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For my Mother and Father, with a lifetime of gratitude for Sunday drives to nowhere in particular, and bookshelves that formed a comfortable nook for exploration, and believing that normal is vastly overrated; for raising kids and not a lawn, and knowing the soul matters most of all, and going back to school when others your age were planning their retirements, showing us all that dreams are worth pursuing … however, whatever, whenever.

PETER JAMES TROY
1937–2010
“… and until we meet again, may God hold you in the palm of His hand.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The historical events and characters depicted in this novel are presented with as much accuracy as possible. Inasmuch as the fictional characters that make up this story are placed within the context of non-fictional events, creative liberties have been taken.
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MARY WILKENS

RALEIGH, NORTH CAROLINA

SEPTEMBER 9, 1853



Gertie’s settin in her chair, th’rickety one what makes more noise than a old sycamore tree tryin t’stay up in a storm, an she’s at her stitchin again, same as she is most nights, no matter how tired she get. An there’s you watchin her, same as always, only littler now, only ten years old or roundabout. Still you tired like you always is now that you gots t’work in th’fields all day long, steada th’part days you usedta work.

Gertie works more’n anyone on th’place same as ever, at it ’fore sunup, cookin oatmeal or cornbread or th’sometimes bacon Massa Wilkens gives for th’field han’s breakfas’. She don’ make you get up wit her no mo’ t’help out, not since you started workin th’fields all day long, now that you ten. So Gertie gotta go to th’well an get th’water herself these days, then do th’cookin, then watch after th’littlest ones while she’s makin th’midday an evenin meals all th’while. An still, all that don’t matter none when it comes to her stitchin … they’s always time fo’ that.

Ain’t but a trickle a’light comin from what’s left of th’fire, first real one of th’season now that it’s gettin on harves’ time. Still, she’s pullin that needle through, th’big needle wit th’eye fat enough so she can thread it now, now that her eyes ain’t what they was. An you lay on your bed, not so tired as usual since maybe it’s Sunday an there ain’t been any workin in th’fields today. So you lay there an watch Gertie insteada sleepin straight off, listnin to her hummin … doin her stitchin. She got her bad leg propped up on a pilla on toppa th’stool, got her bad arm, wit th’scars burnt wrist t’elbow, holdin th’circle frame of her stitchin. An you wonder ’bout how she do it, not th’stayin awake or sittin up when she’s tireder than a plowmule, or even how she do it wit one bad leg an one bad arm … cause you seen her do too much for too long t’even think on that anymore.

No, you wonderin th’same thing you been wonderin for as long as you seen her stitchin, wonderin how she can tell what she makin outta all those little bitsa thread the Misses give her. The best of ’em ain’t nothin but scraps, an the whole thing ain’t nothin more’n a piece a’blank white cotton cloth gettin stitched all over wit them scrapsa thread. By a woman wit one good arm an one good leg, tired as a plowmule all th’time, stitchin wit a too big needle, ’side a fire mostly goin out. An still she pokes ’at needle through one side an out th’other, like she don’ even hafta look at what she doin pract’ly. An from roun’ dis side a’that circle frame, th’one the Misses give her, all you can see is a whole messa threads, wit all they diffren’ colors, hangin ever which way.

The Misses give her some a’that fine silk thread what th’white folks use fo’ they clothes, an Gertie mixin it in right along wit th’cotton an even bitsa th’gray wool thread what she use to mend th’sacks for th’sweet taters. Don’ matter none to Gertie whatever she stitchin wit, she jus keep on stitchin.

An then, when she get done wit one a’them threads – which is plennya times, cause they ain’ nothin but scraps from th’start – well, she turn th’frame ’round th’other way, sets it on her lap an ties it off best she can wit th’one good hand an th’one what’s always givin her a hard time. Then she’s back at it again, fiddlin a new bitta thread through that big-eyed needle, then tyin it off best she can, an pushin it through th’one side an out th’other.

You seen what her stichins end up lookin like. You seen th’three of ’em what ended up in the Misses’ own dressin room in The Big House. An seen th’ones what Miss Frances an Miss Carlotta got in they rooms. Not that you seen ’em there in The Big House ’course, cause you ain’t never been inside it, but you seen ’em ’fore even Miss Carlotta an Miss Frances an even the Misses got t’see ’em. Cause you seen ’em when Gertie firs’ said they was done. Like you was one a’them poor ol’ shepherds ’round Bethleehem ’at got to see th’Baby Jesus soon as he was born. ’Fore th’Three Wise Men even showed up. An they was th’same ’zact pictures as what ended up in The Big House, ’cept for th’fancy frame an how the Misses calls ’em embroideries when they in The Big House. But Gertie say they jus’ stitchins when they out here wit you an her.

You got plennya questions ’bout this partic’lar stitchin, an they burstin out from inside, same as always. Cause, from ’round where you layin down on yo’ bed, all you can see is th’messa threads hangin loose, a bitta red tied off wit a bitta blue, a bitta yellow findin its way … somehow … to a bitta green, an on an on … th’fine silk from th’white folks’ mendin tied off wit a bitta cotton, or wool even. Like as if the Misses’ dress was bein patched up wit a piece a’them sweet tater sacks. An it don’ make no sense. None. Justa messa bits goin ever which way. So you ask her, interruptin her hummin, fiddlin yo’sef onta one side an proppin yo’ head up wit an elbow planted inta th’pilla.

How you know whachu doin Gertie? you ask.

Been at dis fo’ a looong time she says, an starts a’hummin again.

Naw, you say, I mean … how you know whachu stitchin when it don’ look like nothin but a buncha threads ain’ got nothin t’do wit each otha? All I can see is a whole buncha scraps, red an green an black an yella an blue an all. Little bits. Silk an cotton an wool an such. An justa whole messa knots an tangles all along th’back. It don’ look like nothin from over here!

An den she stops hummin an stitchin altogetha. Looks at you like she does when you ask her th’kindsa silly questions you do … like why th’water in th’stream out back always run in th’same direction … or why some clouds drop all kindsa rain an some don’. She shakes her head side t’side an smiles a little. Starts hummin again, an pushin that needle through a few mo’ times. An you figure you ain’ gonna get a answer to this here question, th’way you sometimes don’ when she know you gonna unnerstan soon enough … once you get growed up some mo’.

So you flop offa that elbow an onto yo’ back again, listnin to her hummin. It’s anotha minute or two, or maybe mo’, you can’t tell when it comes to layin there listnin to her hummin, peaceful as it is. Then she stops, an you look over sideways seein her tyin off anotha thread.

You cain’t tell nothin ’bout whachu seein when you layin over there, she says.

