martin came down the lane to say goodbye as promised, and Mary shook holy water on his head. The baby was coming; Mac could tell by the way she walked the floors early that morning and took deep breaths.

“Come on,” Martin said, wanting to get beyond so many sets of eyes to say his goodbyes. “Let’s walk into the Cuan.”

Mac hesitated. “My mother—”

“Go,” Mary said. Cathal was pulling at his eyebrow and asking if she was sure he shouldn’t go for the women yet.

Once they got past the holly bush where they normally met up, Martin shoved a handful of coins into Mac’s pocket. “Everyone’s giving me money so take some for the dances.”

“Would you stop,” Mac said, pushing them back at Martin. One coin fell onto the road and Rian, who’d followed Mac, pounced on it. The two older boys laughed, realising they were acting like old men they’d seen.

“Who will I go to the dances with now?”

“You can’t be serious. You have no shortage of brothers.”

Mac laughed because it was true, but something would change. First Sean, now Martin. Barry and Fearghal were fun but they were only fourteen and thirteen. Since Martin told him, Mac felt a question on the tip of his tongue, but he just didn’t know how to ask it. He wanted to ask his friend if he had any fear of going, fear that he’d not come back, fear that he’d hate it or the people would be strange or anything at all. Fear of being lonely. But Martin would only say no.

“It got put together so fast. I didn’t even have time to get a few odds and ends to bring with me.”

“The shops in America will have everything you need.”

“They will, I suppose,” Martin said. The Sullivans’ dog barked at them and followed them for a while. Martin threw a stone at him to go home and Mac told him not to do that, he might hit the poor creature; the Sullivans weren’t good to it so it was probably only looking for company. Mac stopped to scratch its ears and Martin remembered when they were much smaller boys, how they saved a different one of the Sullivans’ dogs from falling through the blowhole near the cliff. Mac would miss his friend. They walked along the lane as far as the football pitch, looped around the farthest goalpost, and then headed home.

“Martin!” Rian said, catching up to them. “I just thought of something. Now that you’re out of the picture, does that mean Margaret Carroll is available?”

Martin and Margaret had a little romance going, the extent of which was Martin going over to her house one day to look at the record player her brother had sent their parents from England.

“Excuse me?” Martin asked.

“I mean, can I make my move once you’re gone.”

“She’s fifteen.”

“I know that.”

Martin looked at Mac and shook his head.

“Best of luck to you,” he said to Rian.

The baby started coming around the time PJ’s rented car wound its way down the coast road toward the airport, Martin’s pale face in the back window where he was watching the Cuan retreat. Still, Mary said it wasn’t quite time to call the women. Finally, very early the following morning, Cathal climbed the ladder to the loft, grabbed hold of Mac’s foot to wake him, and told him to run to Honnie’s. The women arrived just after dawn and told the Joyce boys to be gone, to come back in a few hours. Honnie, sad after having said goodbye to two of her sons the day before, brought a sack of buns and told them to eat them down on the beach. It was cold at that hour, frost on the grass, so Mac made up a game where they hopped around like pats of butter on a hot skillet, and after a while his brothers’ cheeks flushed and they grew warm. Seamus, only two, was allowed to stay up in the house with the women, but Eamon cried that he was still cold so Mac took his little feet and put them under his own jumper to warm them against his belly. He taught him how to withdraw his arms from his sleeves and tuck his hands into the pocket of his underarms, where it was always warm. When the morning reached a respectable time to go calling, the older boys ran off to find their friends. Coleman, Rian, Thomas, and Eamon stayed with Macdara.

Just when Mac was thinking he’d have to get them more to eat, they heard a whistle.

“Hup!” Cathal shouted when he got within sight. “A brother!”

His younger brothers around him, Mac observed their father standing on the crest of seagrass, the light behind him, and wondered if he’d wait an hour until the baby settled or if he’d go right away. He’d no doubt taken a mug of whiskey out by the turf shed to wait for news. Last time, when Seamus was born, he’d made Mary a cup of tea, and then while the women were still fussing over her and the baby, he’d slipped out.

As they made their way home, Eamon on Mac’s back, Rian wondered aloud if their mother knew how to get the other kind of baby because who ever heard of eleven boys and no girls? When he looked up at Macdara and saw that he’d made his brother laugh, his face shone with joy.

