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			About the Book

			From the national bestselling author of American Dirt and A Rip in Heaven comes the deeply moving story of two mothers from two very different times.

			After the birth of her daughter Emma, the usually resilient Majella finds herself feeling isolated and exhausted. Then, at her childhood home in Queens, Majella discovers the diary of her maternal ancestor Ginny--and is shocked to read a story of murder in her family history.

			With the famine upon her, Ginny Doyle fled from Ireland to America, but not all of her family made it. What happened during those harrowing years, and why does Ginny call herself a killer? Is Majella genetically fated to be a bad mother, despite the fierce tenderness she feels for her baby?

			Determined to uncover the truth of her heritage and her own identity, Majella sets out to explore Ginny’s past--and discovers surprising truths about her family and ultimately, herself.
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			For my mama

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Ireland, August 1846

			It all happened in one night. One wicked, godforsaken night in August, and they couldn’t believe it. The way they took to their beds in the evening, and everything was grand and ordinary. Hungry, yes, but ordinary. They’d already been hungry for a year; they were getting by, hanging on for the coming crop. So that whole doomed island of people, they slept, naive in their myriad dreams. Their limbs tangled around lovers, their sleeping children twitching and murmuring nearby, the dying turf-­fire shadows stretching along the thatching above. They slept.

			For no one could imagine the horror they would waken to. Not a one of them could have foretold that noxious, murderous fog that came in the night, and strangled the light from their moon-­bright skies. It rolled in from the sea, from God knows whence it came, but it was the Atlantic waves that heaved that fog up onto the western shores of Ireland. From there it crept and slithered, low to the ground like a vaporous serpent. All along the soil, up hills and ridges and mountains it climbed, breathing itself into every hollow. And then down again it rolled, into the slopes and glens and valleys, staying low, low, all the time, clinging to the ground, hugging to the knobby roots of trees, skulking across the lifeless skins of lochs.

			They didn’t notice that pungent bitterness in the dark, beyond their walls, and turf fires, beyond the milky breath of their sleeping children. They slept, while that mortal fog stole into their bright, green country, and grew like a merciless stain across the darkened land. It killed every verdant thing it touched.

			It was silent when Ginny wakened in the morning. No cock crowed. No dog barked. Most of the country’s sheep and cattle had already been slaughtered or sold for food, but those skinny specimens who remained were silent in the fields. Even the birds were struck mute. She stirred herself from sleep, startled by the lateness of the daylight. She arose without waking the others.

			Now look: there she is, standing in her doorway, the golden thatch drooping low above her in the moist morning light. Her red petticoat hangs down her legs; her bare feet are pressing into the cold flagstone beneath. She’s gazing out. There’s a lone magpie in the blackthorn tree, speechless with terror.

			The first sound is a strangled cry that escapes her throat. It’s not a word—­just a simple, unadorned cry, an anguish-­sound. And then her babbies are stirring behind her, still innocent for these few moments. But Raymond is on his feet now, untangling himself from the blanket. He is beside his wife, his hand on her shoulder, his voice a terrible gasp in her ear. “God help us.”

			And there they are, their fingers roped fiercely together, their bare feet leaving the flagstone, stepping out, their weight sinking slightly, the leftover dew from that lethal fog licking their toes and ankles, until they are in the middle of their slaughtered field.

			They are decimated. The black and broken, reeking stalks of their potatoes are all around, as far as they can see, up to the ridge and down through the sloping glen. Ginny turns in circles, looking for any trace of life, a single green leaf, a purple blossom, a breath of prayer. But there is nothing, only the stench of death now, rising up from the soil, clinging to the thick air like a fetid warning. Everything, everything is rot.

			She looks back at her children, the four of them gathering now in the doorway, already hungry for their breakfast. They are stretching sleep from their warm little bodies, they are shaking the dreams from their eyelids.

			She might have closed their blameless eyes that very moment, might’ve saved and sealed those lingering dreams inside their heads, for sustenance, for nourishment.

			But she didn’t know, even in that moment of bottomless panic. She could never conceive of the kind of suffering that would follow.

		

	
		
		

	
		
			Chapter One

			New York, Now

			“I think I should go see someone, try again,” I whisper in the dark.

			Leo and I have our best conversations when he’s asleep.

			“Maybe you’re right, that it just wasn’t the right fit,” I say. “It would be good to get some things off my chest.”

			“That’s great,” Leo says, rolling over to face me.

			“Oh. You’re awake.”

			He props up on one elbow. “Well, yes. Did you think I was asleep?”

			I don’t answer him. He leans in toward me until our foreheads are touching. His skin gleams in the faint moonlight from the window. Okay, it’s not moonlight—­it’s our backyard neighbor’s motion-­sensing, super-­megawatt back-­porch spotlight, and it blinks on and off incessantly throughout the night, whenever a cat or a raccoon wanders by. Which is often. It’s like trying to sleep in a lighthouse.

			“Majella?” Leo whispers.

			“Yeah?”

			He squeezes my hand. “I think it’s a good idea. I’ll even go with you, if you want me to.”

			I squeeze back. “No,” I say. “No, I think I have to go by myself.”

			He kisses me, and then flumps back down on his pillow.

			“You’ll feel so much better,” he says. “You’ll see.”

			And then he is snoring again, because he really believes it; he’s not that worried. He believes I can get better.

			“So what brings you in today?” Dr. Zimmer asks.

			There is a desk, but she doesn’t sit behind it. Instead, she chooses a red leather chair, and gestures for me to sit down on the couch opposite her. It’s a dark brown faux-­suede couch, and I perch on its edge.

			“Am I supposed to lie down?” I ask.

			“However you’re comfortable,” she says, and then waits, but I will never be comfortable in this room, on this couch.

			I pick up one of the tawny pillows and hold it in my lap. The lamplight is nice, at least. The fluorescent overheads are turned off, and the tasteful standing lamps give a much warmer glow to the small office. It could feel cozy, with all its dark wood built-­ins and its well-­trimmed windows, if it weren’t for Dr. Zimmer with her notepad and her patent-­leather shoes.

			“Majella?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Why did you decide to come see me today?”

			“Oh,” I say, picking at the gold rope edging of the cushion. “I don’t know, really.”

			Dr. Zimmer waits some more.

			“I think . . .”

			She’s a professional waiter. She doesn’t even fidget.

			My voice is so small I can barely hear it myself. “I think I might be going crazy,” I say. “I’m scared that I’m going crazy.”

			Dr. Zimmer frowns at me. She turns her head on a slight angle like dogs sometimes do, when they’re really considering you. There are leafy, green ferns lining the windowsill behind her, and their brightness seems to make light of my confession.

			“Like actual crazy,” I say, for clarification. “Not fun-­crazy.”

			“Okay.” She nods. “Okay. Let’s see if we can figure out where that fear is coming from.”

			During my twenty-­seventh hour of labor, I realized I would need therapy. I pulled so hard I feared that the bar would snap and splinter, and nurses would be stabbed in the head with the shrapnel and killed instantly, falling to the floor with their mouths and eyes open in horrified Os. Their last act of motion in the world: the release of a ballpoint pen from a lifeless hand, the languorous roll of a Bic across the laminate floor.

