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			About the Book

			A poignant, coming of age novel about an Irish gypsy boy’s childhood in the 1950’s from the national bestselling author of A Rip in Heaven and American Dirt.

			Ireland, 1959 Young Christopher Hurley is a tinker, a Pavee gypsy, who roams with his father and extended family from town to town, carrying all their worldly possessions in their wagons. Christy carries with him a burden of guilt as well, haunted by the story of his mother’s death in childbirth.

			The wandering life is the only one Christy has ever known, but when his grandfather dies, everything changes. His father decides to settle briefly, in a town, where Christy and his cousin can receive proper schooling and prepare for their first communions. But still, always, they are treated as outsiders.

			As Christy struggles to find his way amid the more conventional lives of his new classmates, he starts to question who he is and where he belongs. But then the discovery of an old newspaper photograph, and a long-buried secret from his mother’s mysterious past, changes his life forever . . .
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			For Grandma Polly and Grandpa Art,who came from different worlds.

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Ireland, 1959

			I was dreaming of purple horses. Myself on one and Martin on the other, and we was bareback, and we was racing. These wasn’t no strong, slow, piebald gypsy ponies like most of us travellers had in them days in Ireland, for pulling our wagon-homes behind us wherever we went. No, in this dream, me and Martin raced thundering thoroughbreds at a proper race meeting, like at Punchestown in Dublin. And the crowd waved their colors and they roared for us, never mind that we was travellers. They loved us anyway. Our purple stallions was sixteen hands high at least, and we was so swift on them we nearly took flight. I had the coarse thickness of my horse’s mane wrapped full around my fist, and I squeezed his big, strong neck with my knees and kept my head down close beside his twitching ear. I whispered to him, “Go on, bucko,” and he went and went, and we was leaving Martin and his horse in our dust. And then there was an almighty screeching howl that went up, and my purple horse vanished, and I was sitting up straight as a fencepost in the dark, my blanket wrapped ’round my fist and my heart hammering.

			Dad was sitting up beside me, too, and we blinked confusion at each other in the dark. We wasn’t sure what’d wakened us until we heard it again: a keen, raw and sharp. Dad’s hands was like ghosts between us, and he gripping his own blanket close to his chest.

			“What . . .” he started, but before he could finish the question, the wail rose up again and engulfed the camp. I could feel every hair on my body, and the wraithlike cry seemed liquid, seeping up through the planks of the wagon and into our clammy nighttime skins. There was a terror in that sound that was all new to me.

			“Is it a bansídhe?” I asked Dad.

			He looked at me like I was gone soft in the head. “Come outta that nonsense, Christopher,” he said to me. “You know there’s no such thing as a bloody bansídhe.”

			He shook his head at me crossly, and I felt stupid, and was glad for the feeling stupid. Of course there was no such thing as bansídhes. I was nearly twelve years of age—old enough to know better. But then there was a sudden BANG BANG on the door of the wagon, and I could feel my heartbeat clamber into my throat. My heels stuck into the floorboards, and I did a backwards crab-gallop until I smacked into the wall. My chest was heaving as I stared past my dad at the wagon door. He was staring at it, too, with eyes as wide open as mine.

			“Dad?” I said.

			I wanted him to reassure me—just a word, a squeeze—that it would be okay.

			“Wait there, Christopher,” he said, and he started to move toward the door.

			And now the clatter at the door grew louder, and there was nowhere for us to go, only to cower inside and await the doom of the shrieking specter who was rattling at our wagon door. I stopped breathing altogether, and the door creaked and swung on its hinge, gaping open into the frigid night. The cold air flew in at once and reached my bare ankles. I trembled over them, folded my arms around my scrawny knees, and shook like a wet hound.

			“Christopher!” the specter shrieked, and it was my granny.

			She was calling my dad, who I was named after. Granny, heaped in blankets outside in the not-yet pinkening light, her hair and eyes wild. Her mouth stood open and revealed all the gummy graves where her teeth used to be. She looked so unnatural that my terror was hardly relieved at all.

			Dad was only in his bare feet, and he made a frantic silhouette, leaping out of the wagon after his mother. I crawled to the door behind him and watched Granny deliver her unholy cries into the dark camp. I pulled my blue ankles up and tucked my blanket ’round them while I watched the horrible scene unfold: Granny, down on her knees beside the deadened fire, rocking back and over so hard I feared she would topple into the ashes. The keen she let up was so thick and tender I could nearly see it coming out of her, her breath spiraling out violently in torrid colors, defeating the darkness and drenching the camp with grief.

			“Mam,” my dad said quietly.

			He was in front of his mother now, and he’d his hands on her shoulders. He shook her a small bit, but she took no notice of him. She tore at her white hair until she looked like a proper bansídhe herself. I started shaking again, and I wanted to believe it was from the cold, but my stomach was turning too.

			“Mam!” Dad said again, louder this time, and shook her more roughly.

			For a moment, I thought he would raise a hand to her, to snap her out of the state she was in. I swallowed all the billowing colors and held them fast inside me, but my knuckles stayed white, gripping the doorframe of the wagon while I watched. Uncle Finty was there now, too, and they both looked small and helpless, standing beside the ruined fire watching their mother weep.

			My cousin Martin’s head popped up in front of me then, and without a sound or a word, he swung the full weight of his body up on one arm and into the wagon beside me. He pulled open my blanket and I was blasted with the cold again, until he burrowed and folded us in tight. In the closeness, he smelled like tree bark and moss. We watched our fathers; we tried not to watch Granny.

			“Go and check the wagon, Christopher,” Finty said to Dad.

			My dad hesitated, put his hand on his brother’s shoulder for a long moment, like he was gathering strength for what he knew he’d find. Then he nodded and turned toward Granny’s wagon door. It was hanging open, too, and she howled again as he went. I shivered under our blanket, to hear the sound of that wordless pain, unleashed and raw, galloping around the camp. Granny was like a toothless wolf. We watched without blinking while my dad disappeared into the wagon. Martin squirmed in even closer beside me, and I could feel his elbow stuck between two of my shivering ribs, like we was twins for a minute, instead of cousins. We was joined at the eyes and ears, joined at the dread. Everything was silent and stretched—only the tidal rhythm of our shared breath pushed the seconds forward. I wished for my mother.

			Dad came out again, shaking his head.

			“He’s gone,” he said.

			His face was pale in the moonlight. Gone. I knew what he meant. He meant my grandda.

			My stomach clutched, but my mind resisted. I wasn’t ready. My fingernails dug into the flesh of Martin’s arm, but he didn’t wince. He didn’t even move—only a shiver in his neck. A gulp.

			“Grandda,” I whispered, and I could feel a flood in my head, a distant, unleashed roar inside me. I dammed it up quick.

			“Will we waken him, do you think?” Granny said.