Cain’t tell nothin ’bout nothin in dis worl’ when all you seein is th’knots an tangles an ever’thin’ goin ever which way, lookin like a buncha mess. How you gonna unnerstan’ when you layin’ dere seein jus’ th’messa it all, when th’mess only one parta it, no matta how it seem sometime? Cain’t see how all dese little bitsa thread be connected togetha, jus’ like all th’bitsa yo’ life gonna be, cause you ain’ lookin at it the way it meant t’be seen.

An then she smiles. Not th’big kinda smile what comes wit laughin, but th’happy, looka what I did, sorta smile you give her first evenin you worked in th’fields all day by yo’sef. An then she turns ’round that stitchin she been workin on so you can see it straight off. An it’s pretty as a picture ever was. Dey’s a green field wit’ flowa beds an some trees that look like they jus’ wakin up at th’starta spring, an off inna distance is a nice big house, one you ain’t never seen befo’ like Gertie jus’ made it all up in her ’magination. It’s got a big ol’ porch ’cross the front an looks like they’s folks on it, colored an white folks it seems, some settin in chairs an some standin up too, only it’s so far off ’at they’s no faces on the folks a’tall, jus’ they tiny little bodies like they was ants or somethin’. An ’cross th’toppa it is a sky all th’colors a rainbow eva was … an you smile, seein sucha pretty picture as this.

Gertie’s smilin too … bigger now than befo’. Dis here, she says, what aaaall dat mess look like … when you gets t’seein it frontsways.
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ETHAN MCOWEN

COUNTY FERMANAGH, IRELAND

APRIL 25, 1847



Th’Lahrd​ismys​hephe​rdIsh​allno​twant … His Da had loved Father Laughton for the way he got through the Sunday Mass like a Protestant wit’ an overflowin’ bladder. That was always the kind of thing Da would have to say about the Father, even when his Mam’d go on about something the Father said in one of his three-minute sermons in the weekday Mass, Da would always say t’ank th’Lahrd we’ve got de only priest in Oireland that doesn’t run at th’mouth, or something like that. Seanny and Aislinn and Ethan’d laugh, and Mam’d slap Da’s shoulder and tell him, In fronta th’children? And he’d say, Sure they’re waitin’ t’get outta there as much as meself, and they’d laugh some more and Mam’d hit him again, only this time pressin’ back a smile of her own, tough as it was for her to stay mad when her family was laughin’ so.

But this service was a different matter and Ethan knew his Da wouldn’t be happy about the Father’s bladder today. Fer Chroist sakes Fadder, dat’s my little girl in dere, he’d say, wouldja slow it down a little? Or maybe Aislinn’d say, All due respect Fadder Laughton, but would ya please read wit’ some inflection, an’ make th’words come aloive? That’s what she was always tellin’ Ethan to do, and she’d say it to the Father in such a way that it wouldn’t be a mortal sin, and the Father’d laugh and say, Yer right, Aislinn dear, lemme give it anudder go, and he’d smile and pat her on the head and go back to readin’, slower this time, and with more meaning. Ethan wished he could say something in his sister’s place, but he’d just sound like an insolent little boy, and he didn’t want to go sinning like that, placin’ his immortal soul in jeopardy and givin’ his Mam something else to worry about. So he stood quietly, thinkin’ of what a shame it was that the last words spoken for Aislinn’d be like this.

He stared down at the hole in the ground and admired the precision of its edges, cut perfectly straight and square to one another, with the displaced earth stacked in two neat pyramids at either end of it. He knew that had his and Aislinn’s places been switched, and the fever’d overtaken him instead of her, she would’ve appreciated the craftsmanship, too. But it was his sister’s undersize coffin layin’ comfortably inside the hole, not his, and he tried not to think about how they’d had to bend her legs at the knees, then fold them back behind her, so she’d fit in the four-foot-long box made for a child half her age. At least it’d keep the dogs off her better than one of those government-issue wool sacks, the ones the poorest families were left with, the ones they’d later have to see torn from the ground and ripped to shreds as the dogs and rats got at what was left of their loved one. There’d be none of that for Aislinn, because the eight and sixpence his Da and Seanny had sent from America, the money that was to go for food until the new potatoes in July, bought the coffin and the slate and the Mass to be said in her name, instead.

When The Hunger claimed the first of its victims, most of the village turned out for the services after the Sunday Mass, but now it’d just be family members and perhaps a few friends. Still, Ethan counted forty-one, not includin’ Aislinn, here this mornin’, a testament to his sister’s gentle and encouraging nature and the dozen or so children along the Lane she’d taught to read in the past few years. Even Old Mr. Hanratty was here, standin’ alone, perhaps fifteen feet behind the Bresnihans. Ethan knew this was as close as he’d been to the inside of a church in thirty years, so he nodded his head to him in confused gratitude, and Mr. Hanratty, tight-lipped, nodded back.

Aislinn’s service was done in ten minutes and the two gravediggers began to spill the neatly piled dirt on top of her coffin as his Mam and Aunt Emily wept. Ethan looked away after just a moment, not wantin’ the water to get in his eyes the way it was in his Mam’s and Aunt Em’s. He noticed how most of the older graves had tombstones that stood upright while the newer ones were marked with about what Aislinn’d have, a one-inch-thick slate, fourteen by ten inches, lyin’ flat on the ground. That was all there’d be to tell anyone who might be interested that she’d been here for almost sixteen years, and that she wanted to be a teacher, and how, for the last two years, since it was just her and him and Mam livin’ at Aunt Em’s, she and he would put on shows every Saturday night, and oh were they gettin’ so good at it. No, none of that at all. Instead all it read was …

AISLINN McOWEN
1831–1847

 … as if a few numbers said anything about her, like it was some sort of achievement how long a person lived, and when they’d died young, like Aislinn, people fifty years from now could look at the numbers and say, Oh poor lass, just sixteen what a pity, what a tragedy, musta been The Hunger. Most of the stones that were laid flat across the graveyard were covered over with grass and weeds, and Ethan vowed that he wouldn’t let the same thing happen to her. He wouldn’t let her fade away like that.

The crowd quickly dispersed, with only a few people comin’ by and nodding their sorrow or placin’ a hand briefly on his Mam’s shoulder. Father Laughton was one of the last to approach. He may not have read with much inflection, Ethan thought, but the Father’s pain was written on his face in deep creases that led to sunken eyes, and Ethan realized then that the Father’d seen more death than any of them.

Mayth’Lahrd​comfo​rtyou, he said to the three of them, and waved his hand in a downward line and then across.

He was gone before any of them could say a word, though both his Mam and Aunt Em blessed themselves and curtseyed. And then it was just the three of them standin’ beside the gravesite, with a few stragglers a little farther away.

Jaysus, me hands’re just about tahrn up from all dis rocky soil, one of the gravediggers said. It’s loike shovelin’ bricks.