“Go,” Mac said, setting Eamon down. “All of you. Run. Go on to meet him.” Someone would have to walk out to the island to tell their grandfather.

Now, the baby was two weeks old and Cathal was still sleeping on Crow Island. From the door of the booley the slope of the mountain became abruptly steeper on the ascent, but it was possible to climb higher by grabbing hold of stones lodged into the earth, or roots that served as steps. “Would you ever hurry,” Rian said, as Mac finally joined him.

“All right now, look,” Rian said, pointing to something in the distance, something on the beach that was a short walk from their cottage and where they gathered seaweed most mornings. From where they stood, the beach was just a slash of yellow breaking up the greens and blues. But there was also a pale obstruction Mac couldn’t identify.

“What’s what?” Rian asked.

Mac squinted and saw there was movement—people gathering. Father Damien’s sombre black Oldsmobile looked like a toy as it turned onto the coast road. What was it that was drawing them together? Greyish in colour, maybe an enormous boulder had rolled down from somewhere above. He’d never heard of anything like that happening before. Maybe it was one of the Russian trawlers the men were always discussing when they stood outside Gafney’s smoking cigarettes. Sighted off Inisheer and bearing the red flags of the Soviet Union, the Soviets had four trawlers in the area, and two factory ships. The men said their plan was to take all the Irish fish back with them to their country. Their fisheries needed protection, the men said, something must be done.

Maybe one of the trawlers had made a mistake and turned into their small harbour and got stuck.

“Could it be a whale?” Rian asked.

Mac looked again at the outlines of the object, and the stir it caused.

“You know what, Rian? I believe it could.”

Rian, who always had a current of energy running through him, went totally still, serious down to his bones. “I knew it,” he said in a whisper. It was the biggest thing to happen in his life so far.

“If it’s a whale, there’s something wrong with it,” Macdara said.

“We have to see,” Rian said and scrambled back down to the booley to gather their few things.

“Slow down,” Mac shouted after him, but Rian was already running full speed down the mountain, blanket dragging along the ground, his dove-white ankles flashing in the sun.


TWO

Mac had often spotted pods of whales in the distance, heading north, but only when he was farther along the coast. Never from the harbour as he could recall. Sometimes they all breached at once, rising out of the dark chop toward the sun, eight or ten of them, and the sight made his heart catch. How or why one had lost its way, he couldn’t imagine.

Once he was down the mountain—the descent far quicker than the previous afternoon’s climb—Mac stopped at home for a moment to tell his mother they were going to see the happenings at the beach.

“They’re looking for you, a ghrá,” she said. The baby was tucked into the crook of her elbow.

“For me?”

She nodded, and somehow he knew she didn’t mean his brothers. She meant the people in charge.

“Is it a whale?” Mac asked.

“So I hear. Your brothers went down to the water to see but Fearghal came back to say you should go see the postmistress as soon as you can. She’s on the beach with the rest of them.”

“Don’t you want to see it?”

“I do, of course.” She smiled. But the baby was sleeping and the cottage was entirely empty. There was no spectacle worth more than that.

“Go on. Be telling me later. Oh, and Macdara?” she added. “Tell Rian that stout Sullivan, the one his age, came around asking for him yesterday after ye left, a little inquisitor, asking was Rian up in the booley house. I said he was, so this little pip asks me is he up there by himself and is he staying the night. I don’t know what Rian’s up to but he’d better watch himself.”

“And what did you say, when he asked whether Rian was alone up there?”

“I didn’t come down with the last rain shower, Macdara.”

By the time Mac got to the beach the whole village had heard about the whale. School was cancelled for having no point. Father Damien was there. Teacher was there. The professor from Germany who was making maps of the area was there, and so was his wife. All of Mac’s brothers were there, along with the other village children. As Mac approached, there came a long, hollow-sounding grumble from the belly of the whale, and the children who’d gotten close enough to touch the animal scattered, shrieking. Everyone took a step back.

Cathal was there holding on to his elbows for dear life and his hair sticking straight up like a broom. Mac hadn’t seen him in days.