			Martin and I looked at each other in horror.

			“Is she gone as well?” he asked me. “Gone in the head, like?”

			Martin was always asking me things, even though he was a couple months older than me. He was twelve already. I shook my head and tried to answer him. But just like Grandda, my voice was away.

			We stayed there while the sky lightened lilac at the edges. Me and Martin, joined at the hair, joined at the knuckles. We didn’t move, didn’t speak. I think he felt it too—some unspoken sense that if we stayed very still, if we blurred into each other, it mightn’t be real. We tried that elusive magic of stillness, hoping like we always did that we might capture it, and it might be the answer to everything. But in truth, we was children of motion, and we didn’t know how to stand still then. We didn’t even know that we could.

		

	
		
			ONE

			After a good bout of crying in the morning, Granny cleaned up Grandda. She shaved him and dressed him, and we got on the road late. All day long she drove their pony and wagon herself, and Grandda still inside, where she would usually be riding.

			“Where will Granny stay?” I asked, as we prepared to make camp that night, in a thick darkness.

			I hadn’t ever known nobody who’d died before, only my own mam, and it didn’t really count as knowing her, since we’d only shared seven minutes of breath in this world. The rain was close.

			“How do you mean?” Dad asked.

			“Where’s she going to be sleeping?” I said.

			“I imagine she’ll sleep in her bed,” Dad answered.

			I knew I shouldn’t ask no more. I really knew, but it was confounding.

			“Can we go in and see him?” I asked.

			Cleaned and shaved and dressed. But still quite dead.

			“We’ll go in when your granny invites us and not before,” Dad answered.

			It was two days’ journey to where we would rest Grandda, to where we’d have to bury him, inside in the town where his own parents and grandparents was buried. I never fancied towns, the buttoned-up, closed-in feeling of them, the way the houses crowded theirselves onto the narrow streets, pressed their shadows forcefully on the passersby. I preferred the open tober, the road, out the country, where all the rain-fed colors would be washed fresh and green. But sometimes it couldn’t be helped. You had to go where you had to go.

			It was magnetic, that burial journey, the way we was marching the horses and ourselves there without thinking or talking or even eating. We filled our bellies with Granny’s endless wash of tears, but I couldn’t seem to find my grief as easily as the rest of them, even though I was Grandda’s favorite. Or maybe because of that.

			I thought maybe grief was like an egg that had to be cracked open, and I just hadn’t smashed mine yet—I was still holding it, cradling it. Careful.

			One rare, dry, Irish summer’s night, when I was seven years of age, the buffers came for Grandda. We was all sleeping when them headlamps slid acrosst my face in the blackness and then hung their bright, round moons on the skin of the tent above me. My eyes was as wide as them luminous circles, but I didn’t even twitch. Dad was still snoring beside me when I heard the car door open, and then two feet plant theirselves into the gravel of the road. The driver left the motor running.

			“Dad,” I whispered, elbowing him awake. “Somebody’s here.”

			He sat up quick and silent, pulling his legs out from under the blanket to crouch beside me. He put a finger to his lips and motioned for me to scramble to the back corner of the tent, where I mightn’t catch a rock in the head, if there was a shower of rocks coming.

			Them headlamps never brought good news. If it was the gardaí, they’d only tell us to shift. They’d encourage us. They might even kick dirt acrosst the fire and raise their night-voices, their country accents.

			But if it was some rowdy buffers instead, stumbling homeward after a night on the drink, there might be thicker words, slurred and vicious. There might be a pelting of rocks, to remind us not to stay too long in their town. There might be . . .

			“Hurleys?” The voice was close outside the tent flap.

			No slurring. No whiff of hostility. The voice was crouching like Dad, quiet. Dad lifted the flap of the tent, like the lids off the eyes of them headlamps, and now they shone into the tent directly, and there was no hiding, in them beams. We was lit like daytime. Dad shielded his eyes with one arm, and I could see the buffer, bent at the waist. He was lean, young.

			“Are ye Hurleys, camping here?” the buffer asked. “I need Stephen Hurley.”

			There was something frantic in the voice, a tremble.

			“Who’s asking?” Dad said.

			“I’m Joe Burke, my dad is Eamonn Burke from up the glen, and we’ve an awful sick mare, foaling.”

			He was just a kid, maybe sixteen, and his words came out in a cracked tumble. Dad stood out through the tent flap and Joe Burke moved back to give him space. Dad was a head taller than him at least, and twice the breadth.

			“Please, we need help,” the kid said. “Are you Stephen Hurley?”

			But Dad was already moving past him, to stoop at Grandda’s tent. Three minutes later, I was sat in the back of Joe Burke’s sedan, clutching Grandda’s magic black bag acrosst my knees. We bounced over ruts and flew over dips, and I was glad my stomach was empty, because it was my first time in a car, and it wasn’t nothing like the easy pace of a horse and wagon.

			“How long has the mare been laboring?” Grandda asked Joe Burke.

			“It’s hard to know,” he said. “She’s been agitated since last night, so it might have started as early as that.”

			“Last night, as in, before bed this evening?” Grandda interrupted him. “Or before bed yesterday?”

			Joe Burke glanced in the rearview mirror, almost afraid to answer. “Yesterday,” he said.

			“Is she off her feed?”

			“Yessir,” Joe Burke answered. “But only from this afternoon.”

			It was the first time I ever heard a buffer call my grandda “sir.” I watched moths dart and swoop through the ropy beams of light in front of us, like tracks we was hurtling down. We nearly squashed a fox on a bend in the road, but he dashed into the hedges just in time.

			“How’s my assistant?” Grandda turned to look at me over his shoulder, and I nodded.

			And then we was pulling into the lane of a farm, and the tires went spitting out gravel, behind, and Joe Burke had to slow that car down. Grandda was out the door before the car even stopped.

			“C’mon, Christy,” he said to me, and I galloped out after him, lugging the black bag behind.

			There was always something about walking into a glowy barn at night, like a church. There was the strong, sleepy smell of the gathered animals, of their skin and breath. The spiky odor of the kerosene in the barn lantern, hanging from a rafter above, with its wick trimmed tidy and low. The feed sacks, the neat’s-foot oil, the saddle soap, the clean straw underfoot, all blending their scents together. Like summer and heat and sunshine and sweat on your neck, and a full belly.

			The lantern cast a blush around the soft, splintery wood of the stalls. Oiled saddles gleamed from their racks on the walls, and I gleamed from the inside out, like I always did walking into a barn. Because the barn was that matchless balance of all things, where the outdoors came inside—comfortably, without getting stifled or restrained. Or maybe it was the other way ’round, maybe it was really the indoors coming outside, leaving plenty of space in the planks of the wood, the packed earth underfoot, so’s you nearly couldn’t tell was you inside or out. It was a harmony I never seen nowhere else on earth, like walking into a place that God carved into the world, just to accommodate the shape of me in it. A comfort and exhilaration, both. But the swoon was brief; there was work to do.