Ahh yer always complainin’, the other replied. Yer hands can’t be bad as me back.

They were strangers to Ethan, men who traveled constantly, earning a shilling here and there, plyin’ their morbid trade like vultures in the Irish countryside. He could hear every word they said, and regardless of what a fine job they’d done diggin’ the grave, he wanted to take the shovels from them and cover his sister’s body himself. If his Da and Seanny were here, they’d probably want to take the shovels and bash the gravediggers over the head, he figured, so he felt a little ashamed, less of a man, for not wantin’ to do so as well.

Mam and Aunt Em closed their eyes as the coffin disappeared beneath the dirt, them without an extra penny for the gravediggers and so forced to hear more about various aches and pains as the men carried out their work. Ethan felt the anger grow within him until Mr. Hanratty walked up to each of the men and handed them a coin and whispered something to them while noddin’ toward Ethan’s Mam. The men continued on with their work in silence, and Mr. Hanratty glanced over at Ethan and his Mam and Aunt, placin’ his gray woolen cap against his heart and nodding his head slightly. Then, without a word, he was off.

When the coffin was completely covered and the tombstone set in place on the fresh dirt, the three of them walked quietly home. To Ethan, the lustrous green fields were now gray as a winter sky, and their cottage seemed as vast and hollow inside as a fourteen-by-sixteen-foot space could ever seem. There’d be no grand funeral dinner, as was the custom in the Old Days. There’d be no reveling, no cousins runnin’ about in the fields as the men and women sat inside by the fire and drank a few pints Old Man McGeary’d supplied from his pub down the Lane. There’d be no stories told of the person who’d passed, no fiddle, or singing. No laughter.

Ethan realized that it was exactly one week ago, when he returned home from the Mass with Aunt Em, that they were told by his cryin’ Mam that Aislinn was gone. Now, as he’d done then, he bounded up the stepladder to the loft he’d shared with his sister since they moved in two years earlier, once Sean and Da were off to America. He sat on his bed, two five-by-one-foot wooden planks raised just off the floor by corner posts. Aislinn’s bed was across from it, the two of them separated by their collection of eleven books stacked neatly on a small plank, held up on either side by painted rocks used for bookends. They called it The Library. The first six volumes’d been given to Aislinn when she saw them piled beside the trash bin in the Brodericks’ library and Mr. Broderick caught her skimmin’ through them. Since that time he’d given her five more, and she and Ethan had read them all several times, though she generally had to help him with some of the more challenging ones like Paradise Lost and a collection of the Shakespeare.

Every Saturday night, until two weeks ago, the two of them took a scene from one of their books and acted it out for Mam and Aunt Em, often taking what Aislinn called poetic license with the tragic scenes, much to the approval of their audience. Loud applause always greeted them when Hamlet, or Romeo and Juliet, or other doomed heroes were spared in the end. But even the happy memories brought the water to his eyes now, so he left the books in their place and took a minute to fully compose himself before going back down the ladder.

His Mam and Aunt Em were busy cooking the biggest feast they’d seen since Christmas. There’d be three small turnips, a little cabbage and wheat flour bread, and as a special treat, they’d each get a few ounces of beef cut from the scraps fed to the Brodericks’ dogs. Aunt Emily had cut it and stuffed it in her pocket when nobody was lookin’—she called it Aislinn’s severance, whatever that meant—and he knew that this funeral supper would chase away The Hunger for at least one night. But when it was ready they ate in virtual silence, chewing everything slowly, tryin’ to make it last as long as possible. Ethan felt terribly guilty and he was sure his Mam and Aunt felt so too. Aislinn hadn’t eaten a meal like this for the last few months of her life, and the only reason each of them had so much now was because there were only three of them left to eat it. And so, as the food hit his empty belly, he found none of the usual satisfaction or relief, only shame.

That night, sleeplessly staring around the darkness, he could tell when Mam or Aunt Em were awake by the sounds of their sniffles. And much as he tried not to, his thoughts wandered to that day, just three Saturdays ago, and the last time he and Aislinn had performed one of their scenes. He’d rushed home that day with nothin’ more than a quick wave to Mr. Hanratty, carryin’ the usual pocketful of oats and even more of a bounty in his other pocket, four pieces of jerky that Mr. Broderick’d given him for stayin’ late. It wasn’t like he’d had any choice but to stay, what with Mr. Broderick and his daughters still out there ridin’, but it was a nice thing he’d done all the same. It made Ethan feel even guiltier than usual about taking the pocketful of oats, even though Aunt Em always said it wasn’t really stealin’, just doin’ the Lahrds work for Him, feedin’ th’poor and such, like th’loaves an’ fishes in th’Bible. But his guilt quickly faded when he reached home that evening since it was Saturday night and Aislinn’d already picked out a scene for the play.

Sure, it turned out to be the last time she’d been anything like herself, but Ethan let the thoughts press fully on him now, as if to give her the proper sort of remembrance the dead should have no matter how much it hurts the ones left behind. And this wistful recollection gave way to the dreams that linger on the edge of sleep, needing only to close his eyes to be taken fully back into the moment …


I was thinkin’ we’d do a bit from The Odyssey, she says as soon as you hit the top step to the loft. I think I can read for ya, but you’ll havta do th’performin’.

She seems weaker than she’d been just that mornin’, but you’ll not mention anything of it.

What part? you ask and even start gettin’ a little worried about the idea of doing your first solo.

When Odysseus is given the bag t’contain all th’winds so dey can make it home t’Ithaca, she says. And then you remember the jerky in your pocket, and hold the four pieces up to her, proud as can be.

Where’d ya get them? she asks, smilin’.

Mr. Broderick gave ’em t’me for stayin’ late, you say, like you’ve done somethin’ important to earn them. You can have mine Ais’.

Ahhh no, Ethan, she says wavin’ her hand. One’s plenty.

It doesn’t matter anyway since Mam cooks the jerky in the soup for supper.

And you’re all excited to taste the flavor of beef again, even though you’re thirsty afterwards from the salt. Then Mam and Aunt Em settle in their stools and Aislinn lies in Mam’s bed with The Odyssey out and open before her. You go up to get your blanket, then step outside, while Aislinn sets the scene, talkin’ about how Odysseus was given this great sack to hold all the winds of the seas. And when you come back in, you bounce all around the cottage, like a man holdin’ the winds in a sack’d do. You bounce from side to side of the cabin, and they all laugh, Aislinn even, and the more you swoon, the more they laugh, so you swoon even more. After a minute or two of that, you, Odysseus, settle down to sleep. And Aislinn reads on, about how the members of his ship’s crew talk of the treasure they think Odysseus is keeping hidden from them in the sack. So you spring up and assume the role of Odysseus’ jealous crew, and Aislinn pauses as you move from one spot to another around the sack, speculatin’ about whether it’s gold or silver or even something better inside. You open your mouth wide, and pretend to talk, and point to the place where you’d laid down as Odysseus. And when you put your hands on your hips like you’re angry at that empty spot on the floor, Mam and Aunt Em and Aislinn laugh some more, and you ham it up for as long as the laughin’ lasts. Then Ais’ continues readin’ aloud, telling them about how Odysseus’ men decide to open the sack and see what’s inside.