			It was shift change again. My third nurse was leaving to go home for the night. She was sporty and olive, with almond eyes and swingy black hair. She could have been anyone. But she was my third nurse and she was going home for the night to eat a Lean Cuisine and stretch out on her couch and pretend to read Borges while she watched The Bachelor. Tonight was the finale: would Sebastian choose Crystal or Shenandoah?

			I passed out. The contractions were ferocious because the doctor had turned off my epidural so I could feel them. As if I was in danger of not feeling the eight-­pound child who was attempting to exit my body. He was a male doctor, and he thought the pain would help me push, which is like the philosophy that waterboarding helps people confess to hiding weapons of mass destruction. Between contractions, I lost consciousness. Or maybe I just went to sleep. I was likely very tired, though I couldn’t have said so with any conviction, because all I could really feel was pain. Like fire and knives and every other cliché of pain that’s ever been muttered, all of it patched up together in a big ball, like in that video game where you start off with a little teeny ball that rolls around the room and picks up thumbtacks and paper clips until it gets big enough to start picking up buckets and small dogs, and then eventually cows and then barns and then skyscrapers and then planets. My pain picked up incongruous, unrelated, worldwide pains in the exact same way. So that first I could feel stubbed toes and paper cuts and smacked funny bones. And then I could feel the farmer in Ipswich twisting his back in spasms under the weight of some greasy machinery, the child in New Delhi who had just run her hand under the sewing machine at the factory where she worked, the twenty-­two-­year-­old Hollywood waitress who didn’t get The Part, even after she lap-­fucked the paunchy casting director (no easy feat) within easy earshot of his assistant and two other hopefuls. And then finally: facial burns, chemotherapy, suicide.

			My new nurse came in and she wasn’t a new nurse at all. She was an old nurse, my first nurse, who had gone home the evening before, slept all night, gotten up in the morning, measured and eaten her Special K with skim milk, gone to the gym, had a manicure, lingered in a coffee shop with an ex-­boyfriend (now married), and finally returned to work, where I was STILL IN LABOR, TWENTY-­SEVEN HOURS LATER.

			“Still here?” she said. “My goodness! Going for a record, are we?”

			I hated her. I thought about the violence of this beginning, so different than I had imagined. My birthing ball mocked me from its corner. I pushed. Well, not me—­my muscles pushed. I grunted and strained and prayed. The nurse held my knee open on one side, and Leo held the knee on the other. They tried to comfort me. They told me I was brave and I was doing a great job. I didn’t have much choice. I squeezed my eyes shut so that my eyeballs wouldn’t spring free of my head. My baby would be born, and during the big, beautiful moment of arrival, it (he, she) would get hit in the head with my runaway eyeball. An inauspicious greeting.

			“Welcome to the world, baby!” PING! “Oh, don’t mind that, sweetie—­no, no, don’t cry. It’s just Mommy’s eyeball.”

			Another contraction. I curled, I heaved, I pushed, I pushed, I pushed. It was the twenty-­eighth hour now. I passed out again, and the nurse put a damp washcloth over my face to cool me. I tried to breathe in and I was sucking terry cloth. My nose was blocked. I panicked and tried to shake the washcloth loose.

			“YOU’RE NOT HELPING,” I wanted to scream. “I’m claustrophobic! Get that fucking thing off my face!” But I was unconscious again. And then another contraction. I was crying now, the tears just slipping down my face, indistinguishable from all the other fluids.

			“C-­section,” the doctor said.

			He was talking to Leo, and I’m pretty sure there were more words in the sentence than that. Their voices were traveling over and back now, in front of me. They were saying more words.

			“You told me you could see the head,” I cried, with my real, out-­loud voice. I was sobbing, wasting precious energy on that. “Three hours ago,” I sobbed. “What happened?”

			Leo moved back toward me, toward my face-­end. He put his hand on my forehead. I was so fucking hot. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry. I think this is the only way.”

			It was seventeen more hours before the anesthesiologist came. Or okay, it was seven minutes, but really, that’s only a technicality because my ball of pain was so big now that it was picking up galaxies. I was feeling alien pain. Blind, one-­legged, orphaned Martian pain.

			You’d think that after all that crescendo of horror, its release would be spiritually epic, that there would be a heroic, unblemished afterglow, a sepia portrait of love. After twenty-­eight hours of labor, three hours of pushing, and finally a C-­section, didn’t I deserve some damned afterglow?

			But instead of sepia, there was only the fluorescent, overhead buzzkill. It shone down on my baby’s red face, her red head, her tiny red fists. And then my teeth started to chatter, and my arms started to twitch and flutter, and my whole body was shaking, and one of the nurse-­voices told me that it was just the anesthesia wearing off, but that they’d better take the baby, just in case. And then they scooped her little red-­wrapped body out of my arms and gave her to someone who was a much better mother than me, or at least to someone who wouldn’t shake her and drop her, splat, on the hospital floor in her first hour of life. I watched her ascend from my arms, and the weight of her absence was like a brand-­new grief, a hysteria.

			Leo sat beside me on a spinny chair, holding my greenish shaking hand. He tried to smooth back my ridiculous hair, but it was no use. I hadn’t seen a mirror in days, but I knew what I looked like: that school photograph, the one from the eighth grade, with the hair that managed to be both greasy and fluffy at once. I’d worn a royal blue cable-­knit sweater, too, for God’s sake. I shuddered and shivered and clattered.

			“Is she supposed to be shaking like that?” Leo asked the nurse.

			“It’s normal.”

			“But that much?”

			The nurse came around the curtain and moved some wires around.

			“Oooh, blood pressure not great,” she said.

			She was wearing pink scrubs. Leo looked at me and smiled with his lips closed.

			“I’m so proud of you,” he said.

			“I couldn’t do it,” I said.

			“You did do it. She’s perfect.”

			“But I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t push her out.”

			He shook his head at me.

			“You did great, you cooked her for nine whole months.”

			“Ten,” I whispered.

			“She was stuck,” he said. “That wasn’t your fault.”

			“She only weighs eight pounds. Why would she get stuck? My hips are massive.”

			“Shhhh,” he said. “You’re just tired. You’re exhausted. You did great.”

			And then I was shaking again, awfully hard, and I was afraid I might actually pull some of the tubes loose from their machines. I hoped they weren’t vital. I waited for it to pass.

			“I heard a horrible story,” I said to Leo when my teeth stopped clattering momentarily. “About a woman who fell asleep with her baby, in the hospital bed.”

			My throat was shaking now, too. I didn’t know your throat could shake, but there it was, and the words were coming out all quivery and distorted. I tried to keep my voice down, but I couldn’t control it. Leo was looking at me strangely.

			“And she dropped the baby,” I said. “He fell right off the edge of the bed. She just fell asleep and she dropped him.”

			“Why are you telling me that?” Leo said. “Don’t even think about that.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead.

			“He died, just from falling off the bed.”

			“Shhhhh,” Leo said again. He stroked my hand.

			“They’re so fragile. That’s all it takes.”

			The nurse pulled back the curtain, I could tell by the metallic sound of the rings scraping along their track. But my eyes were closed against the wicked light, and I was shaking again, and I don’t know where my battered body found the energy to shake like that, like some primal, tribal bone-­dance.