			In a darkened corner of shadow, the mare stood quietly, her hot breath coming in gathered shifts while she worked. The farmer stood behind her, shirtless and sweating. He looked more troubled than the horse. He heard us and turned to glance over his shoulder. A flicker of relief passed over his face and then fled.

			“Breech,” he said through gritted teeth.

			He was working inside the mare, his arm invisible to the shoulder, nearly. He grunted and heaved so’s you’d have thought he was the one giving birth to the foal.

			“I can’t turn him for the life of me,” he said, and then the mare contracted, and I seen how his arm got squeezed inside.

			He slapped the horse’s rump with his free hand, and made another groan. The sweat was tripping him, but the mare stood placid, waiting. I could see all of Eamonn Burke’s squat, yellowed teeth, right back to his jaw, because he bared them at us while he waited for the mare to free him again. When she did, he allowed his arm to slip out of the horse and drop to his side. He grabbed a rag to wipe hisself down.

			“I can’t get him turned,” he said to Grandda, who was stripping down now, too. “It’s a bad one.”

			“Have ye any bailing twine?” Grandda said.

			“We have, of course,” Eamonn Burke said, looking a little puzzled. “Joe, get the bailing twine.”

			My grin leaked out; I couldn’t help it. I’d seen Grandda do this a hundred times before. He was dunking his hands in the bucket of antiseptic when Joe Burke returned with the twine. Grandda dunked the twine in as well and, pulling it out, fashioned it into a knotted loop. He was talking quietly to the mare.

			“You’re doing everything right,” he said. “You just need a bit of a push and pull, is all. I’ll see if I can’t help.”

			His voice was almost a hum, a melody. The horse made a hum of her own, in answer, a soft note in the back of her throat. Grandda patted her rump.

			“Christy,” he said to me, without changing his voice from the humming. “Come ’round over here and see if you can hold her tail for me. Just hold it up out of the way so’s I can see.”

			I placed his black bag carefully on the floor and went to help him. I grabbed a nearby bucket and put it upside down, so’s I could stand on top and be taller. I gathered up the mare’s roughened tail and held it aside. Grandda handed me the loose end of the twine to hold, too, and then worked the looped end up inside the mare. She shuffled a back foot, but only lightly. She flicked her tail, but I managed to hold it, and all the while Grandda was working inside her and humming to her, talking her through it.

			“That’s a girl,” he told her. “I’m just going to loop this ’round your little fella’s feet . . . there. Now. We’ll give him a tow out, from this end, if we can. Now. Just hang on a second there, I’ll give him a shove from the other side. Just an encouragement. That’s all he needs. A bit of persuasion. Now. Christy, come down here and pull on the twine.”

			I jumped down from the bucket and came beneath, beside Grandda. I held on to the twine where he showed me.

			“Don’t tug!” he said. “Just firm now, and steady as she goes. Wait for her. Wait. Wait. Now. Pull. Harder. A bit harder.”

			He never raised his voice from the hum. I could see his muscles working, all in Grandda’s back and neck. His hand and arm was disappeared, but I could see him working anyway, and I pulled on the twine as solid as I could, and then was the miracle moment, two tiny little hooves appeared, ensnared by Grandda’s twine loop. ­Eamonn Burke was astonished.

			“How in the name of the Blessed Mother did you manage that, now?” he said, smiling. “I’ve been working that poor mare for the better part of three hours. I thought she was a goner. Feck.”

			He was shaking his head, flabbergasted. Grandda relieved his arm from the mare and cleaned it off, but his face hadn’t broke into a smile, and I knew something was wrong. I could sense it, even before I seen Grandda’s face. And then the mare was circling, and we all backed up to give her room. I moved the bucket aside so’s it wouldn’t trip her. She went down on her side, and her four legs poked out in rhythmic spasms: two heaves, and the foal slipped out, tiny and black in the straw beside its mother. He was a colt, slick and still except for the slightest rise of his little rib cage. The umbilical cord pulsed from the new mammy, who was glassy-eyed, now, and shattered.

			“Didn’t I tell ya she’d be grand?” young Joe Burke was saying to his father.

			Eamonn twisted his head on his neck.

			“Ah now,” the farmer said. “It was a close one, all the same.”

			And you could nearly hear the two of them grinning at each other, in that glowy, lamplit barn. Not a speck of reverence between them. I never could understand how sometimes a farmer could be around animals for his whole life, grooming and feeding and doctoring and milking them, and yet still be so god-awful oblivious to their nature. The mare was closing her eyes.

			“Grandda?” I whispered.

			But he raised his fingers, and I knew to be quiet, to give him a minute to think. Instead, I looked at the tiny colt, easily the smallest, sickliest-looking newborn horse I’d ever seen. I could’ve lifted him with my two arms—seven years of age, I was. That foal wasn’t no heavier than Grandda’s black bag. And worse, he made no effort to lift his head. He still had the thick membrane of the veil wrapped ’round his neck and shoulders. He didn’t try to wriggle free of it. He didn’t try to do nothing. He only stayed laying there, hardly moving at all. Eamonn Burke was slapping his son’s shoulder behind us, in a manly, congratulatory sorta way.

			“It’s a twin,” Grandda said quietly.

			Joe and Eamonn Burke went stock-still and silent behind us. Even in the lamplight, I seen their faces drain of color. They knew that twins was rare with horses, and that surviving twins was unheard of.

			“Impossible,” Eamonn Burke said. “She was bred before; we never . . .”

			His voice trailed off, swallowed by the muffling straw. A mare rarely survived foaling twins, and on a small farm, where they depended on the sale of the weanling, and the annual breeding of the mare, that kinda loss could mean real hardship for a family. A season of hunger, at least. In the silence then, there was some communion between the dam and her foal. They breathed together. Outside, we could hear crickets.

			In a moment, the mare dipped her neck and tried to stand, but it was too soon. Her tiny colt needed more blood from the cord, if he’d any hope at all of surviving.

			“Hold her,” Grandda said to Eamonn Burke, and he laid his large hands firmly acrosst her broad, flat cheek and her chin. “You’re all right, girleen. Steady now and wait.”

			I unzipped Grandda’s black bag, slid it into the light so’s I could see inside.

			“Christy, get the iodine ready,” he said to me over his shoulder, but I already had the bottle in my hand, and was working the hard stopper out with my small fingers.

			The tiny colt shuddered in the straw. We all knew what would happen if the mare stood now. That cord would snap, and the foal would bleed out, and the dam might, too. They both needed more time. But her distended belly was rolling like a tide, and she was trying to stand, to position the next baby inside, so’s he could follow his tiny brother out into the world.