And you open it up and bounce all around the cottage again, even bouncin’ out the door and screamin’ and howling as you grab hold of the doorposts and pretend to hold on for dear life. And Mam and Aunt Em and Ais’ laugh harder than ever ’til Aislinn starts coughin’ and you come back in and close the door tightly.

After just a moment, when she collects herself, she finishes readin’ the scene, the final lines about Odysseus going back to sleep on the deck of the ship, sad that he’ll have to face more years lost at sea. And when you lay back down on the floor, playin’ Odysseus again, Mam and Ais’ and Aunt Em all applaud hard as they can.

There are two encores that night … first the part where Odysseus blinds the Cyclops, and then, when they still want more, you have another go at the bit from Richard III, only much better than the last time, since Aislinn’d explained to you what, Now is the winter of our discontent made glorious summer … and so on, really means, which starts with the fact that it isn’t really about the actual winter, or summer, at all. You always need … needed … Aislinn’s help with the Shakespeare.

And that’s the end of that evenin’s performance, but later that night you and Ais’ talk about what books Mr. Broderick might give you the next time he makes a trip to England. He’s sure to bring back a couple of brand-new ones with leather bindings and pages that feel like they’ve been pressed with a hot iron, and you and Ais’ll get whichever battered old ones the new ones are pushin’ off the Brodericks’ shelves. Ais’ hopes for another from Shakespeare, or maybe some Byron, but you’re hoping for The Iliad to go along with The Odyssey.

And then you and Aislinn talk about America and what it’ll be like when you ALL get there. And even though Da and Seanny are havin’ a tough go of it sendin’ the money to bring you over, Aislinn keeps sayin’ that it’ll all be different soon enough, that just because you and she and Mam and Aunt Em and Seanny and Da have been given this particular startin’-off point in life, growin’ up poor and such, that doesn’t mean that’s where your endin’-up point has to be.

Ya know Ais’, you say after listnin’ to her wonderful sorta dreams made into words, I think maybe I’d like t’be an actor when we get over dere.

Or a teacher maybe … a professor … or a writer, even.

You could do that Ethan, she says. You could do any of those things. Sure ya could, you’ve got a worlda livin’ left t’do …



And that was the end of the story he allowed to be converted into a dream, for that night at least. He opened his eyes back up to stop the flood of memories and stared at the light from what was left of the fire reflected off the thatched roof just a few feet from his face. Still, try as he might, there was no escaping one final thought about his sister … that, despite how often she’d told him about all the grand things he might do one day, how she filled the minds of the kids along the Lane with thoughts of the very same adventures … here she was, left to spend eternity without ever havin’ made it more than a few miles from the place where she started out.

SUMMER 1847

The spring planting took place two weeks late that year. The ground hadn’t been frozen in months, but what with the disastrous potato crops of the past two years, nobody was willin’ to bet completely against the first April snow in anyone’s memory. Despite Aislinn’s death and the loss of her wages, Ethan’s family was doing better than most of the families along the mile-and-a-half lane between the Church and the Brodericks’ house. Even though the three of them earned the half-wages of women and children, it was enough to pay the rent on the cottage and their eighth of an acre. The potatoes Ethan and his Mam and Aunt planted weren’t meant to make up more than half of their diet, unlike most people on the Lane. So with a little help from the occasional cabbage or chicken carcass Aunt Em’d nick from the Brodericks’ kitchen, and the handful of oats Ethan brought home from the livery each day, they’d managed well enough until the fever caught up to Aislinn. Still, with a bag of flour costin’ three and four times what it had just a year before, they knew The Hunger all too well.

Mam and Aunt Em worked late at the Brodericks’ almost every day now, and Ethan stopped at Mr. Hanratty’s most days on his way home from the stables, dreading the idea of returning to an empty cottage with nothin’ but memories for company. Mam’d long before warned him about Mr. Hanratty and the trouble to be found in the old man’s words. It had something to do with why Seanny’d wanted to go off to Dublin to join the Young Irelanders before Mam and Da sold everything they could and Da took Seanny off to America lest he end up on a prison ship to Australia. But that was all before The Hunger, and before the three of them had moved to the Lane to stay with Aunt Em. Surely everything was different now, he figured, and even if it wasn’t, the old man’d become his friend, telling him stories that were almost as interesting as those in his books back home. And never once had there been a mention about the Young Irelanders except for the one time Mr. Hanratty called them a buncha blowhards unfit t’wipe Wolfe Tone’s arse for all da good they’re doin’, whatever that meant.

When Mr. Hanratty said it was safe to plant, Ethan dug up the small patch next to their cottage and put in the few healthy tubers they had from the year before. Each of the last two years people up and down the Lane had planted their potatoes as they’d always done, harvesting the new ones in July, and the full-grown ones in September. But nearly all of them had turned black in the ground or within a week after bein’ harvested. For several days in a row now, they put what remained of their hope into the soil, plantin’ the few sprouts they had, touchin’ them with the beads while reciting a rosary and askin’ the Blessed Virgin to protect this year’s crop. Still, Mr. Hanratty said it didn’t matter if the blight was completely gone, since the paltry amount of plants that could be put into the ground would yield far less than what was needed to feed the people through the winter. There’d be more starvation, he said, more funerals, more people sitting almost lifelessly outside their cottages, their gaunt faces stained green around the mouth from the grass they chewed to keep death at bay.

Ethan learned about far more than farming at Mr. Hanratty’s. As they tended the potato field, checking for any early signs of disease just beneath the surface, the old man’d share the stories of his younger days. It was here that Ethan learned of Wolfe Tone and the Rebellion of ’98. Mr. Hanratty’d lean against his wooden spade and get a far-off look on his face and tell Ethan about the late spring of that year, when the Rebels controlled pockets of territory throughout the country, and for the first time in a century an Irishman knew what it was to be free in his own land. Then Mr. Hanratty’d lose that mystic gaze and point to his left leg and tell of how he was shot by a Redcoat at Ballynahinch. Soon after that the rebellion was over in County Down, and eventually the English tied their noose around the rest of Ireland, but he always had those few weeks, Mr. Hanratty said, to recall with reverence and delight.

That was the way Mr. Hanratty could sum up all the subsequent years of his life, it seemed. Little pockets of happiness that he said were like the water cupped between two hands. You could struggle against all hope to hold on to it, watchin’ it spill out and evaporate drop by drop, or you could drink it up while you had it. Mr. Hanratty’d drunk it up long ago.