			The morning after Emma was born, I woke up in my hospital bed and tried to sit, but I couldn’t move. I had to roll over on my side first. Ow. Slowly. First roll, then hoist, roll, hoist. A long series of miniature, agonizing movements until I was half-­seated.

			“You all right over there?” A voice behind the curtain. “You were whimpering in your sleep.”

			I tried to pull back the curtain to get a gawk at my roommate, but when I reached, I felt like the incision across my abdomen would open up, and all my insides would strew themselves unattractively across the bed.

			“Yeah,” I said. “Thank you. I just had a bad dream. A horrible dream.”

			I shuddered. It took me at least four or five minutes to reach and press the nurse-­call button on the wall behind my head. Then a loud crackle and another disembodied voice.

			“YES.”

			I looked around.

			“Hello?” I said.

			“Yes?” the voice said again.

			“Oh,” I said. “Hi.”

			I couldn’t tell if the voice could hear me, or if I was supposed to be talking into a microphone or something. I hesitated.

			“Yes, hi,” the voice said again. “Just calling to chat?”

			“Oh,” I said. “No. It’s awkward—­I didn’t. I didn’t know if you could hear me.”

			My roommate was chuckling behind the curtain. I thought I could hear her rolling her eyes, but I couldn’t, of course, and that was probably just another weird symptom of all the morphine and rampant hormones, thinking I could hear a thing like a rolled eyeball.

			“I can hear you,” the voice said. “What do you need?”

			Was there a volume switch somewhere? The voice was so loud it gave me goose bumps. I jumped in my skin every time it spoke.

			“I need my baby,” I said. My roommate snorted. “I mean I just woke up here. I haven’t seen her. I haven’t seen her since she was born. I wanted to . . . I’d like to feed her.”

			The speaker crackled and there was a metallic switching noise, but no voice.

			“Hello?” I spoke into the air around my head. It was like talking to God, but with less assurance. “I couldn’t hear you.”

			“I said it’s shift change right now.” The voice was back. “Nurses are taking report. But someone will be in to see you within a half an hour or so, and you can request the baby be brought from the nursery then.”

			“Oh,” I said. “Okay.”

			The final crackle indicated the end of the conversation, and I didn’t expect it, but I started to cry, great heaving, shuddering racks of tears. Crying hurt, and now my small intestine would fall out for sure, but I couldn’t stop. I reached for the phone, and I had to sort of collapse onto my elbow in order to punch in the numbers, but then I couldn’t right myself again, so I just stayed like that, half-­tipped-­over in the bed, clutching the receiver against my ear. Leo answered on the fourth ring.

			“Are you coming?” I said.

			“What time is it?” he asked.

			He sounded confused. I looked at the industrial school/hospital/jail clock on the wall.

			“Seven thirty.”

			It was really only seven twenty-­three. I could hear rumpling sheets. He stretched.

			“Yeah, I’m coming, for sure, of course,” he said. “I can’t wait to see my girls!”

			I couldn’t answer him because I was crying again.

			“Are you okay?”

			I shook my head. A giant, voluminous sniffle. “Not really,” I said. “I’m all alone here.” Roommate flicked on her television, as if to contradict me. “I haven’t seen the baby. They haven’t brought her to see me, yet. I don’t even know if she’s okay.” Leo was running water.

			“I’m sure she’s fine,” he said. “You only gave birth to her four hours ago. They’re probably just expecting you to get a little rest. Visiting hours don’t start until nine.”

			“I can’t sleep,” I said. “Everything hurts. I can barely move.” God, I was whiny. I knew three-­year-­olds who weren’t this whiny. I couldn’t help it. “I just want to see her. I want you to be here.”

			“Well, I’m coming, okay?” he said. “I’m getting showered, and I’ll stop and get you some breakfast on my way so you don’t have to eat hospital food. I’ll be there waiting when they open that door at nine o’clock, I promise. Will you be okay until I get there?”

			“Sure.” I nodded.

			“Okay.”

			“It’s just not what I expected,” I tried to explain. “To wake up alone here, in this room. It doesn’t seem right that we’re finally a family, our first morning as a family. And none of us are together. And everything hurts. My body . . .”

			I sniffed again, and there were more tears. Ugh—­more tears!

			“I know,” Leo said. “But it’s going to be okay, right? I’ll be there before you know it. And they’ll bring that baby in any minute, you’ll see.”

			“Okay,” I whispered.

			I guess that’s when I started to hate myself a little bit—­that was the beginning of it, when I hung up that phone and sat there all trembling and helpless in that hospital bed. And I don’t mean hate hate, like the way I feel about control-­top panty hose or anything. But more like a Condoleezza Rice kind of hate, like where you know she’s culpable and a little bit shady, but damn, she’s just so smart and full of promise. And anyway, she has plenty of time to redeem herself, doesn’t she? That’s how it was with me. Because I knew I was stronger than this. I was a black belt in jujutsu, for God’s sake.

			“Do you have any history of mental illness?” Dr. Zimmer asks.

			“Not personally, but my family grows crazy like they can sell it for profit,” I say.

			“That’s funny,” she says without laughing. “You’re very witty.” She says it like it’s a diagnosis: witty. “What kind of mental illness have you encountered in your family?”

			“Oh, mostly your garden-­variety types,” I say. “Depression, manic depression, alcoholism. Nothing too unusual. Just ordinary crazy.”

			“It’s interesting that someone with your substantial vocabulary would choose to use the word crazy,” she says. “Rather than mental illness.”

			I wonder what I’ve said in the twelve minutes she’s known me to make her think I have such a substantial vocabulary.

			“Maybe that word just makes it feel more like fun,” I say. “Less terrifying.”

			She watches my face while I talk, looking for symptoms, probably. A tic or a tremor.

			“Like a carnival,” I offer. “Crazy!” With jazz-­hands.

			“Hmm.” She nods.

			I try watching her face, too, but I’m distracted by her puffy, frizzy halo of gray brown hair.

			“So what does that word mean to you?” she asks. “Crazy?”

			She scribbles something down on her notepad without ever taking her eyes off my face. It’s unnerving, like being dissected without anesthesia.

			“What, like a definition?” I say.

			“Well, just your impressions.”

			I wipe my hand across my mouth, and then take it down again, in case that gesture has some kind of latent crazy in it.

			“I guess, my strongest impressions of crazy are my memories of my grandmother,” I say. It feels like a powerful admission and/or betrayal, but Dr. Zimmer only nods.

			“What was her diagnosis?” she asks.

			“I don’t know,” I say. “I’m not sure she was ever diagnosed—­it was the 1950s. But she was in and out of institutions most of her adult life. She had all kinds of electroshock therapy and stuff. But mostly, I think she was just mean. She didn’t know how to love her kids.”

			“How many children?”

			“Four. My dad was the oldest.”

			Dr. Zimmer writes the number 4 in her notebook.

			“Do you have any children, Majella?”

			“Yes.”

			“How many?”

			“Just one.”

			“How old?”

			“Three weeks.”

			“Aha.” She stops writing, and closes her notebook, as if she’s just cracked the case, and there’s no need for any further investigation. She leans back in her chair and folds her hands in her lap. “You have a tiny baby at home?”

