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1826, Middlebranch, Ohio 

Grandmamma Bridey always told the best stories. 

Young Valentia McDowell, age ten, cuddled up with her siblings and cousins, sitting around her chair near the fire. The hearth crackled and spit, occasionally throwing sparks onto the old, thick hearth rug. The older woman’s red hair streaked with white sparkled in the firelight as she sat down in her favorite overstuffed chair. As Grandmamma settled herself to begin tonight’s tale from her native Ireland, Valentia hushed the younger children so she could listen. 

“The history of my native Ireland has so many stories, so much magic and legend, it could never hold it all. That’s why these stories have leaked out across the world with those of us who left. Now I tell you the stories so you can remember them and hold them in your heart. Never let them go!” 

She took a deep breath and stared at the fire for a long moment before she spoke again. “The Dagda was a great god in ancient Ireland, the leader of the Tuatha dé Danaan. He was known as the Good God and had a reputation for laughing loud and long. His great belly would peek out from under his short tunic, jiggling as he laughed.” The children let out giggles. 

“He had a grand passion for magical things, the Dagda did. He had a great harp that he would take everywhere, even into battle. After the great Battle of Mag Tuiread, the harp was captured by the evil Fomorians, and the Dagda was overcome with anger.” There was a gasp from Valentia’s little brother, Conor. His mossy green eyes, so much like his grandmamma’s, grew round with horror. At age two, he was too young to understand most of the words, but he could feel and hear the mood in their grandmamma’s voice.

“Along with his son, Aengus Óg, he went to retrieve his magical treasure. They approached the great feast hall of their enemy, with torches burning along the walls. The enemy was feasting in triumph, and they could see the harp hanging, glittering in servitude upon the wall. There was a great clashing of noise coming from that hall, as the warriors laughed and sang about the day’s triumphs. 

“The Dagda strode into the hall with great purpose, his great belly jiggling and joggling for all to see. With a shout, he spoke the words of magic that brought his faithful harp to his hands. And then, what do you think he did? He played the harp. Such an odd thing to do, is it not so?” She fixed her sharp green eyes upon the youngest of the children, wee Maggie, barely four years old. She was the Lady’s Maid’s daughter, a sweet ginger cherub. 

“First, he played the Strain of Weeping, and the entire hall wept like lost souls. Second, he played the Strain of Merriment, and they erupted into gay laughter. And finally, because things in Ireland are always done in threes, he played the Strain of Sleep. The evil Fomorians instantly fell into a sleep so deep that they were not roused while the Dagda and his son stole away into the quiet of the night, carrying his precious harp.” 

There were many tales such as this over the years of Valentia’s childhood. Tales of fairy kings and vengeful goddesses, tales of children turned into swans, and stories of magical boats. Grandmamma also told stories of her own life. Tales of the heartbreaking famine which forced her parents to leave the home they loved in County Donegal for a new life in America. 

As Grandmamma finished her tale of the Dagda, Valentia said, “Tell us about you coming to New York!”

With a sigh, the older woman gave a sad smile. “You’ve heard that one a hundred times, mo chuisle.” 

“But it’s my favorite!” 

“Very well. It was a blustery day in New York City when we disembarked from the ship. I held Niamh’s hand tightly, as she trembled with terror.” 

Maggie piped up, “Niamh was my grandma!” 

Grandmamma gave her a patient smile. “That she was, sweetling, and she was my dear friend. We stood on the pier with our pile of belongings, while our parents made arrangements to travel inland. We had no idea where we were going, but Grandfa Éamonn had mentioned a cousin in Ohio. I remember wondering how many hours it would take to get there. Little did I know then that it would be days in a bone-jarring carriage, not hours. 

“I worried for Ma, as her cough rattled her bones and I felt each one. Da didn’t look much better after a six-week voyage. Even Niamh looked green around the edges.” 

She paused a moment and stirred the fire. “I did my best to square my shoulders and be brave, like my older sister, Esme, and then remembered I’d never see her again. She’d stayed in Ireland with her new husband, Séan. So had Eithne, her twin, married to Hugh. They had families now and would be on their own, but I missed her so much, my heart ached.”

Valentia picked at the fringe on her shawl. “Do they still live in Donegal?” 

“As far as I know, my dear. Now, remembering Esme and how strong she was, I decided I wanted to face this new world like a goddess from one of Grandfa’s tales. A warrior woman, fighting away savage Indians and dangerous beasts in the wilds of the untamed lands.” 

Grandmamma swooped her arm back and forth as if wielding a sword, and Conor laughed and clapped his hands. “I knew then that we must never forget the stories, as they are important and a way to remember our heritage and our family. You will need to remember them for me. Do you promise?” 

Valentia’s eyes grew wide as she nodded. “I promise!” At her young age, Valentia could only dream of grandmamma’s stories and hope she’d have a life so full of adventure. Someday, she vowed that she’d find her great-aunts in Ireland.
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1846 

Middlebranch, Ohio 

Even five years after she passed away, Grandmamma’s stories came back to Valentia in her dreams, flying her on wings of fancy to lands far away, times long past, or people long dead. They took her imagination on epic journeys, night after night. Sometimes, when she awoke from such dreams, she was fatigued and terrified, having been caught in a battle for her life, surrounded by armies of fairies and giants. Other times, she cried for having been taken away from the beauty and magic of the land she was in, the land of the Ever Young. Occasionally, she was simply content, having spent a quiet, peaceful night in what she imagined her grandmamma’s home was like, back in her beloved lonely moors of Donegal. She remembered vowing to herself to find the sisters Grandmamma left behind someday. 
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