He’d married Orla, whose hair was th’speckle o’ light left of a spring day five minutes after th’sun had gone to sleep and whose eyes th’Lahrd musta gleaned from the surface of Strangford Lough fresh o’ th’morn’ she was brought into th’world. Ethan couldn’t help but smile when Mr. Hanratty described her in such ways, glancin’ back across the horizon for a moment or two as if that was where the memory of her was stored. After they were married he became a tenant farmer as his father’d been, and they had a son and then a daughter in the first five years together, years he spoke of as blissfully as he did those brief days of freedom in ’98. They had a sow and a few chickens and a small vegetable garden to go with their potatoes, and Mr. Hanratty worked the nearly two and a half acres that paid the rent and fed and clothed his family with a little left over to save each year. Sunday mornings they’d go to the Mass, and then he’d have a visit to the pub, where he and his friends’d tell stories and talk a little treason for a while before it was home to a grand supper and a turf fire. Those five years were glorious, Mr. Hanratty said, and what made them all the better was that they knew they were glorious, something most folks don’t figure out until long after such times are gone. But their happiness was shattered when little Brea died before she turned three, and then two years later Orla was gone from the cholera as well. Her funeral was the last time Mr. Hanratty’d set foot inside a church.

Ethan figured that his friend had pretty good reason to be one of those bitter old men who sat outside the pub most afternoons, but Mr. Hanratty generally spoke only of those happy years, and before long Ethan began to see the years Aislinn was with them in much the same way. She was the water that’d finally slipped out of their hands, and he was comforted by the thought that at least they’d known they were happy while she was here, despite The Hunger. Still, he hoped there’d be more happy years, never quite the same to be sure, but with some measure of what they’d once known. The idea that happiness’d be a stranger to him from the age of twelve was a frightening prospect and he asked Mr. Hanratty one day about the years after his wife’s death, hopin’ to hear of a new happiness.

Ethan lad, Mr. Hanratty said with a knowin’ laugh. If it’s a happy tale yer after, den sure you was bahrn in th’wrong land.

But there were good times after that, he later found out. Mr. Hanratty’s son grew old enough to work the land with him and they managed pretty well for those few years, findin’ bits of contentment to overcome the loss. Then Henry Munro Hanratty grew into a man himself and took after his father just a little too much.

It’s me own fault fer namin’ th’lad after me commander from Noinety-Eight, Mr. Hanratty said of his son’s Christian and middle names. When th’lad was bahrn, I was still a young buck an’ t’ought I’d be showin’ me arse to d’English by havin’ me son carry on dat name. What else could th’lad turn out t’be but what he did, pissin’ on th’Crown like his old man’d done. They shipped him off t’Australia noineteen years ago. I’ve not heard worda him since.

Ethan looked up at Mr. Hanratty and wanted to console him, so he turned to the response he’d heard people use before when it came to the loss of loved ones.

Well, you’ll see ’em all again in Heaven, he offered.

But it didn’t have the soothing effect he sought, and Mr. Hanratty looked sharply at him with anger in his eyes for the first time since Ethan had known him.

Any god good enough t’have a place like heaven’d never allow da t’ings goin’ on down here t’continue, he said sternly. It’d be th’bleedin’ English he wiped out wit’ a blight on dere land, jus’ like de Egyptians an’ th’ten plagues in th’Bible. It’d be the damn Dukes and Lords off to the workhouse insteada the good folks that already do all the bleedin’ work! It’d be Queen Victahria herself watchin’ her country’s children die from Th’Hunger.

Ethan was sorry to have asked Mr. Hanratty to dig up such sad memories, and he began to wonder if it was the stories of rebellion his Mam didn’t want him hearin’, or if it was the sad stories of loss. Grown folks were always doin’ that, he thought, tryin’ to pretend that everything will somehow be better for the children than it was for them. But Mr. Hanratty’s look softened when he glanced at Ethan’s worried face.

Ahh lad, but don’t you worry none, he said patting Ethan’s shoulder. Yer Da an’ brudder’ll be sendin’ money from over dere, and it’ll be off t’America wit’ ya before long. You’ll be pickin’ gold nuggets up off the streets an’ stuffin’ yerself ’til ya can’t stand.

Money did arrive just about the time they dug out the new potatoes in early July. They came out of the ground without any hint of disease, just as most of them had the two years before, only this time they didn’t turn black a week after harvest. Still, because so few tubers had been planted, the yield wasn’t much better than the previous two blighted years had been. It was enough for Mrs. Broderick to convince her husband to take them to her family home in Scotland so their two little darlin’s wouldn’t be exposed to any of the assorted diseases waftin’ their way up from the tenants’ farms. Only a skeleton staff would work the Broderick land and maintain the house, and Mam and Aunt Em were told of their release by Mrs. Broderick. She gave Mam six shillings as a severance, and gave Aunt Emily, who’d been with them since before their daughters were born, a single pound, a bleedin’ shillin’ a year, as Aunt Em called it.

Ethan was given the chance to stay and tend the horses until the Brodericks arranged to have them shipped over in a month or two. But there was nothin’ left in Ireland for them other than scratchin’ a few potatoes from th’ground a month from now, then a winter of eatin’ th’Protestant soup an’ watchin’ each udder waste away, as Aunt Em said. So on a cloudless summer evenin’ in the middle of July, they ate their final meal in the cottage, sitting in a silence almost as disruptive as what’d filled their home after Aislinn’s funeral, until, mercifully, it was broken by a knock at the door.

Evenin’ Mrs. McOwen, Mr. Hanratty said when Mam opened it.

Good evenin’ Mr. Hanratty, she replied, stepping back a little. Won’t you come in? We’ve a few new potatoes left an’ there’s some tea from th’Brodericks’. I’m afraid we’ve used th’leaves a few times, but dere’s still—

No, I’m not meanin’ t’interrupt yer supper. But I t’ank ya for de offer, Mr. Hanratty said in a more formal voice than usual. I know yer leavin’ in th’mahrnin’ an’ I brought this over for th’boy.

He handed her a cap similar to the one he wore, only smaller.

It belonged t’me son when he was a lad, Mr. Hanratty said. I t’ought young Ethan could make use of it.

Yes, I’m sure he’d like it, Mam said, extendin’ her arm toward the inside of the cottage again. Woncha come in fer a minute, Mr. Hanratty?

T’anks, but no. When you’ve said as many goodbyes as I’ve in me life, y’get t’avoidin’ ’em as much as ya can. He grabbed the brim of his cap and bowed his head slightly. My best t’ya, Ma’am, an’ yer sister, an’ th’boy. Safe journey.