			“Yes.”

			“And you’re suddenly worried about your crazy grandmother who didn’t love her kids?”

			I nod. Why does this make me feel guilty, like I’ve duped her? “But it’s really not that simple,” I insist.

			Dr. Zimmer has twisted in her red leather chair to open a low drawer in her built-­in filing cabinets. She flips through the files and pulls out a single sheet. It’s a checklist, and she hands it to me. I don’t want to take it from her, but it would be rude not to. I take it, but don’t look at it.

			“Are you experiencing any of these symptoms?” she asks, gesturing to the page in my hand.

			I’m suddenly completely, unreasonably enraged, like an angry teenager. I don’t want to look at a goddamned checklist. I take a deep breath, and close my eyes for a moment. I have to read it like a grown-­up. I open my eyes and look at the paper:

			Do you feel sad or low? Are you more tired than usual? Do little things upset or annoy you? Do you have trouble concentrating or making decisions? Do you feel like you have no one to talk to? Do you feel numb or disconnected from your baby? Do you feel scared that something bad might happen?

			I don’t mean to, but I roll my eyes.

			“Why are you rolling your eyes?” she asks.

			I want to punch Dr. Zimmer in the face, but I refrain, which feels like a noteworthy triumph, even though I’ve never punched anyone in the face in my entire life. I haven’t even considered it. I’m not a face-­puncher. If you gave me a thousand dollars to punch someone in the face, I’m not sure I could do it. Unless that person was Dr. Zimmer.

			“Because this isn’t what I’m here for!” I say instead, struggling to keep my voice at an acceptable volume. “Of course I’m more tired than usual. Of course every little thing upsets me. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep since my second trimester.”

			Dr. Zimmer has finally stopped staring at me, and is scribbling furiously on her notepad. I look back at the inane checklist.

			“Do you feel scared that something bad might happen?” I read aloud. “Are you kidding me? Show me a new mother who doesn’t stand over her baby’s crib for hours a day, just willing that kid to keep breathing. Of course I’m scared that something bad will happen. I imagine a thousand different deaths a day for my daughter. I’m obsessed with mortality, that she is growing older, even now.” My voice is rising in pitch. I can hear the hysteria creeping in. “She will grow up and die, my baby will die. We will all die. I’m a hormone freak show, I’m obsessed with death. But this is not why I’m here!”

			I’m clutching the checklist in my hand and shaking it at her. I tear it in two, crumple the halves together into a ball. I love the crashing loudness of the paper destruction, but my tirade has exhausted me, and I’m spent. Now that it’s totally quiet in the breathless room and I’m grasping the ruined paper ball in my fist, I begin to feel embarrassed. I lean back against the couch and shake my head.

			“I’m sorry,” I say. I feel unhinged, completely deranged. I didn’t even know that about myself until I heard it coming out of mouth—­about being obsessed with mortality. But it’s true. It’s all I think about since Emma was born—­how my life is whizzing by, and soon I’ll be gone. But Dr. Zimmer just waves her hand like it’s a wand, and it will banish whatever badness has come into the room. My teenage self will retreat, and I will be restored to adulthood because she bids it so. She folds her notebook closed and tucks it into her lap, leans toward me.

			“You’re obviously deeply frustrated,” she says.

			Man, she is astute. I bite my lip.

			“Maybe this was a mistake,” I say.

			“Maybe it was,” she concedes. I wonder if she’ll ask me to leave now. “But you’ll never know unless you stay and give it a chance. I won’t condescend to you, or make any assumptions. We can just talk.”

			I stuff the ball of paper down in between the couch cushions. “Okay,” I say.

			She nods. “So let’s just forget about the checklist.”

			“Yes, let’s.”

			The ferns on the window ledge behind her are waving slightly in the draft from the air-­conditioning vent overhead, and so is Dr. Zimmer’s hair-­halo.

			“It’s just. It’s not postpartum depression,” I say. “There’s more to it than that.”

			“Okay,” she says. “Like what?”

			I take a deep breath. “I just feel totally lost. Like I don’t know who I am anymore. I’ve never felt this way. I’ve always been totally grounded and ambitious. I’ve always had a very strong sense of myself.”

			Dr. Zimmer looks completely unintrigued.

			“And—” I hesitate. There’s so much I don’t want to tell her. I guess those are probably the things it’s most important to confess. “I’ve started to hear things.”

			She perks up. “What kinds of things?”

			“Crunching.”

			“Crunching?”

			“Yeah, crunching,” I say. “Crrrrrk, crrrrrrk, crrrrrrk. At night, when I’m in bed, I hear it. At first I thought it was coming from the attic, but then it just seems to come from all around. Like it’s coming from inside my head.”

			“Couldn’t there be some logical explanation?” she asks.

			“Like a tumor?”

			Dr. Zimmer frowns. “I was thinking more along the lines of a squirrel in the attic.”

			“We’ve checked and checked,” I say. “There’s nothing up there. And my husband doesn’t hear it, even when I wake him up. And it’s so real. It’s loud.”

			“Okay.” Dr. Zimmer nods. “Any voices?”

			“No.” I shudder. I’d never even thought of that. “No, thank God.”

			“Okay, what else?” she asks.

			Isn’t that enough?

			“I don’t know, I just find myself doing things and saying things that are insane. I can’t seem to control myself. Like what just happened here, that outburst? That checklist made me so damned angry. I’m not usually like that. Or I didn’t used to be.”

			She waits for me to continue. She knows there’s something more coming—­it feels like I’m in a confessional and I’m about to go for it. It’s that awful swelling moment of terrified shame before you admit your lusty buffoonery to the shocked and kindly priest.

			“Last week I told someone that the baby died,” I whisper.

			It’s the same whisper I use when Emma’s sleeping and I don’t want to wake her, a hope of not being heard. I can’t meet her eye now. I’m too ashamed to look up, but I imagine I hear something like empathy in her one-­syllable response.

			“Oh.”

			At home, the baby monitor is propped against the window frame, and I’m padding around the attic in my fluffiest (quietest) socks, careful not to wake Emma, who’s napping in the nursery below. The window is thick with grime, but that’s no match for the hard, gushing light of a September afternoon. I’m sending up rockets of dust through the sunbeams, and trying hard to avoid sneezing. Three weeks after I gave birth, my incision is still prone to frequent spasms of icy pain. Right after we bought this house, I started cleaning out the attic, but then I got too pregnant to move, and I abandoned it half-­finished. I still have dreams of making it lovely, maybe a playroom for Emma, or a quiet reading nook. But in the meantime, it’s a mess, filled with semiorganized piles of junk. In one pile, clothes. In another, old newspapers, journals, and scrapbooks. In a third, rusty things: a birdcage, an old-­fashioned bellows, a manual typewriter with a missing L. I feel like this is the pile for me.