			“Easy, girl,” Grandda was whispering into the mare’s twitching ear.

			Her feet shuffled and scraped the ground, but she was weak after all the laboring, and the two men was able to hold her, between them. Eamonn Burke held on to her neck.

			“Did you ever foal twins before?” he asked Grandda.

			“Only once, years ago.”

			“And?”

			Grandda shook his head.

			“They both died?” he asked.

			“All three of them,” Grandda answered.

			The mare was contracting. Her belly rolled. She had to stand.

			“Just another minute, now; give your little fella a fighting chance,” Grandda was humming to her.

			And I watched as she flared her nostrils and blinked her eyes, and I thought I could sense a light going out in her, like she was about to give up the ghost altogether. And I guess Grandda sensed it too, because he leaned up, and signaled for Eamonn Burke to do the same.

			“Go on, then,” he said to the mare, nudging her rump. “Hup!”

			The horse rocked onto her feet, jerking her colt and snapping the cord between them. There was a gush of dark blood, but it didn’t spurt out, it only oozed. And then she was standing, awful close to the tiny colt, but she was careful of him—she knew where he was. She leaned her head down to nuzzle him, but then she was racked again, with the next baby coming, and she stood in a circle til she was ready to go again. Eamonn Burke tried to lead her, but Grandda shooed him away.

			“Let her go where she will,” he said.

			And the mare backed into the darkest corner of the barn, leaving her first colt to fend for hisself. The tiny baby shivered, and I moved a bit closer with my iodine at the ready.

			“Grandda?” I said.

			I had the bottle and the dip cup in my hands. The colt needed it, to stop the blood and prevent infection. But usually Grandda always did this part. He was the expert, all the farmers said it. He’d birthed so many foals that they knew him now, to call for him if they was ever in a spot of bother, like tonight. He had some kind of a magic with animals—that’s what they all said—that he was better than a vet by half, that he’d an instinct for it. But it all seemed obvious to me. Anybody could see what to do, if they would just open their eyes and look.

			“You’ll have to do it, Christy,” Grandda said. “The iodine is already thinned, just dump it in the cup. You know how.”

			I knelt over the ailing foal, all on his own now, but I hesitated. He was so little. He moved his chin and looked up at me, but he still didn’t lift his head. I’d never seen a foal who wouldn’t lift his head. He was still on his side, where he’d landed when he’d fell out of his mam. His eyes was wet.

			“Quickly, Christy,” Grandda said to me over his shoulder.

			Grandda was at the back end of the mare now, and there was a lot more blood than was normal. I dumped the iodine into the cup and lifted the colt’s cord stump. It was sticky and warm, and the colt made a breathy mewl sound when I lifted the cord, but I couldn’t tell if it was a pain or a comfort sound. I winced when I dipped the stump into the iodine, but the colt roused hisself and finally lifted his head, like a crow fluffing his feathers. He rolled onto his chest, and stuck his scrawny legs out at awkward angles beneath him.

			“Hiya,” I sang.

			Grandda glanced over.

			“Well done, Christy.”

			The colt blinked his eyes at me. His head looked too heavy for his neck, and it dipped and bobbed like a balloon on a string. He rested his chin in the straw. Joe Burke moved in for a look. He leaned close, reached out.

			“Don’t touch him,” I said.

			I don’t know what made me say it. And more, I don’t know what made Joe Burke listen to me, a seven-year-old boy. But he drew his hand back.

			“Give him a minute,” I said. “I need an empty feed sack.”

			Joe Burke left, banging the door of a nearby stall. I heard him upending a sack into a bucket, the scuffle of his boots as he returned with the empty sack. He held it out to me.

			“Thanks,” I said.

			I peeled the veil back off the colt’s shoulders to free him, and then I crumpled the empty feed sack into my fist. I started rubbing him with the coarse burlap, but I made my voice hummy, like Grandda’s.

			“Come on now, little fella,” I said. “We’ve to get your breath going. Come on, let’s hear it. Good and strong, boy-oh. Get the blood bumping.”

			I rubbed all up and down the colt’s back, then flipped him over and did his tummy and his chest. He didn’t resist at all. He was like a feed sack hisself, and so was Joe Burke, who stood watching. I rubbed harder, clapped my hands along the tiny rib cage. I was nearly afraid I’d break him, but I knew what he needed. A good, rough welcome, a jump start.

			“Come on, let’s get some fight into ya,” I said.

			Maybe I knew the mare was going to die. Maybe that’s why I felt so connected to the little colt, because my mammy died, too, when I accidentally killed her as I was being born. I couldn’t help wondering if it was a similar night to this, if everyone waited, wretched and breathless, for the horrible news that was my birth. Such a common truth: a travelling woman heaving her own soul heavenward while her baby boy slips, squawking and bloody, into the rough and dirty world to take her place. There’s nothing worse than an ordinary grief.

			Across the reach of the lamp, on the other edge of that rosy cone of light, in just a few minutes more, the second colt was born. Bigger and stronger than his brother. Except now there wasn’t no time for dam and colt to haul their breath together in the hot night. The ending was gentle. The mare stopped kicking, stopped blinking. She stopped breathing. Her last movement was a soft flutter of her thick tail, peaceful enough.

			Her new colt snuffled, charged his head about him. I got the baby bottle out of Grandda’s black bag, and he collected the colostrum from the mam’s still-warm udders. It had a heady scent, like butter and cut grass, filled all up with goodness. I wanted to feed the tiny black colt first.

			“Don’t bother with that one,” Eamonn Burke said, when he seen where I was headed with the bottle.

			I didn’t even know what he meant.

			“Don’t go wasting the milk on him,” he said. “He’s not going to make it.”

			My mouth fell open and I looked at Grandda, who was busy tending to the new colt’s stump. He was nut-brown, and nearly twice the size of his brother.

			“How d’you mean?” I said.

			I knelt down and touched the black colt’s nose. He was still resting in the straw, but now he lifted his head again. He could smell the sweetness of his dam’s milk, and he went seeking with his lips. He nosed the bottle in my hand.

			“He’s hungry,” I said.

			“He won’t last an hour.” Eamonn Burke took the bottle off me and went to feed the stronger brother.

			“So you’re just going to let him starve?” I said.

			The farmer ignored me. Grandda came and stood beside me, put a hand on my shoulder. I shook my head. I jerked Grandda’s arm, squeezed his hand. I was desperate. Grandda knelt down beside me for a look. The whites of the foal’s eyes wasn’t even white—they was yellow. But I could see him in there. I could see him. And I could count his fragile ribs beneath his skin, like glass. Them ribs lifted again, with his faltering breath. His head bobbled and swerved, and then collapsed into the straw again. But I knew, somehow, that he could survive. He had to.

			“We’ll take him, Eamonn,” Grandda said quietly.

			The farmer looked over at my grandda and shrugged.