And he was off down the path without another word. Ethan knew Mr. Hanratty wouldn’t want him to run after him to say goodbye, much as he wanted to do it anyway, so he simply stood with his Mam at the door and watched as his friend disappeared over the rise. He hadn’t anywhere near the experience with saying goodbyes that Mr. Hanratty had, but between seein’ off his Da and brother, and then Aislinn, he knew they were something to be avoided too.

When they’d finished supper, their meager packing began. Each of them would take two extra sets of clothes, their blankets and a few other trinkets. Ethan had originally hoped to take all of the books from The Library, but when he wrapped them in the satchel formed out of his blanket, he realized that they’d be quite a burden to carry even half as far as they had to go. One by one he took out the books that’d been their least favorite among the collection, with the histories of England going first, since he didn’t particularly care to read about their glorious conquests anymore. When he got the number down to six, the load at last felt manageable. He opened the front covers of the ones that were to make the trip, and checked the names that’d been inscribed long ago, back when two pennies for a jar of ink was a reasonable expense. Each carefully penned inscription read:


This book passes now through the grateful hands of:
Aislinn McOwen & Ethan McOwen

 (though the stories contained within belong to the ages)



Of course every bit of it had been Aislinn’s idea. She was always comin’ up with interesting sayings like that, he thought, and from the time she’d brought the first batch of them home, she insisted that books were like the land, since no one could ever really own such an eternal thing. And now, as he ran his fingertips over them, rememberin’ when he and his sister first proudly staked their temporary claim to such treasure, he couldn’t help but think of what’d concerned him from the first moment his Mam told him they were leavin’. Aislinn was to be the only one left behind.

JULY 19, 1847

It’s still night when he’s awake and slippin’ his way down the ladder from the loft. Mam and Aunt Em were up talkin’ way after he was supposed to be asleep, and he worried that he’d not wake in time to pay Aislinn one final visit. But something wakes him when there’s just the slightest hint of light on the horizon, and he gets past Mam and Aunt Em, who’ve yet to stir. Maybe it was Aislinn woke him up, he thinks, as he’s off down the Lane to the churchyard.

The slate is still clear of any weeds or grass, often as he and Mam and Aunt Em come to visit, each of them separately, pretendin’ they didn’t do so, but each of them knowing every time the others’d been here. Ethan sits down beside her, careful not to touch the ground above her coffin, or the one alongside it either.

Mahrnin’, Misses O’Neil, he says to the slate next to Aislinn’s. He barely knew the woman when she was alive, but it’s as if he’s become close to her, what with all the visits and settin’ down alongside her eternal resting place as often as he has by now.

Mahrnin’, Aislinn, he says, sadder, the guilt of their departure heavy on his mind and in his words. We’re off t’day, loike I was sayin’ yesterday. Three days it’ll be to Newry, Mam says. I can only take six o’the books in th’Libr’y. We each gotta carry some o’ the food an’ six was all I figgered I could manage. I was gonna bring th’others out here an’ lay ’em alongside ya, but I figgered you’d be sad t’see ’em get rained on like dat, even if dey’re mostly th’English hist’ries an’ such. Better t’leave ’em in the cottage, an’ maybe whoever else comes t’live here’ll get a chance t’read ’em.

He’s spent so much of his twelve and a half years with Aislinn as a constant presence, even in the ground like this, that his eyes can’t help but fill with the water at the thought of sayin’ goodbye once and for all. But he doesn’t want her to be sad, and doesn’t want Mrs. O’Neil to see him cry, so he opens the book he’s brought with him, and turns to the page he’d marked with an old piece of shoelace.

I’m takin’ th’Shakespeare along wit’ me, he says. I still gotta sound out some o’ da words an’ I don’t know if I’ll ever understand him th’way you do, but I figgered you’d want me to keep workin’ at it. I remembered how you liked Much Ado About Nothin’, an’ I figgered it’d be better t’read somethin’ from one o’ da comedies than somethin’ sad. So here goes, it’s from Benedick. This can be no trick. The conf’rence was sadly borne. Dey have th’trutha this from Hero …

When he finishes it, he half-expects to hear Mrs. O’Neil start applauding the way Mam and Aunt Em always did on Saturday nights. But there’s just the silence of the first light of mornin’. So he talks a little more, mostly about the journey, with a few you remember when’s … followed by a story and maybe a little laugh at the end of it, thrown in amongst the chatter. But there’s only so much of it he can handle, and before too much longer he’s off, not saying goodbye, just s’lahng, figurin’ that Mr. Hanratty had it right when it comes to moments like these.

He’s not halfway back up the Lane when he sees Aunt Em making her way toward him. And he knows just what she’s doin’.

We figgered you was here, she says. She’s not mad, not with the water in her eyes either, but still not her usual self, and Ethan realizes she’s lived here for more than twenty years. This was the church she was married in and the churchyard where her husband, who Ethan doesn’t remember knowing, was buried ten years ago. So she’s got to say goodbye to him as well as Aislinn. And then he remembers that he forgot to say goodbye to his Uncle Michael, Aunt Em’s husband who he doesn’t remember, and is sad for the omission.

Yer Mam is back makin’ something t’eat before we go, Aunt Em says. She’ll be comin’ t’say her goodbyes before we’re off.

And she slides her hand across his hair, smilin’ through her eyes squinted in the morning sun, then pats his cheek. Yer as foine a brudder as anyone could ever ask fer, she says.

Sorry, Aunt Em, he answers.

Fer what now?

I fergot t’say goodbye to Uncle Moike.

And she brushes her hand across his cheek again, smilin’ broader than before and saying, I’ll give’m yer best, love. And then she’s off, back the way he’d just come.

The journey to Newry is nearly fifty miles, so they carry just a few pounds of raw potatoes and bits of bread with them, hoping to arrive by the end of the third day, where they can maybe take a room for the night and have a proper meal. The four pounds, three shillings they have is a fortune that could’ve fed them for three months, but they can’t afford to buy some salted pork or even a few more potatoes for the voyage. A full three pounds of that money, the amount Da and Sean sent over, is for Ethan’s passage to America. The remaining shillings’ll take them on the ferry from Newry to Liverpool, then take Mam and Aunt Em as far as the textile mills of Manchester, to work and wait, maybe, for their own turn.

They leave an hour after first light, with Ethan and Aunt Em meeting Mam at the churchyard, waitin’ some more for her to finish saying goodbye to Aislinn. They walk for a long while without sayin’ a word, take a short rest, then get a ride on the back of a hay wagon for nearly two miles. Then it’s walk and walk and walk some more, with only little rests in between. When darkness sets in, they make a small fire beside the road and cook a few potatoes, certain that they’ve covered twenty miles that day. But the next day they’re slowed a little by a steady rain, slowed a great deal more by the soreness each of them feels in their feet and legs, and The Hunger that eats at their spirits. They cover slightly more than half as much ground as the first day, and by the time they scrounge up enough relatively dry wood to build a tiny fire, it’s already dark. Watchin’ three small potatoes boil while sipping water from a nearby well, each of them stares into the fire as if lookin’ at it will somehow warm their aching bodies, but before long the rain returns and they’re left to nibble on their dinner beneath woolen blankets that soon become heavy and wet.