			If there is a squirrel living here in this attic, tormenting me with his elusive crunching noises, making me think I’m going crazy, I will find him. I will make him pay. I look around at the stacks of stuff. It’s like a squirrel’s paradise. He could be anywhere. There is a heap of old handbags nearby, and I nudge it uncertainly with my toe. Nothing scurries out from beneath it. There is no sound of crunching. The steamer trunk stands alone near the window and the diagonal light cuts across it, slicing it into shadows. Could there be a nest inside? Of course not. There’s no squirrel door. But I cover my nose from the pending dust cloud, and open the sticky lid anyway. Inside, the stale scent of mothballs, some long brocade skirts, and two woolen coats. I lift the items out one at a time to throw them on the clothing pile. A small clothbound book must have been stitched into the lining of one of the coats, because there’s a gap there, just at the hem, where the threads are worn brittle and loose, and the diary just slides out from between the folds of fabric. It comes to a rest on the floorboards, in a small puff of dust beside my filthy, fluffy socks.

			In this moment, I am pierced with foreboding: goose bumps, a cold breath across my neck. There is a damp, quiet presence in the hushed and sun-­clogged room. I can feel a distant suffering, before I even bend down slowly to retrieve the battered book, before I open it to its first fragile, yellowed page, before I see or understand the significance of the name emblazoned in mad, familiar handwriting fourteen times across the inside cover: Ginny Doyle. Ginny Doyle. Ginny Doyle.

			There are all different kinds of crazy, but mostly I think it’s ancestral. Sometimes you can even trace it back along the dead branches of your family tree; you can find evidence in family anecdotes or documents. A sepia-­stained photograph. A diary. You might think you’ve escaped its reach—­you might think you’re okay. Because it can lie dormant like a tumor, until some gentle, private trauma pushes it loose inside you.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ireland, September 1846

			Ginny was on her hands and knees at the edge of the potato pit, staring in. Moisture seeped up from the soil and stained damp circles onto the knees of her petticoat. Her fingernails were caked with black earth, and a stink of rot saturated the air. She covered her nose with one hand to keep from retching. In the chilly dampness, her breath came out from behind her hand in puffy white blooms.

			“Mammy, I thought we weren’t supposed to open the pit again until spring, only as we needed them.” Her daughter Maire was beside her, talking in her granny voice. “Sure, we only pulled these up last week, and we still have loads in the shed. Shouldn’t we leave them covered?”

			Ginny looked across the pit to where Raymond was digging on the other side. She tried to catch his eye, but he wouldn’t look at her; he was staring into the opened ground.

			“Maire, you’re eleven going on seventy-­three,” he said to their worried daughter without looking up.

			“But isn’t that right, Daddy?” she said. “The air isn’t supposed to get at them.”

			“Yeah, that’s right,” he said. “Usually, Maire.”

			“But not this time?” Now it was Michael talking, jumping at the chance to prove his big sister wrong.

			“No, not this time, son.”

			“Why not?” Maire asked.

			Raymond finally looked up at Ginny with his deep brown, half-­moon eyes. The first time she’d met him, she’d been caught by those eyes, by the beautiful curl of them, the way he looked like he was always dreaming. But now she could see only naked fear in his face. She hoped Maire wouldn’t notice.

			“What’s wrong, Daddy?” their daughter said.

			Ginny shook her head at him. He was a good man, funny and handsome, but he never was much good at pretending, even for the sake of the children. Ginny smiled at her daughter.

			“Never you worry,” she said to Maire. “Your father and I will sort it out.”

			“Sort what out?” she said.

			“Never mind,” Ginny said, standing up, brushing the dark clumps of earth from her hands. “Take Michael and your sisters inside for a few minutes. Let Mammy and Daddy have a chat.”

			Maire twisted on her feet but didn’t go. Her long, fair hair was stringing across her face in the late-­morning wind, and her mouth was screwed up with worry. Her face was bright and clear, with only a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

			“Go on, love,” Raymond said softly.

			Maire’s shoulders drooped, but she grabbed Michael by the hand, and then she turned and trudged toward the door, calling for her sisters to follow. Maggie went running, but Poppy was still squealing in the hazy fields, flinging her arms out to her sides while she spun in circles.

			“Come on, Poppy!” Maire called again. “Inside!”

			Poppy stopped spinning, but toppled over, laughing. Then she stood, and ran dizzily after the others, her moppy golden curls bouncing against the back of her neck. Ginny winced, watching her baby run, thinking she might zigzag into the doorjamb, but Poppy corrected her course and disappeared inside with the others.

			“How bad on that side?” Raymond asked without looking up.

			Ginny shivered and looked down at the hole by her feet, where she’d dug into the fresh pit to check the potatoes from the early harvest. They’d dug them up a few weeks premature, at the first sign of blight in the fields, hoping to save them. Even as they’d pulled them out from under their wasted stalks, a good portion of them had already turned to slime, black and spongy in their beds with an awful gag of an odor to them. But they’d managed to save and store more than half, and they’d been living the weeks since on hope.

			This morning when they opened the pit, they found a horrid, stinking, squelchy mess. Those salvaged earlies were decaying altogether.

			“Any savers?” Raymond asked.

			Ginny shook her head, kicked some dirt back over the hole. “Maybe three out of ten if we’re lucky,” she said. “What about over there? Anything?” Raymond scratched the back of his neck, and then folded his arms in front of him.

			“Maybe a few, Ginny,” he said. He walked the rim of the pit, and put his arm around her shoulders.

			She tried to breathe deeply, to refute the tears that were coming. She looked toward the cottage door and felt the fear clawing up the inside of her throat like a monster. Raymond put both arms around his wife, and she collapsed her forehead against his shoulder.

			“We’ll manage,” he said.

			“Gale day is coming, Ray,” she said. “Rent will be due.”

			He nodded his head.

			“Thanks be to God, the oat harvest looks to be in strong condition, at least,” he said.

			“Touch wood,” Ginny answered.

			“It’s the heartiest crop of oats I ever did see,” Ray said.

			“Isn’t it strange, to have the oats that thick and the blight won’t touch them,” Ginny added, “when the potatoes are all in ruin?”

			On a good year, they wouldn’t save but a small stock of oats for their family—­they sold nearly all of them, and the pig, to pay the rent. They lived all the time on potatoes, with the odd turnip or cabbage from the kitchen garden, a few eggs from the hens. They were better off than most of their neighbors because they had the old cow for milk. But she wouldn’t last, not now. “That’s all our food for the next six months,” Ginny whispered, looking out over their scalped field. “Gone.” She snapped her fingers. There were tears in her eyes, she couldn’t help it.

			Ray squinted off into the foggy damp. “We haven’t sold them oats yet, Ginny. We have the pig, still, and a decent crop of turnips and cabbage besides.”

			“And we owe most of that to Packet,” she said. “You know what’ll happen if we don’t pay.”

			Every year on the gale days, there was always a family or two who couldn’t manage the rent for whatever reason, whatever hardship had befallen them. Packet took no pity on those people. His agents and the constables would be dispatched to drag whole families out of their homes. Those men would tumble the cabins down into the road before the very eyes of their inhabitants, never mind the wailing of the women, or the wild panic of the screeching babbies. A rope would be fixed to the roof beam, and the whole house just tumbled down in front of them, until all that was left was a mess of stone and thatch, a big, choking hot cloud of dust. The neighbors would be warned against taking the family in, and the poor wretches would be destitute then. They would take out to the roads in misery. Ginny shook her head.