			“Suit yourself,” he said. “Less work for me, getting rid of it.”

			“He needs a feed,” Grandda said.

			“It’s wasteful,” Eamonn Burke argued.

			“It’s only fair,” Grandda said. “One feed, and then he’s our responsibility.”

			The farmer shook his head and sighed, because he knew he owed Grandda a favor, because it was four o’clock in the morning and we was stood in his barn, covered in blood and muck. If either colt survived, it was only because of Grandda.

			“I want to call him Jack,” I whispered as I knelt to give the inky colt his first feed.

			Grandda touched my arm.”Don’t go naming him just yet,” he said.

			But it was too late for them kinda warnings.
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			I never heard how it turned out with the other twin, but Jack thrived just like I knew he would. Grandda said it was touch-and-go there for a while, but I never had no doubts. He stayed that inky black color, but he grew to the size of a small rhinoceros, strapping and strong. He always seemed to know what we’d done for him that first night, how we’d saved him from doom. He was grateful.

			Jack was a great comfort to me, them days after Grandda died. He seemed to soak up my grief like a sponge, and carry it with him so’s I didn’t have to.

			On that journey to Grandda’s burial place, it was two nights of stopping, of crowding into the wagon, gathering around his body inside, for to wake him. It was me and Dad, and then Martin and his parents—Uncle Finty and Auntie Brigid—and their two younger childer, Martin’s four-year-old brother, John Paul, and his baby sister, Maureen. And we all crammed together inside Granny’s wagon, where she was keeping watch over Grandda. There was drink and song both nights, and memories told in poetry, and Lord, the lament—that unshakable, feral keen. Grandda slept in the middle of it all, where he’d usually be playing the fiddle, telling jokes and stories, winking at us, and goosing Granny.

			I’d never seen him so still before, not even when he was sleeping. And that stillness was a small gift. It allowed me to press Grandda into my memory like clay into a mold. I studied all of him in the lamplight: his strong, broad fingers with their knobby knuckles, like the roots of a tree, hard with calluses. His thick, hanging earlobes. His full head of white hair, raked back acrosst his head in deep, bright waves. And where the hair folded back from his forehead, his old-man spots—the mysterious marks that freckled his skin like a map of all the places he’d been. I was sat so close to him that I could see the tiny holes in his skin where the hair had growed out of his cheeks and chin, before Granny’d shaved him. I could see the wrinkles shooting out from the corners of his eyes, like rays coming out of the sun.

			By the second night looking at him, I felt like a skinned apple, turning brown and starting to rot. I couldn’t reconcile it—that the pure, barren stillness of that body was supposed to be Grandda. Martin and me went out into the pitch-black for a smoke, just to get away from it, but them relentless keens clawed their way after us in the dark.

			Martin’s face was lit orange from the fag we shared. His eyes gaped, and I wondered if I looked as scraped out as he did. His cheekbones was starting to stand up in his face because that was the age we was—losing our baby fat. He had a constellation of freckles acrosst the bright skin of his nose, and his green eyes turned down at the corners, just like his mammy’s. His hair was like mine, soft and curly brown. Honey in the summertime. It was good to see the shapes of him moving, breathing, the way they was supposed to. Everything else was in blackness.

			“It’s enough to do your head in,” he said, blowing the silver smoke through his teeth.

			We was sat up on a farmer’s gate, our ankles locked ’round the lower bar, and we could hear Martin’s mammy—Auntie Brigid—and Granny, wailing in the distance. I shivered, my arms folded acrosst the front of me. Martin started to hum to hisself, to block out the sound of our nomad grief.

			“I can’t believe they’s going to bury him,” I said, pinching the fag off Martin. I took a deep drag.

			Martin jumped down off the gate, grabbed up a fistful of gravel, and then climbed back up beside me. “What else would they do with him?” he said.

			I shook my head and sucked the smoke as deep into me as it would go. “I donno,” I said. “Anything would be better than that. Than being stuck into a box and left in the one place forever.”

			Martin stared at me. “What’s wrong with you, thinking about things like that?”

			“What’s wrong with you,” I said, “never thinking about them? You never worry about nothing.”

			“Maybe I do, Christy.” He started throwing the gravel bits into the darkness one at a time, listening.

			“Do you ever not be able to sleep at night?” I said.

			“Sometimes,” he said, which surprised me. But then he said, “When I do be hungry, like.”

			“But them is the only times?” I said. “Even since Grandda died?”

			Martin shrugged. I handed him back the fag.

			“Like sometimes I can’t sleep,” I said. “And then the loneliest things do come into my head. Like if Dad might’ve left a tarp behind, I might worry over it, being all alone in the dark and the damp and the cold. And, like, I might worry that a car will run over it and rip it up or something.”

			Martin was quiet beside me.

			“I do always think about the scrap heaps, too,” I said. “After we leave a place. There’s some kind of a deep sadness in that, in things being always left behind on their own.”

			He didn’t laugh at me or nothing. He took another pull off the fag and then handed it back to me. “Christy, scrap heaps don’t feel things.”

			“But it’s still all alone out there,” I argued. “Even if it doesn’t feel it.”

			“It’s all in your head,” Martin said. “You’re too soft, Christy.”

			There had to be a way to make him understand.

			“Do you remember the time we stopped on Lough Ree?” I asked. “And we halted right there on the shore? It was summer.”

			“Yeah,” he said. “That was one of the best camps ever. Remember we made them driftwood rifles with Grandda?”

			“Yeah.” I grinned. “And then the whole time we was there, we was fighting the black-n-tans.”

			“That was class,” Martin said. “And we’d go marching out, patrolling the camp.”

			“Do you remember what happened them rifles?” I asked. “When we left?”

			Martin rubbed his hand over his eyes. His face was changing. “I guess I don’t,” he said. “I haven’t thought about them rifles in ages, Christy. I wonder whatever did happen them.”

			I had to bite my lip to startle a tear away. “Dad and Finty made us leave ’em behind,” I said. “They said we’d enough truck to haul around with us, our whole lives packed up in the wagons, without collecting junk into the bargain.” I handed the fag back to Martin.

			“So?” he said, taking it.

			“So I didn’t sleep for three days, wondering about them rifles,” I said. “If some other Pavee childer found ’em in the dirt after we was away, or if they got washed back into the lough and drowned, or if they was pitched onto somebody’s fire the next night for tea.”

			I could hear a catch in Martin’s breath.

			“Feck, I wouldn’t like to think of them bobbing around lost in the water,” he said.

			“Or worse.” I shook my head. “Sunk down to the bottom of Lough Ree where nobody’d ever see ’em again.”

			Martin chewed on the inside of his cheek.

			“It’s the same with Grandda,” I said. “Only worse because he’ll be trapped inside a little box, like, and buried in under the dirt and grass.”

