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Praise for The Irish Girl


“This historical coming-of-age novel follows young Mary Agnes across the ocean as she seeks her place in the world and within her own soul. Sweeney shows the futility of trying to run from that which truly belongs to us, as well as the promise of finding that which does. A beautifully crafted story that will both transport and transfix readers.”


—JUDE BERMAN, author of The Vow


“The Irish Girl is a story of resilience amidst trauma, love amidst loss, self-acceptance amidst rejection. Reminiscent of our immigrant ancestors and the unfathomable hardships they undoubtedly faced, I read this story in one sitting and found myself thinking about this fiercely strong girl long after I finished.”


—KELLI ESTES, USA Today best-selling author of The Girl Who Wrote in Silk


“I fell deeply under the spell of The Irish Girl—a heroic yet relatable immigrant’s tale of a thirteen-year-old girl sent to America who faces every challenge with steely determination and, ultimately, hope.”


—MARTHA CONWAY, author of The Physician’s Daughter


“Mary Agnes Coyne leaps off the page, lively, troubled, hungry for life and love. The Irish Girl is another winner!”


—SUSAN J. TWEIT, author of Bless the Birds


“Singing with drama, rooted in history, and rich in action, The Irish Girl’s independent and bold protagonist makes her way from Ireland to America at age thirteen in 1886. Pitted against the challenges of poverty, misogyny, and abuse, Mary Agnes Coyne navigates the twisty streets of New York and Chicago and expansive cattle ranches of Colorado and Santa Fe. But her longing for family and home is deep, and her search to find both leads to a gutsy conclusion. Sweeney’s fourth winner!”


—GRETCHEN CHERINGTON, author of Poetic License


“With the spunk of the Irish, Mary Agnes wins your heart from the start. With writing as lush as the Connemara countryside, The Irish Girl is a powerful story of a young woman’s discovery of hidden strengths against all odds—a story emblematic of the resilient American emigrant spirit that keeps the love of home country while embracing, wholeheartedly, the new.”


—DEBRA THOMAS, author of Luz


“The Irish Girl captured me from the very first page! At times both tragic and hopeful, this sweeping literary drama is ultimately a story of perseverance—one to which we can all relate somewhere in our immigrant past. Brimming with rich historical details and beautiful, lilting prose, this addictive book is a delight!”


—MICHELLE COX, author of The Henrietta and Inspector Howard series





Praise for Hardland (2022, she writes press)


“A stunner . . . The well-crafted story is firmly grounded in the past, but its powerful messages still resonate today.”


—TRUE WEST MAGAZINE


“Ashley E. Sweeney minces few words as she unravels Ruby Fortune’s fate on the early Arizona frontier. Wild West performer, drug addict, ardent lover, mother, and murderer, Ruby’s story is gritty and unabashedly raw. She quickly learns she is sometimes no match for the trials that come her way, but she survives as only she knows how—with her strength, her wit, and her gun. Spellbinding from beginning to end.”


—JAN CLEERE, New Mexico-Arizona Book Award winner of Military Wives in Arizona Territory


“Sweeney’s stunning portrayal of this tough-minded woman is both compelling and memorable. The fast-paced and intense narrative reaches far beyond the classic Western genre for a wide range of readers who value survival, honesty, and love.”


—HISTORICAL NOVELS REVIEW





Praise for Answer Creek (2020, she writes press)


“Ada is an impressive heroine who thinks for herself and exhibits moral courage in dire straits.. . . [the novel] succeeds at capturing the endurance of the human spirit.”


—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY


“The author is a master of vivid descriptions, dragging readers along every wretched mile of the trail, sharing every dashed hope and every dramatic confrontation, with Ada as their guide. Ada is a marvelous creation, twice orphaned and both hopeful and fearful about a new life in California, the promised land.. . . A vivid westward migration tale with an arresting mixture of history and fiction.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS


“In Answer Creek, Sweeney rescues the story of the Donner Party from its fate as salacious anecdote and delivers a harrowing tale of resilience, folly, loss, and hope.”