			“Whatever happens, we’ve got to pay.”

			Ray nodded. “You’re right. If we’re going to be hungry, we may at least be hungry with a roof over our heads.”

			The stink from the pratie pit was so sharp they could taste it, bitter in the backs of their throats.

			“We’ll get a good price for the oats,” Ray reasoned. “We can keep a decent stash back from that.”

			“We can sell the cow,” Ginny said. “We’ll manage without milk for the winter.”

			“We’ll get by,” Ray said.

			They tried to believe each other.

			The children loved going into Westport town. They never minded what reason, or the long walk. Poppy, Maggie, and Michael skipped on ahead, flailing their loose, warm baby limbs around them. But Maire kept solemn watch beside her parents. Ray held Ginny’s hand and tried to quell her fear, so Maire wouldn’t sniff it out. You couldn’t hide anything from their eldest daughter—­if you wanted her to believe something, you had to believe it yourself.

			Ginny squeezed Ray’s hand, and started talking for a distraction. “Michael’s getting a bit big for the petticoat.”

			The boys usually wore them only until they were eight or nine years of age. Michael was on the small side for his age, but even so, his lean legs were beginning to stretch out beneath the skirts. He looked more like his father every day, the only one of the children who’d inherited Ray’s half-­moon eyes.

			“I reckon that’s right,” Ray said, watching their son on the road ahead.

			“He’s nearly ten now. Time for some knee breeches and a coat and vest, like a proper little man.”

			“He needs a hat, too, Mammy,” Maire said.

			“He does,” Ginny agreed. “But sure, he’ll be grand in that getup for now anyway. Won’t do him the bit of harm.”

			The roads were eerily quiet, only for the sound of their gathered footsteps falling against the packed dirt of the road, and the high voices of the children in the distance. It was a mild, clammy day, and the rain wasn’t falling, but it was hanging in the air so you had to walk through it nonetheless. The ends of Ginny’s hair were damp when she tucked them in under her bonnet. She looked out from under its brim at the fields on the sides of the road, usually a heavy, bloated green at this time of year, just ready for harvest. Now they were a cankerous, weeping brown, and the stink of blight was so strong you could nearly see it hovering over the land. The farms they passed felt abandoned of their food and people, the fields empty of living things. On a stile in the distance, a lone figure sat up, curled over himself, with his head in his hands. Ginny called the children back to her, and they turned and skipped toward their parents, till they all approached the sitting figure together. It wasn’t until they were upon him that they recognized him.

			“Well.” Ray stepped out away from his family, extending his hand. “James Madigan. How’re you keeping?”

			The man lifted his head from his knees and looked up wild-­eyed at Ray. They knew him well—­he was a young enough fella, with a family of his own, but the way his scraggly hair stood out from his head put the weight of years on him. His knee breeches were worn soft, and patched. His coat was frayed about the cuffs and collar. He was unshaved, and he kneaded the knuckles of one hand with the other. Ray’s hand was just hovering there in the air, until finally James took it in his own.

			“Sorry, sorry there, Ray, I nearly didn’t see you there,” he said.

			Maire snapped a look at her mother, but said nothing.

			“Are you right there, James? You look awful shook,” Ray said to him.

			James’s eyes fled from Ray’s face to Ginny’s, and then, in turns, to the children. He opened his mouth, but made no reply. He rocked himself a small bit, turned then to look back over his shoulder, to his own decimated field. And then his hands were in against his scalp, pulling at his hair, and the tears stood in his eyes as plain as day. Ginny looked down at her feet, to give him a moment. Poppy was pawing at Maire’s skirt, and Maggie and Michael were inspecting a grasshopper who’d emerged from a gap in the wall.

			“It’s all gone.” James’s voice was a choked whisper.

			“Ah, here,” Ray said, but James was shaking his head, still kneading his knuckles with his fingers. His eyes were pink and rheumy.

			“No,” he said. “There’s nothing for it. When gale day comes, we’ll have nothing to give Packet. He’ll throw us out.”

			“Ah, James,” Ray said. “Surely there’s something, something you could sell? Or maybe Packet will give you credit until the spring rents?”

			“Ha!” James spat into the road. “You’d sooner get credit from the devil himself.”

			Ray drew up his hand and scratched his chin. “Things being what they are now, surely the landlords might compromise. They can’t drive the whole population into destitution. They have to see reason.”

			But despite these hopeful words, a look of desperate resignation passed between the two men. They knew the absentee landlords over in London didn’t care about the natives, so long as their plum Irish land continued to yield hearty profits, so long as the grains and cattle they extorted from Ireland continued to fetch their English fortunes.

			“He’ll take my house.” James Madigan’s miserable voice climbed in pitch while he talked. “That blaggard Packet will turn my family out into the roads. We will starve. My hand to God, my children will starve!”

			Maire drew in a sharp breath, and Ginny turned to her, steered her over toward Maggie and the grasshopper.

			“Never worry, love,” she said to her daughter.

			“Never worry?” Maire looked at her mother like she was mad. “We’re well past that, Mammy.” Maire lifted her chin, just enough to remind Ginny that there was no baby fat left there. She was slimming down in her jaw and her cheeks, and the lashes grew longer and softer over her pale blue eyes. Soon she would be a young lady.

			“All right, so.” Ginny nodded at her.

			“Look, Poppy,” Maire said then, crouching down to her little sisters. “See the way its back legs are bent, for jumping?”

			Raymond wasn’t long talking to their neighbor, the men’s heads bent toward each other, Ray with his hand on James’s shoulder, James with his arms folded gravely across his chest. Ginny talked loudly to the children, hoping they wouldn’t hear the notes of hysteria in the poor man’s voice. He slipped inside the stile and was staggering off through his bald field when Ray returned. They walked on to Westport town.

			“The poor man sowed no oats this year,” Ray said quietly when the children were out of earshot.

			Ginny could only gasp in response.

			“They’re in a bad way, Ginny. It’s the road, for them.” He shook his head. “God save them.”

			“You don’t think Packet will postpone the rent for them, just this once? Give them a pass until spring?”

			Ray didn’t even bother answering; he didn’t need to. He just looked at Ginny with one eyebrow arched.

			The road before them wound down through the fields, and then pitched itself steeply uphill again as it narrowed into the town. The children dropped back and gathered in around Ray and Ginny as they entered the streets. There was a bustle in Westport, people hurrying all around, some with a horse and trap, or a donkey, but mostly on foot. Poppy was tired from the walk, so Ginny lifted the child onto her hip, and carried her as they crossed over the Carrowbeg River onto Bridge Street.

			In town, the noise of the people was frantic, as if all their voices had been drawn out of the surrounding farms and fields with a thirsty dropper, and then unleashed like a wild thing into the clamoring streets. The urgent volume pressed in and gave Ginny a fright. She drew in against a shop wall to collect herself for a moment. People streamed past in frenzied clusters and her red petticoat flittered on the passing breeze. She grabbed Maggie by the hand. Raymond was talking, but in the din, Ginny couldn’t make him out.

			“What doesn’t look good, Daddy?” Maire answered him.

			“By God, Maire, would you ever stop with the bloody questions!” he snapped, loud enough for Ginny to hear over everything. “Just for once, and be quiet. Let me think.”