Someone said a group from the university was on its way and that information was passed around. The German mapmaker was the one who’d first discovered the whale. He’d been out on his morning walk, and after studying the creature for a while had gone into the village and telephoned a fellow German who lived in Galway and had something to do with the study of marine life. That second German called the university group. They, in turn, had rung up the village post office and asked if there was anyone local who could meet them and be their guide. They needed someone who knew the area inside out, and who spoke English as well as Irish. The group from the university was a mix of marine biologists and one anthropologist.

The anthropologist, the postmistress said, was coming to study them.

Who’s them? everyone asked.

Teacher was very good at translating Irish to English, and so was the cartographer. They were the most educated, but they weren’t natives. The university people wanted a native speaker. The postmistress told them she knew just the person. “He’s the son of our postman here.”

“There you are,” she said when she spotted Mac. “Stay here until they come.” And then she walked away to join a group of women.

“You all right there, Macdara?” Cathal asked as he approached, steering clear of the postmistress. She and Cathal were always at odds because he delivered the post as he pleased. His beard was thicker than normal, his face unwashed.

“Are you going up?” Mac asked. Meaning home, meaning to see his wife and his new son. From where they were standing they could see the smoke rising from their own chimney and Mac imagined his mother in there, trying to bake a loaf of bread with the baby in her arms. Cathal’s two weeks were up.

“I am, of course,” Cathal assured his son. “Soon.”

It was a fin whale. Sixty-six feet long. Roughly forty tons. The scholars from the university determined it had been dead for about a week before it washed up, and the old-timers who’d been on the sea since they were children looked smug because that was exactly what they’d said to one another. The professors moved suitcases and equipment into the rooms above the pub. They set up a tarp on the beach. For six days they gathered measurements and cut samples of flesh and bone from the animal’s body with the same kinds of saws a person might use to cut down a hundred-year-old tree. They dug out his organs with regular old spades and then pulled and pried just the same as they would if they were digging a boulder from a field. All that schooling and where had it led but to a life more gruesome than Mac expected. They took photographs of the whale’s fluke, of the shark bites on its flank that had healed and that they somehow knew had not killed it. They dipped vials into the sea, they snipped pieces off seaweed and swept algae into nets. When they sliced into the whale’s middle a bellyful of krill slid out, along with a cloud of stink. Wading through the half-digested krill, they pointed out the healthy, oily blubber stores and the suppleness of the skin around the one giant eye they could see, the other pressed into the sand. Two days in a row they had Mac and Barry row them out past the point where the harbour opened into the wider sea, but they didn’t share what they were looking for.

“Cuan an Mhíl Mhóir,” one of the marine biologists said. “I don’t remember my Irish too well but doesn’t that mean whale harbour?”

The rest of them looked at Mac, surprised, as if he’d been withholding this critical information. But he never thought of the village by its full name. It was only the Cuan.

“It does,” Mac said.

“Is there a history of whales here?”

“You do see them way out,” Mac said. “Groups of them. But I never heard of one coming into the harbour.”

“Why Cuan an Mhíl Mhóir then? If they don’t come into the ­harbour?”

“I don’t know.”

“Do you ever see them when you’re swimming?” one professor asked.

“I can’t swim.”

“What if you fall out of your curragh?”

“Why would I fall out?”

Abruptly, after six days, they packed up their things and left the dissected whale on the beach to rot. They gave Mac less money than he’d been hoping for. He held back enough to buy chocolate bars for his brothers and then turned the rest over to his mother. Cathal had not gone up the day they were gathered on the beach and was staying away longer than usual. Mac could tell his mother was starting to wonder.

“Be quiet about it,” Mac warned his brothers as he distributed the chocolate. Still, Rian must have bragged because he came home later that day with a bloody ear. Only poor Coleman, who’d never been to school and couldn’t believe that a person who was not your brother might punch you in the ear, broke off a big piece of his own bar to give to Rian. Once, Barry asked why Coleman wasn’t in school and their mother told the older boys—Sean, Macdara, and Barry—that Coleman would probably never grow up, not in the way that the rest of them would. Coleman was the quietest of them, but it was acknowledged throughout the village that he had the most beautiful singing voice. Their mother often asked him to sing to her while she did her work. “You could sing for the pope,” she always said to him. “You’re like a choir of angels.”