On the mornin’ of the third day, they twist the water from their blankets and eat the last of the potatoes. The plan was to spend that night in Newry, where Aunt Em swore she’d eat da Protestant soup or even kiss de Archbishop of Canterb’ry square on th’lips, if it meant a decent meal an’ a bed. Ethan’d often heard people talk about the Protestant soup like it was some sort of evil witch’s brew, but Mr. Hanratty told him it was regular food the same as any other, just that the Prods’re no better’n the Priests or the bleedin’ English, what with how all of ’em want to grab holda yer soul b’fore they’ll thinka feedin’ ya. Whatever it is, Ethan figures he could go for some of that Protestant soup just then, or English soup if there’s any, or even a handful of the hosts the Father gave out at Communion, God save his immortal soul for thinkin’ such a thing. And while he’s full of such sinful thoughts, Ethan watches his Aunt unwrap the six ceramic plates her husband had bought her as a wedding present. They’re hand-painted with different designs, and she looks each of them over before picking out her favorite.

Well, dis one’ll have t’be enough to remember better days, she says, and wraps it back in her extra dress.

Don’t, Em, Ethan’s Mam protests. Moichael gave ’em to ya.

I have to, Nora, I can’t carry ’em anymore.

Well I can carry ’em for a time an’ den maybe you’ll feel better an’ can—

Nora, all I want t’do now is get to th’damn boat an’ get on wit’ whatever else it is th’Lahrd sees fit to test us wit’. I got enough to remember ’bout Moichael wit’out luggin’ dese plates halfway ’cross th’bleedin’ country.

Since at least Aislinn’s funeral, Ethan’s felt like he’s let everyone down. Da told him he was the man of the house when he left, and even if he was just kidding about that, seein’ how he was just a lad of ten when his Da said it, Ethan still feels like he’s failed to take care of all of them the way he should’ve, the way his Da would’ve, or even Seanny. And to see Aunt Em leave this treasure behind, after all she’s already left back home, is about all he can take of that shame without doing something drastic. So he ducks behind a tree, unwraps his satchel, and makes the difficult decision in just a few seconds. Shakespeare, Homer, Milton, and Chaucer make the cut, while Shelley and Swift are left behind. Out of sight from his Mam and Aunt Em, he places the two books side by side and leans them against a tree, hoping they’ll be adopted by passersby for something more than kindling or to wipe their arses. Then he walks over to the discarded plates and begins to wrap them carefully in his satchel.

Ethan, what’re ya doin’? Aunt Emily asks.

I can carry dem, he says with confidence.

Now don’t be stahrtin’—

I can carry dem, he interrupts like he never would, somehow stumbling upon a man’s sense of resolution, what with how neither his Aunt, nor his Mam, say anything more about it.

They walk slowly, coverin’ maybe five or six miles through the entire mornin’ before stopping for a short rest. When it’s time to continue, Ethan can feel the weight of the satchel dig into his bruised and beleaguered shoulder, as he sets it in place. There are four books remaining, but he knows now that they can’t possibly all make the trip with him, not if he’s going to carry Aunt Emily’s plates. Newry must still be ten or twelve miles off, he figures, and as they plod along, slower than ever, he begins to consider which book to leave behind next. The Shakespeare, Aislinn’s favorite, will stay, of course. He’ll drop his extra set of clothes before it comes to that. And The Odyssey is his favorite of all of them, so that’ll stay as well. That leaves Chaucer and Milton—Canterbury Tales and Paradise Lost. Chaucer’s the first to go, left at the base of a stone wall after their midday rest. Then, as evening arrives in the distance, he excuses himself from his Mam and Aunt, sayin’ he has to visit the necessary just off the road. He places his bag against one tree, then walks to another twenty feet farther away to tend to business. When he returns to his satchel, he removes Milton and notices just a whisper of relief in the load he still carries.

They walk for another mile or so, then stop as darkness sets in with still no sign of Newry in the distance. Ethan can feel the blood collecting near the back of his shoes where blisters from the first day of walking had torn open on the second and then again today. He takes them off slowly, excruciatingly, then turns them over on the ground to let the blood trickle out. His Mam and Aunt sit exhaustedly beside one another, broken, nothin’ proper or ladylike about their appearance now, and he knows that if they had the energy, they’d cry at the sight of each other. There’s enough daylight left to collect wood for a fire, but there’ll be no more progress today, no roof over their heads, no proper supper or even the Protestant soup. But Ethan feels a sense of pride as he sets the large wooden match to the kindlin’ he’s gathered in bare feet, then begins putting in the larger sticks to make a nice fire to warm their spirits. With his Mam and Aunt stretched out on their blankets, admirin’ his handiwork, he unfolds his blanket and stacks his Aunt’s plates neatly alongside him. She leans toward him and smiles a little while examining them.

Dey look wonderful, thank you Ethan, she says, and kisses him on the forehead.

He nods and smiles back, but then she looks at the rest of his things and a worried expression comes over her face.

Where are th’resta da books ya brought? she asks.

Ethan says nothing.

Ethan, you had what … six of ’em when we left? she asks, lookin’ over at his Mam for a second and then back at him. Don’t tell me … awwww Ethan, why’d ya go and do that? Just fer some silly plates …

She shakes her head and the water’s in her eyes and down her cheeks, and he can’t help but feel like he’s done something wrong.

Et’an, his Mam asks tenderly. Where’d ya leave ’em?

He shrugs his shoulders at first, then figures it isn’t much of a man’s response. After all, it’d been his decision to carry the plates, what with Aunt Em doin’ so much for them, taking them in when Da and Seanny left. It was the least he could do to carry her wedding plates.

Two of ’em I left behind right off, he says matter-of-factly. Den Chaucer somewhere ’round midday, an’ Milton beside th’tree where we stopped about a mile back. I didn’t know we were dis close to stoppin’ fer th’night. But dat’s it, Aunt Em—an’ I’d do it again soon as I got da chance.

He stretches out his blanket, still a little wet from the night before, then folds his arms and lies down on it. After a final glance over at his Aunt and Mam, he closes his eyes, placing the cap Mr. Hanratty’d given him over his face, as if declaring the matter resolved. Neither of the women says anything, but he can hear Aunt Emily sniffling for a few minutes before the tiredness overtakes him and he gives in to sleep.