			Maire looked at her mother for comfort, but Ginny only shook her head.

			“Why don’t you take Michael and go look at the ducks,” she said to her daughter. “Go on. We’ll meet you on the mall, after.”

			“I want to go, too, Mammy!” Maggie squealed.

			“No, love, you stay with us.”

			“But, Mammy!”

			“You’re too small, mo chuisle.”

			“I love the ducks!”

			“We’ll see them after.”

			Maire and Michael had already slipped off into the crowd. Maggie sulked, so Ginny had to rightly drag her down the street toward the open market. Two-­and-­a-­half-­year-­old Poppy had her warm body wrapped around Ginny, her legs clamped tight around her mother’s waist, and her mop of goldy curls tickling her mother’s chin. Ginny kissed the top of her head. She was a pretty child, with big, reverent brown eyes—­her only reverent feature, perhaps. Her big sister tugged and leaned from Ginny’s arm.

			“Maggie, don’t pull on me,” Ginny said, and the child turned to scowl at her mother. For an instant, a certain twist of expression, Maggie looked exactly like Ginny: the black hair and vivid blue eyes, the arched brows and full lips. But it was something more than that. A trick of God’s magic, the way a mother can trace herself sometimes, beneath the skin of her children.

			All around them, animals bleated in their pens, and men’s voices competed over one another in their haggling. Ginny could smell the animals, the manure underfoot, the press of men’s bodies, the sweetness of burning tobacco, and then behind all that, out beyond the streets in every inch of soil surrounding Westport, that awful, sharp and curdling rot. On a crowded corner, an old fella sat playing the fiddle, and a small gathering of children stood quietly staring at him. Maggie tugged at Ginny’s arm and pointed.

			“Isn’t he lovely, Mammy? How does he do that?”

			There was another tug then, at her waistband, and it was Michael. Himself and Maire were back already.

			“I thought you were going to wait for us on the mall,” Ginny said.

			“Ducks are gone,” Michael announced.

			Maggie’s blue eyes grew wide.

			“That’s odd,” Ginny said quietly.

			“But the ducks are always there, Mammy,” Maggie said, with an edge of worry in her voice. “Where’ve they got to?”

			It was true that there were usually ducks in that walled stretch of the Carrowbeg—­almost always. The children loved to quack and waddle after them.

			“I don’t know, love,” Ginny said. “Maybe they’re off at a duck meeting, up at Westport House.”

			Michael grinned. “Like a quacker council?”

			Ginny laughed. “Yes, just like that.”

			Raymond wasn’t listening. He approached one of the merchants, John McCann, who was known for doing a stiff trade with the English ships. He always offered a fair price to the locals. There was a small crowd of men around him already, some talking, some only leaning in, listening. Ginny pulled in as close as she could, and strained to listen, too.

			“It’s no skin off my nose if you don’t want to sell the pig for that price, if you want to hang on a bit,” McCann was saying to a lean, whiskered man. “But I’d hide him fast if I was you, before your hungry neighbors find him.”

			The gathered men laughed, but the whiskered fella only waved an exasperated hand at McCann, and turned on his heel to go. The man pushed past Ginny through the crowd, and McCann called out after him. “You watch, that pig will go the way of the ducks!”

			. . .

			On the mall, there was a young fella, only a child really, no more than maybe fifteen years of age, sat on a bench reading out of the newspaper to a group of stern-­faced listeners. Maggie and Poppy wheeled over to the canal wall to peer over at the missing ducks. Indeed, the gray and swift-­flowing water beyond was empty of them. Michael stood between his sisters, pointing out the places where the ducks would usually be mucking about.

			“I told you,” he said. “They’re disappeared.”

			Maire stood beside Ray and crowded in among the others, who jostled to hear the young lad reading out of the paper in his unfaltering voice. He had it spread open across his knees like a blanket, and his voice rang out clear enough, despite the way he hunched over to squint at the words.

			“ ‘Serious food riots in Dungarvan led to the pillaging of a baker’s shop in the town center. The baker fled, and was uninjured. Authorities now fear that the nationwide devastation of the potato crop will be permanent and absolute, in all provinces of the country. Indeed, no corner of Ireland appears to have escaped the ravages of this year’s annihilation.’ ” The boy looked up from his paper and eyed the growing crowd nervously.

			“Go on, son!” someone encouraged him from the back.

			“Read it out, child!” an old woman added.

			Maire was staring at him, her eyes as wide as the sun. The young man rearranged his grip on the paper and cleared his throat.

			“Panic reigns in Ireland,” he called out, and then he closed it, folded it up on his knee.

			“What else does it say?” a man from the back of the crowd urged him.

			The boy shrugged, his eyes no longer flicking over the words on the page. “More of the same,” he answered quietly, standing up from the bench and glancing back down at the folded paper. “The Queen is sending men of science to analyze the extent of the destruction.”

			“God save the Queen!” a lone voice shouted, and this sentiment was met by a round of hissing and jeering.

			“Devil take the Queen!” someone else shouted, and then every­one cheered.

			“She’s not our Queen!”

			The crowd was growing rowdy.

			“God save us,” said an old woman beside Ginny.

			“Sure it was God Himself that did this,” said another old woman, her companion. Their arms were linked through each other’s at the elbow. Perhaps they were sisters. They were dressed like townies, no muck of the roads on their feet. They sighed heavily together, almost like one beast. “Divine Providence has finally seen fit to punish our wastefulness. ’Twas a sin, the way we’d that many praties in the good years, the farmers were using them to manure the fields.”

			The other old woman clicked her tongue. “We never took any heed when times were good.”

			They turned as one and tottered off down the mall, shaking their heads and tutting at each other. The lad with the paper started to push his way out through the crowd, but a young mother with an infant at her breast pressed her hand against his arm.

			“But what are we to do?” she asked. Her eyes were pleading all over the young lad’s face. “What good are these men of science? Will they help us?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know, missus.”

			“But surely there must be something to be done.” Her voice was rising in pitch, and she tightened her grip on the boy’s arm. “A lad of good learning like yourself must know. There has to be an answer coming, please God.”

			The young lad bit a sharp breath into his lungs and wrenched his arm back from the desperate young mother. “I’m just like the rest of ye,” he insisted. “I don’t know anything!”

			The woman began to wail. “Winter is coming, God help us! Merciful God save us!”

			The boy slipped away as quick as he could through the scattering crowd. People were drawing away from the young mother, wary of her shot nerves and her swift panic. There was a contagion to that kind of madness that no one could afford. The cracked and hollow sound of her cries followed the Doyle family as they crossed back over the Carrowbeg River, and found their road home.

			Maire herded the other children in front of her as they walked, and only looked back at her parents now and again. Ginny carried Poppy, and she and Ray spoke to each other in fits and starts. He was mostly deep in thought.

			“We’ll slaughter the hog that’s left,” Ray said as they walked. “Never mind the rent, we’ll slaughter the hog.”

			“Never mind the rent, Ray, have you lost the plot?”

			He shook his head and his mouth made a small twitch, but he didn’t answer.

			“That hog is going to Packet,” Ginny said. “No question about it. I’ll not give him an excuse to throw us out into the roads. Anyway, we’ve the cabbage and turnips, and we still have the three hens, the eggs from them. We still have the cow.”