Everywhere Mac went, furious villagers were discussing the matter of the university men leaving the whale exactly where they found it. He wondered what everyone expected—that they’d pack up eighty thousand pounds and take the whale to Galway? They could have exploded it with dynamite, the villagers said. Maybe they should all pitch in and bury it.

“Bury it!” Cathal said, when Mac encountered him on the road a few days later and reported what people were saying. The baby was sixteen days old. “There’s not enough sand on that beach to bury a cat.” Cathal was carrying a soldering torch, his tools in a satchel slung over his back, and they continued along the road together for a while. The still must have needed a repair.

As they parted, Cathal grasped Mac’s hand and pushed into it a thick fold of money. “Give that to your mother.”

“Aren’t you coming home?”

Ignoring Mac’s question, Cathal said, “Meet me at the old pier on Sunday. Before dawn. Bring Barry. I need help with something on the island. Be careful walking down, the rocks are slimed over, you’ll fall and break your bones if you take a wrong step. We’ll row.”

“Why? We’ll just walk out between the tides like always.”

“The tide will go out too late for us to get started.”

“To get started on what?”

“Stop asking questions, Macdara. Be there Sunday.”

The stink of the whale grew worse with each passing day, and the weather was only getting warmer, the wind quieter. Seagulls came in swarming packs to peck at the carcass. From a distance, the hundreds of white backs, heads bent to the task, gave the impression of one single, undulating creature. When humans approached, the gulls took flight with strips of flesh hanging from their beaks, and Mac found himself looking at the picked-over carcass with a feeling like sorrow. A rumour went around that the odour was strong enough to kill the blooms of bell heather. People made their way along the coast road with their arms thrown over their faces. The whole village was enveloped in rot.

The only one who stayed behind after the university group left was the anthropologist, Professor Browne, a scholar who found himself apologising on behalf of the entire academic community and taking questions from villagers as if he had training in whale biology. It would take several years for the whale to decompose altogether, he said, before hurrying to add that the odour would dissipate long before that. The children dared each other to run up and poke it.

Professor Browne insisted on being called Vincent and made Mac a proposal. He was working on a book about the area and offered Mac payment in exchange for letting him follow Mac around on his daily tasks, asking questions. Easy money. There was no question about whether Mac would accept, but it was troubling not knowing exactly what the man wanted. Mac asked how many days, as if the answer might lead him to decline.

“I’m not certain, to be honest. Can we take it week by week? Would that be all right?”

Mac agreed but said they’d have to start on Monday. His father needed him for something on Sunday.

“Would it be possible for me to come along?”

“Ah, no. It’s a— I’ll just see you Monday.”

On Sunday, when Mac and Barry went to meet their father at dawn, Mac considered mentioning the arrangement to him, in case there was an objection he hadn’t thought of, but Cathal had no time for discussing anything but giving them orders. Back and forth between the boat landing and the still, the half-mile journey across land that was completely overgrown, they helped him carry four hundred pounds of grain. Once they had it all piled and unbundled, once they laid down a sheet, they hit the stalks off two protruding rocks until the kernels fell off. Then they gathered up the kernels in a sack, where Cathal would leave them to soak in the island’s small freshwater pond for a few days.

“So you’re making another batch then?”

“I am.”

Barry looked at Mac. The baby’s three-week day had already passed. Late at night, up in the loft, Mac, Barry, and Fearghal discussed in whispers whether they should come together and be forceful, tell their father it was time to come home. They discussed whether they should write to Sean for advice. But none of them actually did anything.

“You’re minding your brothers?” Cathal asked, as if reading their thoughts. “And your mother? Taking care of her?”

They nodded and continued their work.

Mac’s first days with Vincent were tedious. The man asked what would be done in this or that situation, and what did Mac think. Mac couldn’t imagine what it was about his daily life that the man found interesting. He carried a notebook and was always jotting things down. Rian tagged along most days even though he should have been in school, and eventually Mac stopped shooing him away. Having Rian there made it less awkward.

“Your brother is very quiet,” Vincent said.

“He isn’t at all quiet. He’s just working up to it.”