			Martin started shaking his head. “But it has to be okay,” he said. “It has to, Christy, because that’s what they’ve been doing with dead people forever. Why would they do it if it was so horrible?”

			“Who’s going to complain about it?” I said. “Grandda? I guess dead people don’t whinge much. And you know, he had that wicked fear of small spaces.”

			“Did he?” Martin said.

			“Do you not remember that time at the Balinasloe horse fair, and he was all in the middle of that crush of people when a fight broke out, and he lost the plot completely?”

			“Yeah, he did,” Martin said.

			“Lost the nut altogether,” I said. “Sure Granny threatened they’d throw him in the lunatic asylum if he didn’t take it handy.”

			Martin sucked his breath through his teeth. “That was an awful press of people, that time,” he said. “All in the lashing rain and the muck. You’d get trampled, so you would.”

			We was small then, I remembered. Belt-buckle height. We was able to get out, dodging between legs and pulling each other through.

			“He told me afterwards why it petrified him,” I said. “Why he panicked. He said one time when he was young, he got hired to muck out a silage pit for a farmer. But he got trapped inside, and he was in there for ages before they found him. He nearly died from the fumes.”

			Martin made some kind of a breathy “oh” sound.

			“Yeah,” I said. “It was horrible. That’s why he never wanted to sleep inside, in the wagon, even after the doctor said he should, for his lungs.”

			“Feck,” Martin said. “He really wouldn’t like to be buried.”

			“No.” I shook my head.

			“It is awful cramped feeling, when you do be inside,” Martin said. “I donno how them buffers do it all the time.”

			I flexed, instinctively. That was always my response to thinking about doorways and walls and ceilings. To stretch out the muscles of my body, to let them unfold. To feel the openness of the free air all around me, unbound. That was the purest form of reassurance—it was elemental.

			We was quiet for a few minutes then, and we couldn’t help but listen to Granny’s cry, carried to us, as it was, on the high, dark wind.

			“I just can’t imagine it,” I said. “When you see him laying there, I can’t imagine him buried.”

			“He still looks alive,” Martin whispered.

			“I hate to think of him cooped up and folded into a box,” I said. “A lid nailed down over his face.” I winced, imagining.

			“He can’t breathe,” Martin gasped. “Can’t move at all. Can’t sit, can’t stand, can’t even scratch.”

			“There’s no music,” I said. “No starlight, no firelight, no sun. No wind, no air. Just six feet of darkness. Silence. Dirt.”

			Martin dropped the fag. “Feck,” he said quietly. He threw the rest of the gravel down on top of the dying fag, and brushed off his hands.

			Then it was quiet again, and I sorta wished Martin would start up his humming, because the wind had shifted, and the keening was even louder than before. I curled over my knees.

			“What would you do, then?” His whisper hung close beside me.

			“How d’ya mean?”

			“Instead of burying him,” he said. “What do you think he’d want?”

			“I donno,” I said. “I mean, I guess the best thing would be for him to be still alive.”

			“But barring that.”

			“Barring that then, I’d say the best thing would be if we could just leave him. Like if we could leave him up on that bank above Lough Ree where we made the rifles. Out under the stars, like.”

			“But the animals would get him,” Martin said. “Or he’d wash into the lough like the rifles.”

			“We could leave him inside the wagon, then. I mean, he’d still be inside, which isn’t perfect, but it’s bigger than a coffin, and he’d have all his things around him. He’d have his fiddle.”

			“That does seem better,” Martin agreed. “But Granny would never go for it.”

			“No chance.” I shook my head.

			“But maybe,” Martin said, and I could hear him thinking.

			“Maybe what?” I said. “There’s fuck all we can do about it, Martin.”

			“We could burn the wagon,” he whispered.

			I drew my breath into me like a sword. “Fuck,” I said.

			But he was right. Fire. The warm embrace of flame and light—that was better than a cold box. They was going to burn the wagon anyway, after Grandda was buried. That was our Pavee way: to burn up the wagon and all the belongings of the person who’d died. It was meant to free the living from the memories, to purify everything and wash away the death for whoever was left behind—the way a wildfire in a forest cleanses the ground for new growth. And for the dead, the remnant spirit, that fire was meant to free whatever stubborn soul might be left trapped inside them objects most ­beloved—to urge them on toward purgatory instead.

			“You’d be free then,” Martin said. “If you was burnt up with your wagon.”

			“You would,” I breathed.

			“Let’s do it,” he said. “What’d you do with the matches?”

			“What?”

			“The matches.”

			“You can’t,” I said. “You can’t have them.”

			Martin looked at me, but all I could see of his face now was two points of light where his eyes would be. He twisted his head at me. A quick motion, a dismissal.

			“Fine, then,” he said. “We’ll head back?”

			He hopped down from the fence and his feet made a crunch in the gravel.

			I climbed down after him, cautious. “Hang on, Martin,” I said.

			I reached for his arm, to stop him. I had been the one to make him see, and now I had to make him un-see. But my fingertips only brushed against the blackness between us. He was striding ahead, and I could make out the shape of him against our faraway campfire.

			“Martin, you won’t do nothing foolish,” I said.

			His grunt might’ve meant anything.

			“Martin.”

			“’Course not,” he said, but his voice was like a closed book, and I couldn’t pry it open again.

			That night, I slept fitful in the shelter tent beside my silent dad, listening the whole time to the camp-noises. Listening for Martin’s footsteps in the dirt, listening for the scratch and bite of a match flaring up to breath. But the mind can only hold the body captive for so long, and when sleep took me, I dreamed that we was moving, that the camp was mobile. Sliding, seeping, crawling, rolling, bringing Grandda home. In the night, I imagined a whole troop of them purple horses, hitching us up from our weariness, and ferrying us along, secretly and kindly, so that we might waken, well rested, and find all wicked journeys behind us.

			From every corner of Ireland, I could feel the motion of horses and humans: all Wards and Cassidys and McDonaghs and Hurleys. All the fierce, intrepid clans was gathering. The word had gone out; Granny sang it in her keen like a smoke signal, and in every county, the Pavees heard it and smelt it and read it in the raindrops, and they turned their horses ’round in the roads, and they came to us.

			“Sure there’s bad luck in that wagon now, Christy,” Dad said in the morning.

			I didn’t tell Dad that there was obviously quite good luck in the wagon, to’ve survived the night against me and my big, fat mouth.

			“You wouldn’t want your Granny yoked to a ghost now, sure you wouldn’t?”

			I shook my head, though in truth, I couldn’t see what would be so bad about being yoked to a ghost, if that ghost was Grandda. His body was getting buried into the clay in just a few short hours now. And then every other trace of him would get burnt to smoke.