			In truth, the hog wasn’t in great shape—­he was hungry, too. But regardless, he was owed to Packet; he was rent, and there was nothing to be done about that. Any other food was only supplemental, little things Ginny grew in the kitchen garden just for the odd bit of variation. It was a paltry inventory, and it would never be enough to survive on. How would they even feed those hens?

			Ginny and Ray reared up their children on potatoes, as every­one did—­and those children were fit and pudgy off them. Look at them there in the road ahead: their strong, loose bodies, their glowing skin. Their free little hands like birds, flitting and soaring. Michael poking Maggie in the ribs, and she lunging back, like fencers at play. They were the picture of grace, those small, nourished people with their bright eyes. Even after a whole year of slim crop.

			The Doyles had never really been troubled before, even when times were bad; they’d managed to escape the worst of the blight until this. Ginny thought of their two scarce mounds of saved potatoes at home. They were catastrophic, those heaps. Maggie started to fall back from Michael and Maire, exhausted from the long walk, and Ray hoisted her onto his shoulders. She tucked her feet into his armpits.

			“How come you get so tired, missus?” Ray asked his little daughter.

			“Because I’m only five, Daddy, and my wee legs are only small,” she said.

			“Lazy, that’s what you are.”

			“I’m not, Daddy. I have to work twice as hard as you. Even harder. For every step of yours, I take three. Do you know what that means?”

			“What?”

			“I’ve walked ten times farther than you today. I walked all the way to Dublin.”

			“Is that so?”

			“Yep.”

			“And did you see the castle?”

			“I did.”

			“That’s my girl.”

			Maggie stuck her fingers into Ray’s ears and wiggled them around.

			“I’VE GONE DEAF!” he yelled.

			Poppy giggled over at them. “You’re not, Daddy—­it’s Maggie’s fingers!” she said.

			Except for the solid knot of dread that had settled somewhere near the top of Ginny’s throat, things seemed almost normal.

			After the children went to sleep, Raymond and Ginny left the lantern burning and went out into the dark night. There was a smattering of stars smeared across the blackened sky, and a cold wind rattled through the ruined fields. She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and crossed it over itself, tucking it into her waistband in front. They turned their backs to the cottage and stepped out together among the crunching stalks. Ray kept his arm around her, and she floated her opened palm above the withered brown crop. He hadn’t said much all afternoon, and she wondered if his heart felt as tight as hers. It was a new moon, and well dark in the fields. Only the faintest glow in the western sky whispered the lamps and hearth fires of Westport town. She couldn’t see his face. They were quiet for a time, and she was the first one to speak.

			“It won’t be enough.” She said the words for both of them. “The eggs, the cabbage. It’s only September, Ray.”

			She heard him cracking some of the potato stalks next to her. He crinkled them in his palm and took a sniff, then dusted his hands off. Maybe he hoped, if he kept checking, he might find something different.

			“The next harvest is June at soonest,” he said, thinking out loud.

			She stopped walking and turned to look in his direction. He already knew, they both knew. There was a queer, silvery fog like a veil over the land, even in the dark, and that blanket of fog kept the stink of rot tamped down beneath it.

			“Please God, let the sun come tomorrow,” she said, “and burn all this dankness away.”

			“Amen to that,” Ray whispered. His hand found hers in the darkness, and they avoided it for another minute—­the horrible thing they had to say to each other. She was the one, in the end.

			“We’ll have to go, Raymond.” Her voice was like the rattle of those lifeless stalks in the stiff night breeze.

			“We can’t afford passage for six,” he said.

			“No,” she admitted.

			“So one of us will have to go. Get work and send money back,” he said.

			There was just enough light from the cottage to outline the shape of his face. She reached out to feel the stubble on his chin and cheek, sticky beneath her fingertips. He leaned in to kiss her, and she locked him into her arms, his face buried in her neck. They stayed like that for a long time.

			“I’ll go,” he said, and he pulled away, straightened himself up. He glanced back to the cottage, and Maire was standing tall in the open doorway, watching them. She was backlit by the warmth of the lamplight. He nodded, tucked his lips inside his mouth. “We’re lucky, Kevin is gone this two years. Maybe he can help me find work in New York—­he’s already set up. Lots of folks have no brother, no family over there, nobody to go to.”

			“Most folks couldn’t even manage the price of a ticket,” Ginny said.

			But Raymond and Ginny could. They could pay the rent, buy a single steerage ticket, and then still have food enough—­maybe—­to keep the children until Ray found work beyond and started sending money back. Ginny clamped her arms together in front of her, but it was no use—­there was an emptiness already, howling up from inside her. She couldn’t remember how to live without Raymond. Twelve years they’d been married—­thirteen, nearly. She could feel his absence already, like some sacred part of herself had been stripped savagely away. He leaned into her, bumped shoulders and foreheads with her, as if to remind her that he was still here. She could hear him smile, the way his lips framed his beautiful teeth.

			“It’s going to be all right, Ginny,” he said, really trying. “We’ll get through it.” He squeezed her shoulders.

			She sniffed, and slapped her two cheeks lightly with her hands, willing color into them. Willing faith. How many young Irish lads had gone out before Ray and crossed that ugly ocean to America? How many of them had ever come back? She wanted to fling herself into his arms and sob. She wanted to plead with him not to go. She wanted to scream and cry, and batter his chest with her fists. But there’s never any use in despair when you’re a mother; it’s a fruitless endeavor entirely. Instead, she breathed. She looked back at the cottage again, but Maire had disappeared inside.

			“We will, we’ll get through it,” she said, with such a surprising degree of strength in her voice that she nearly believed it herself. She ventured on. “The passage takes ten weeks or thereabouts.” She counted out the time in her head, as if Ray leaving Ireland, leaving her and their babbies, were just some tricky sort of mathematics.

			He beat her to it. “Say February,” he said. “March at the latest, I should be able to get some money back over by then. And the turnips and that should keep you ticking over until then.”

			She nodded.

			“We could slaughter the cow instead of selling her,” he said. “It’s meant to be a cold winter, so you might be able to keep the meat.”

			“A cold winter,” Ginny repeated.

			They were talking about weather.

			“Listen to me,” Raymond said. “I don’t care what it takes. I don’t care how many people have trod this path before us. That ocean goes two ways. Do you hear me? I will be back.”

			She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Raymond . . .”

			“I will be back for you,” he said again. “No American wake for this ould paddy. No sir, I will be back.”

			“You can’t . . .” But he interrupted her again.

			“If I have to swim it,” he said, and then he took her chin in his hand, like she was a child. “Wifey.”

			Her eyes found his in the dark.

			“I will not be parted from you,” he said.

			And in that singular moment, there was no question in her mind or her faith. She believed him. Yes.

			“I believe you.”

			And then there was the slightest welling of grateful tears hidden in the corners of his eyes, and she could feel them, even if it was too dark to see them.

			“Raymond Doyle, if you cry right now, I swear I will follow you to America just to divorce you. I hear a girl can divorce her fella no problem, over beyond.”

			His laughter in those last days was miraculous, a kind of nourishment in itself.
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