JULY 22, 1847

The Hunger wakes Ethan a few hours later, and he opens his eyes to the faint light of the quarter-moon. His exhaustion is gone, it seems, chased off by the sound of his stomach. Aislinn used to tell him to think of the noises their stomachs’d make as a cat’s purring, softening it into something nice, the way she did with most difficult things. But this is more like the sound of some kind of African lion who’s mad as hell, Ethan thinks, and he worries it’ll wake Mam and Aunt Em, whose silhouettes he can see in the shadows just a few feet away.

In the morning they’ll insist that they carry the plates, or that he leave them behind, and he’ll have to refuse with the kind of force he’d summoned the mornin’ before. But he knows that it’ll be difficult to do with The Hunger eatin’ at him this way. They won’t have anything to eat until they reach Newry, and he isn’t sure he’ll be able to carry the plates that far, weak as he feels now. So without thinkin’ much about it, he reaches one hand out across his blanket, grazing it over the grass an arm’s length away. Then he pulls off the tops of a few dew-covered blades, placing them quickly into his mouth. The bitterness explodes over his tongue, and it’s like tryin’ to chew and swallow little bits of string. But after the third or fourth handful, he doesn’t notice as much. One handful after the other he stuffs into his mouth, chewing as little as possible, until it’s like a battle between the angry lion and the bits of string travelin’ down his gullet to take him on. The lion almost wins as Ethan gags two or three times, feeling like the green string is all comin’ back up. But then he sits up, slouching over at the shoulders and pulling his knees into his chest, and the lion gives way for now. Before he’s off to sleep again, he makes sure to brush his sleeve across his mouth and teeth several times, to remove any green marks that might be left behind. Back home the people with green mouths and teeth were never very long for this world, and he doesn’t want to give Mam and Aunt Em a scare when they wake in the mornin’.

He’s up again not long after first light, and as he sits up, he notices that the small pile of books has grown by one during the night. Milton’s Paradise Lost sits on top of the other two, and Ethan picks it up and brushes his hand across the cover and can’t help but smile.

Aunt Em went an’ found it last night, Mam whispers. She left right after ya fell asleep an’ walked back an’ found it.

Ethan feels a wave of gratitude toward his Aunt, and both he and his Mam look over at her and smile with closed mouths and heads that shake slightly side to side with a sense of reverence toward her for havin’ walked two extra miles in the dark just to retrieve the book. But then Aunt Emily rolls slightly to her back and lets out a gargled snore, and it’s all they can do to keep from laughin’ so hard they wake her up. And still, it’s a moment to be treasured between Ethan and his Mam, like they’re both aware there won’t be many more of them anytime soon.

They make Newry with an hour to spare, and by the time they board the ferryboat, their bellies’ve been relieved with a little fish and potatoes, and bread with just enough butter to remind them of better days. The crowd on the boat to Liverpool sits silently along the deck, shoulders hunched, faces gaunt, their hair disheveled, their clothes torn and dirty. Some of them’re glad to leave, but others mourn like they’ve lost a loved one. When the boat pulls away from shore, some look back and begin to cry and a few even muster up the strength to join in an old song Ethan’d once heard Mr. Hanratty sing, about a man who’s sent off to Australia for stealin’ some food. As the Irish coast begins to disappear from view two hours later, Ethan stares back at the brown mass in the distance. He’s always found it strange to hear men like Mr. Hanratty describe Ireland as she or her and not it, but at that moment of final goodbyes, he understands better and grows sad at the thought of never seein’ her again.

Liverpool is another matter altogether, and when they set foot off the ferryboat, he can’t imagine that anyone would ever look back at this place and grow sad at the idea of leaving. With its tall factory smokestacks spitting forth endless clouds of black coal dust until everything—the buildings, the streets, the people, even the sky—takes on a shade of dark gray, it’s clear to Ethan that Liverpool’s the kind of place that’ll always be an it, never a she.

Of course, there’s not a bit of time once they land since it turns out there’s a ship leaving for New York that very mornin’. Aunt Em rushes off to buy the ticket for Ethan while Mam looks over the people standing in line waiting to board the Lord Sussex. She strikes up a conversation with one woman, but Ethan doesn’t pay any attention to it, busy as he is lookin’ over the ship and watching the men roll great wooden barrels up a gangway into the side of the vessel. And then there’s Mam introducing Ethan to this one woman named Mrs. Quigley and her husband, who Mam says have promised to look out for him. Ethan’s angry with his Mam for thinkin’ he needed anyone to look out for him, when here’s himself having been the man of the house for more than two years now.

Sure ain’t he the spittin’ image o’ Seamus, Mrs. Quigley says, and then her husband puts his arm around her shoulder long enough for a single squeeze. We lost our boy to the fever just this winter past …

And her voice trails off like so many voices from back home would when they talked about such things. Mrs. Quigley looks far too old to have a son Ethan’s age, and Mr. Quigley looks almost as old as Mr. Hanratty, but then she explains that their son was the sort of miracle that John the Baptist bein’ born to Elizabeth in the Bible was, and Ethan can’t help but feel sorry for them. He decides not to argue with his Mam for his own independence, figuring he can as much look after the Quigleys as they will after him. And it’s sealed when Mam tells them about havin’ lost Aislinn to the fever too, and there’s all three of them, Mister Quigley even, with the water in their eyes.

When it comes to the farewells not even an hour later, Aunt Em hugs him and gives him a long kiss on the cheek, then hugs him some more, and smiles as much as she can force herself to do. But there’s no such smile on Mam’s face. Hers is a look he can’t quite understand at first, worse than the one he remembers from when Seanny and Da left, and different from the one at Aislinn’s funeral. Her face has the look of defeat, as if sayin’ goodbye to her last child is all she can bear, and he wonders if she’ll become like Mr. Hanratty now, with all the life and joy poured out through her cupped hands. She tells Ethan to keep readin’ an’ be a good boy, and tells him how much she’ll miss him. It’s unusual talk and he begins to suspect that maybe she thinks she’s sayin’ goodbye for the last time. But it’s a thought he’ll not allow himself to consider as she puts her hands on the back of his head and whispers in his ear.

Be happy, she says three times softly, before kissing his cheek and releasing him.

They separate for a moment, but then she quickly pulls him closer and kisses him one last time. And then it’s up the gangway alongside the Quigleys, with just a final wave to Mam and Aunt Em, each of them with one arm wrapped so tightly around the other that it’s impossible to tell which one is holdin’ the other upright. As their free hands brush the water off their cheeks, Ethan tells himself that this isn’t so much a fare thee well like in one of Mr. Shakespeare’s plays, but rather a simple s’lahng that’d be uttered along the Lane back home … the kind that carried with it the understanding of seein’ each other again. And soon.
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