			Granny and Grandda’s wagon looked the loneliest I’d ever seen it, even with the two of them still inside. Outside, the ground was littered with the remains of last night’s salute; there was always ex­tra drink that came with death, because whiskey and grief begot each other. Even Granny’d had a few swallows last night, and the broken glass of the now-emptied bottle glinted in the bright morning sun, making blue-green sparkles all around the camp. I stood among them sparkles at the back door of the wagon and rested my elbows on the doorjamb.

			“Come in, Christy,” Granny said from inside.

			She had a small wooden crate clutched in her arms, and she was moving slowly around the wagon, carefully weighing and selecting the items that would make it into the crate. I stepped back and clambered up the three steps into the wagon.

			“He looks well, doesn’t he?” Granny said, stopping in her work to gaze at Grandda.

			I nodded, but I couldn’t answer. He looked even more alive now, in the light of the burial day, and I wondered how that happened. How he got livelier-looking the longer he was dead. It was unthinkable that a few hours from now, we was going to ’prison him in the ground and then walk away from him forever. I wanted to reach out and squeeze his knotted fingers, and say, “Grandda?” But I was too afraid. I could barely even breathe. I went and kneeled down by him, and folded my hands in front of me.

			“Arragh, there’s a good boy,” Granny said, because she thought I was paying my respects.

			And I was, in my way. Grandda was there, just inches from me now, and I wanted to memorize him one last time in the daylight, every dip and crease, every color. I traced the lines on his skin with my eyes. Open your eyes, I thought. Open them, Grandda. But he didn’t. I blessed myself then, and sat down on the floor beside him. Granny started talking to me midsentence.

			“Nothing’s fair,” she said, as if it was a thing that needed saying. “There’s nothing fair in this life. Sure haven’t I lost four children and now their father.”

			That was a thing, for travellers, that we’d lived with for so long that sometimes we couldn’t really see it no longer—that things wasn’t fair on us. Like: I have ten fingers. I have ten toes. Nothing’s fair on us. But now it was like a revelation to her, and it made her stop moving. There’s nothing fair in this life. It was the same for all travelling women—a handful of dead children, and then eventually, their father. Granny rested her crate on top of the bread box; she leaned on it. Then she blinked, swept the hair from her forehead, and went back to her packing.

			“You’re really gonna do it, Granny?” I asked.

			“Do what?” She looked at me sideways.

			It was the same look Dad gave me when I asked him about the bansídhes—like I was crazy.

			“I mean, do we have to burn everything?” I said.

			It suddenly seemed so drastic, such a complete disappearance of his life, like bad magic. I looked at the fiddle standing mute in its corner, its bow leaned up beside it in a lifeless embrace. Grandda always kept that fiddle so shined up you could see yourself in it. He restrung it whenever he could. Granny used to say that if he’d took half as gooda care of her as he did of the fiddle, she’d be fit for a museum.

			She came and sat down beside Grandda on the tick. She didn’t look at me; she looked at him instead. She touched his hand, and that made me wish I had the courage to touch him too. Her voice was steady and soft.

			“It’s the right thing to do,” she said, so matter-of-factly that I nearly believed it.

			She stroked his forehead, but her calm couldn’t quench my rising panic. Nothing seemed like the right thing to do now—not the burying, not the burning. Not the dying. The whole world had gone ­arseways.

			Granny blinked and looked around her, at the floor first, where I was sitting. Then at the blankets, at Grandda’s clothes and his tinsmithing tools. She took inventory with her eyes: his wellies, the pot and kettle, the bread box and press. Their few bits and pieces of porcelain, so carefully saved and transported over the years. The Bible they couldn’t read. Four different Jesuses and two Marys, all watching us from the walls. And one of my favorite memories of him, an embroidered handkerchief, tucked beneath the corner of the tick.

			Granny had bought them hankies as a Christmas gift one year, and embroidered them herself in navy threads with Grandda’s initials, S.H., which Dad drew onto the cotton for her with a stubby pencil. I used to tell Grandda that his initials made the sound “shhh,” so he thought it was great craic to flip a hankie out and show it to us whenever one of us was getting a going-over. He’d stand behind Auntie Brigid or Granny or whoever was doing the giving out, and he’d dangle the initials over his forearm at us and put his finger to his lips, hushing us—delighted with his own joke. We would titter, of course, and then Grandda would get caught, and he’d fold the hankie back into his pocket quite soberly. “I don’t know what these boys do be on about,” he’d say.

			I fingered the hankie, pulled it loose from its hiding spot beneath Grandda. Granny took it from me and used it to sop up the corner of my eye. Then she folded it neatly and tucked it back beneath the tick.

			“We have to let him go now,” she said then. “So he can be free of this world.”

			Her voice was thin, watery. She opened and closed her toothless mouth. Her eyes was shining in the faint light. Granny could do that, she could change, like. Granny of the Transformations. Right now in the grief-stricken wagon she was a mournful fish. Mouth opened and closed, opened and closed, in silence. I imagined that one more gape of the mouth and she would sprout fins and gills, and she would rend off her black funeral dress and reveal a breastplate of hard, beautiful scales beneath, like the blue and green glass scattered on the ground outside. And then she would swim away in a river of her own tears.

			“It has to be done, so,” she said with finality, breaking the spell. “But first things first. We’ve the funeral in just a couple of hours. We need to feed the childer, so.”

			And she stretched out her hand to me. She was ready, so I had to be ready too. How could she be ready?

			I stood myself up and gave her my hand. Granny put her Bible into the crate, and left the whole thing down on the floor. I peeked at its meager contents as I passed: two teacups with their saucers and two spoons, half a dozen small glass vials and bottles with cork stoppers, a toothbrush, a comb, a pair of scissors, a deck of cards, a blue stone rosary, her pipe but not Grandda’s pipe, and then the Bible. Apart from her clothes, which would be moved into Brigid’s press for safekeeping, this was really it. This crate held all the seeds she’d have to grow forward from. The buttons on her beady pocket clattered against each other as she climbed down the steps in fronta me, and I was soothed by the sound.

			For a traveller, the beady pocket was like a map of her memory. Every Pavee woman had one: a long, black pocket that tied ’round her waist and hung to the side of her apron, where she kept her personal artifacts. But really it was the outside of the pocket where the memories was stored, because them pockets was decorated all with bright-colored stitching, and then, pinned and sewed in among the stitching, there’d be all the collections of holy relics and medals, all the beads and buttons and brooches the women swapped along the tober.

			Granny’d had her pocket since forever, and every button on it had a story attached. All you’d to do was put your finger on one, and off she’d go, telling tales. It was like a scrapbook of her life, that pocket, and it was a comfort to me, hearing it clack to the side of her hip while she walked. Like she couldn’t never forget a minute of her life with Grandda so long as she had that memory-map to guide her.