Vincent explained to Mac what anthropology was and that Mac’s way of life—the village, his language, his entire way of being—was rare, even within Ireland. On the day that the whale washed up, Mac had translated for him a discussion among neighbours of St. Brendan the Navigator, how he landed on the back of an enormous whale on Easter Sunday, mistaking it for an island. The whale awoke when Brendan’s monks made a fire on its back.

Vincent listened closely, and then he asked: “Would you be surprised to know there’s a version of that story in almost every culture? Every religion? Especially in seafaring places?”

Mac was indeed surprised.

“Do you believe that happened, Macdara? I mean you. Personally.” Mac didn’t get the sense that the professor would think less of him either way. He only wanted to know. “Do you believe that St. Brendan and his monks made a fire on the whale’s back and the whale, feeling the pain of being burned, shook them off?”

“Well, I do and I don’t,” Mac said eventually.

Vincent was probably around the same age as Mac’s father, though he appeared younger. It was terrible at first, having this outsider follow him around all day with his endless questions, everyone they passed stopping their conversations to watch them, but after a few days Mac realised the professor was truly interested. He liked the Cuan and seemed to admire their way of doing things. He loved considering the translations of everyday things and told Mac that the lack of certain tenses and basic words in the Irish language had an impact, possibly, in how the native speaker experienced life.

In the Irish language, he explained, there is no simple “yes” or “no” like there is in English.

Mac considered this, but he didn’t quite understand.

“Do you enjoy walking?” Vincent asked after a while, changing the subject or so it seemed.

“I do enjoy a walk,” Mac said in English. They’d been wandering most of the day. Mac pointing out anomalies in the land, the places known for hauntings and drownings. He’d answered automatically, and then, realising Vincent had been trying to prove something and he’d fallen for it, he blushed.

Another thing was how an Irish speaker experiences emotions.

“Emotions?” Mac asked.

Vincent laughed. “Do you not discuss your emotions in the Cuan? If you think you don’t, think again. Sing to yourself the ballads of this place, how full of hope and joy and sorrow they are. Now think about the difference between languages. In English we say we’re angry or sad or happy or what have you. But translate the Irish way of saying those things directly into English and it translates as ‘anger is upon me,’ or ‘sadness is upon me.’ Do you see the difference?”

Mac shook his head but all of a sudden he did.

“In Irish you don’t entirely become that emotion like might happen to a native English speaker. Think about ‘I am sad’ versus ‘sadness is upon me.’ There’s a degree of removal in it. The emotion doesn’t own you when speaking Irish. In Irish the anger, the sorrow, even the happiness, I’m sorry to say, are all temporary and will pass as all things pass. No feeling is permanent.”

Mac thought about that as they walked, how the way you speak might impact the way a person thought.

“Does no one speak Irish in Dublin?”

“There are pockets and there are some trying to get a movement going, but no, not really. The children learn it in school but like most things they forget as soon as they leave. And even the ones who get top marks—it’s not imprinted on them like it is on you. It’s not their native tongue.”

“Which is why you’re studying us?”

Vincent laughed. “Exactly right.”

They walked in silence for a while.

“Did you know that fifty years ago the population of the Cuan and the islands was double what it is now?”

“My father talks about that. It bothers him.”

“Does it? Your father is called Cathal, isn’t he?”

Mac nodded. But he didn’t want to discuss Cathal and felt caution settle in his belly.

“Your father, does he have a still?”

“He does,” Mac said coolly. It was a step too far, which meant Vincent didn’t truly know what he was asking. It was risky, admitting to having a still, but he felt certain Vincent wasn’t going to call up the excise man and report them. And he wasn’t stupid, even if university people often seemed to be missing a degree of common sense. A lot of people got a few pounds from Cathal Joyce along the way and those people would be angry if their chance for a bit of extra money got taken away. Plus, if the professor was taking his meals in the pub and listening to the gossip, then it was very likely he already knew.

Vincent didn’t push about the still, perhaps because what he wanted most was a glimpse inside their cottage. Mac couldn’t understand what it was he was hoping to see, exactly. Just how it was arranged, Vincent said. He wanted to see the area for preparing food, for eating, for sleeping. But as well as they got on, Mac postponed. He used his mother as an excuse, tired
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