			Granny went off somewhere privately then, for to get herself washed and dressed for the church. Dad and Finty was away into the town for to collect the coffin, and Auntie Brigid was sat at the fire, washing her baby Maureen in the warmed tub, where me and Martin and John Paul had all had our go’s ahead of her. I was stuck close to the fire, too, just trying hard not to think. I blinked and I breathed, and in the next moment, there was an unnatural heat on my neck. I looked up from the campfire and turned. Behind us, all the daytime sky was alight with the colors of a hungrier flame. The heat roared up.

			“Holy God and Mary!” Brigid screamed, and she dropped Maureen into the tub with a splash. “The wagon’s on fire!”

			The baby flailed and went under, but Brigid scooped her out quick—naked and slippy—and then plonked her, crying, into the dirt.

			“Help me, Christy!” Brigid shouted.

			I was standing with my mouth open, and Brigid was on her feet then, too, struggling with the sloshy weight of the washtub as she dragged it toward Grandda’s burning wagon. I hopped, and between us, we managed to lift it, just. We doused a single flame, but new ones filled in behind it at once, and we only left a feeble puddle of muck on the ground beneath the wagon, like drool off a corpse. The flames licked and raced up the sides of the tarpaulin. The speed of the destruction was shocking, and Brigid and me was driven back in blasts.

			“That’s some glimmer.”

			A voice. I turned, and there was Martin beside me, watching the gobble of flames with wide, hard eyes. My mouth fell open to meet him, and then the light grew hotter on our faces, and there was a whoosh of a sound as something lit inside—the tick, maybe, where Grandda lay. And I knew now that he was burning there, too, in that black belly of fire, and it wasn’t nothing like I’d imagined it. There wasn’t nothing peaceful or free in it—not at all. It was horrible: the wagon was like a wounded monster, its tarpaulin skin twisting into charred rags, hanging limp and clinging to the frame.

			It was impossible not to see inside now, to the quilts as they lit in puffy blooms of color. I didn’t want to see Grandda burning, but there he was, his form. Just the shape of him there on the tick, growing lighter and darker at once. Lit by flames and blackening to cinder. Grandda was fuel now, his soul whittled down to chemistry. We watched the colors of the flames as they popped and soared and gnawed the willing wood. And then the smoke became a blindfold, and I was grateful for that small kindness.

			Maureen was crying hysterical, after getting plopped cold and wet from her bath into the dirt. John Paul hoisted her up onto a lawn chair and was trying to quiet her, but she was naked and trembling. Brigid was near running in circles now, clapping her hands together, wringing them—she didn’t know what to do. She pulled at the kerchief on her hair.

			And then, there was Granny. Just back from bathing, and clean, stepping down the road toward us. She paused for a moment before she broke into that clumsy, loping sprint. Fear has a terrible speed to it. There she was: Granny, holding up her skirts and flying—and the shrieks coming out of her, the wails that dwarfed any keen that ever came before. Her grief was so thick then that it smothered us. I breathed it; I gulped it.

			“What did you do?”

			Nobody heard my whisper in the chaos, but I could see the tricks on Martin’s face, how he’d talk hisself into resolve. How he knew it would hurt them, but still, he’d reckon, it was the right thing for Grandda. Because that’s what I’d made him believe. And now Granny was crumpling, and Brigid was over, trying to hold her, trying to lift her up and keep her, and I knew that, really, it was me who’d made her crumple like that. It was my fault, all of it. Her crate was still inside, packed with her scant comforts. The vision of it felt vital to me, like the bare minimum she would need in order to carry on. Something in me sprung.

			I leapt forward until I was in among them flames, clambering up the steps and into the wagon, the dragon breath of smoke all around me. Everything was in mottled, char-choke gray, but I was down low and reaching. Feeling. The floorboards, the cooker, the belch of Grandda’s ruined violin. The splintering cracks of wood popping all around me, the loud speech of flame in my ears—like the snapping of a cotton sheet on a clothesline in the wind. My family’s shouts, distant now, behind all that. Wispy curtains of smeared gray. The bite of a flame by my ear—another at my shoulder. I couldn’t breathe. The air was atremble with them hot and quivery vapors. Any second them vapors would light, and my trousers, my shirt, me. I had to get out. Now. I was out of seconds. And then, there: Granny’s crate. Smoldering and threatening, but still intact. A hot miracle. I snatched it, started to shimmy back the way I’d came.

			Then—bump. A wall where the door should be. I had to take a breath. I sucked air, felt the hairs in my nose singe. Then crack—clatter—wood and ash and dust rained down. Nothing fell on me. And then the clear sky of day was overhead. Smoke and boiled vapors rushed out in columns, and I could find myself, gulp a breath. I could find the door. I threw the smoking crate out in front of me and then I followed it out with a tumble, my skin feeling all full of cracks and splits and bubbles, coiling and pulling like the burnt canvas of the tarpaulin.

			I could hear Granny loud again, shrieking and howling. And my name, too, falling from her lips in a keening wail: Christopher. That was me. And I was on my back on the ground, coughing up flame like a dragon. And everything was in blinding brightness and I had to wait, wait. Dizzy. But when I opened my eyes, there was Granny, quiet, her face blank and sunlit, painted soot-black by the smoke and the Irish wind, wet even this far inland, wet even on a clear, blue, sunny day. How could a wagon burn like that, in the dampness of this wind?

			“Holy Mother of God, Christy,” Granny said.

			I blinked my eyes. I thought I might be dead, like Grandda. I had went toward the light.

			“Christy.” Granny was tracing a cross along my forehead.

			“I’m all right.” I coughed. “I’m grand.”

			My face was wet, but it was only snot. Granny helped me sit up, and I seen all her carefully packed life-seeds from the crate strewed acrosst the dirt and the muck. She had ash in her hair. Grandda-ash. My skin was hot and flushed, but not burnt at all, not the way it felt. There was a terrible dry heat in my mouth and my throat, like sand. But I was okay, really.

			Then Brigid’s hands was under my armpits, and I was standing. The wagon groaned and cracked, dismantling itself in turns, until only half its skeleton was left, the wooden bones of the rib cage brutally exposed and reaching into the scrubbed blue sky amid the flames.

			We all stood and watched and waited. How many wagons had we seen burn like this before, down to shadow and shape? All that would be left at the end was a shifting pile of blackened wood and a wending trace of smoke, almost a figment.

			But this was different. Grandda was real inside that blaze. He was in there, his old-man spots, his eyebrows. The pores of his skin, turning to nothing. Like marks on paper, he was getting erased.

			We stood in a circle around the wagon: Granny, Brigid, Martin, and me, helpless and grief-struck, thunderstruck. That terrible festive odor of woodsmoke crept and wound around us, invading our clothes, our skins, our hair. John Paul tried his best to hush Maureen, and she wailed and cried while we watched them flames climb only higher and hungrier into the bright, funeral sky.
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