—MARY VOLMER, author of Reliance, Illinois





Praise for Eliza Waite (2016, she writes press)


“Ashley Sweeney’s first novel, Eliza Waite, is a gem.”


—JANE KIRKPATRICK, author of Beneath the Bending Skies


“Cast off by her family and living in the shadow of unthinkable tragedy, Eliza Waite finds the courage to leave her remote island home to join the sea of miners, fortune hunters, con men, and prostitutes in the Klondike during the spring of 1898. Ashley Sweeney’s exquisite descriptions, electrifying plot twists, and hardy yet vulnerable characters will captivate historical fiction fans and leave them yearning for more. Eliza Waite is a stunning debut!”


—KRISTEN HARNISCH, author of The Vintner’s Daughter


“Sweeney’s debut novel is a beautifully written work of historical fiction tracing one woman’s life in the wilds of nineteenth-century America. Readers will be immersed in Eliza’s world, which Sweeney has so authentically and skillfully rendered.”


—BOOKLIST
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But I, being poor, have only my dreams . . .
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In the dim crease of dawn, Galway’s docks clatter with stevedores, sailors, pimps, dogs. The air, laced with coal dust and smoke, reeks of rotting fish. Mary Agnes Coyne clutches her granddad’s arm as they weave through crowds swarming the wharfside, the sky leaden, threatening rain. The hem of Mary Agnes’s brown skirt is damp, her worn brown boots crusted with mud. She wears the new green shawl her gram knit for her over an ivory cable-knit sweater, her auburn hair pulled back and covered with a brown wool hat pulled low. Beyond a tangle of masts and battered hulls, a constant rumble, as the black River Corrib barrels down the narrow seaway toward the even-blacker Atlantic.


Am I really leaving Ireland? Going to America? Alone?


At thirteen, Mary Agnes is thinner than most, and not as tall, with long, thick, dark auburn hair framing a striking face marked by a prominent widow’s peak. Deep-set green eyes peer over a band of freckles that spans her straight nose, mirroring her five younger brothers. Unlike her brothers, though, her teeth are white, and straight.


The picture of yer mother, everyone says, a beauty she were, that Laffey girl, when she were young; such a shame what happened to her, do ya think it could have been her—no, no, best not to say, best not to say.


Mary Agnes began her womanhood just last month and has avoided her fifteen-year-old half-brother Fiach the last few weeks, especially after—again, best not to say. She still has deep red scratches on her back from when she fought him off the first time. Her stomach hasn’t settled since and her heart has turned dark against him, despite the commandment to love one another. Today, her drawers are stuffed with rags, the bleeding not yet stopped.


Wagons and carts—a steady line of them, some large, some not so large, merging between people and animals and cargo on the tight quay—rumble and growl on cobblestones slick with grease and dung. Mary Agnes’s stomach rumbles and growls, too. There was no breakfast today.


Feral dogs dart into the narrow thoroughfare, knocking over bins and scattering debris. When they dash in front of a small vegetable wagon, its driver tries to avoid a collision. “For feck’s sake,” he yells, as dogs nip at his dark roan’s fetlocks and up, up the roan goes on its hind legs, eyes wild. The teamster yanks the reins and—one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand, Mary Agnes counts—the roan surrenders, its nostrils flaring.


Mary Agnes’s heart beats madly, her legs shake. She leans in toward her granddad, Festus Laffey. As he steers her toward the doorway of a nearby warehouse, she steps in a steaming pile of fresh dung. Bile rises in her throat. Will she risk losing yesterday’s late dinner? A weak bowl of fish chowder and a hard biscuit at a Galway pub? Her granddad didn’t eat, and she noticed. She scrapes muck off her worn boots on uneven cobbles, knowing she’s likely only grinding it in deeper. The smell alone is enough to make her retch.


Now under cover and out of the rain, Festus turns to Mary Agnes. “Are ya a-rights, Aggie?” Festus is the only one who calls her Aggie; everyone else calls her Mary A. “Galway is a rough spot for a girl.”


Just then, an urchin bumps Festus and reaches for the older man’s coat pocket.


“Bogger!” Festus yells. “Ya won’t fleece me!” He shakes his fist as the runner darts away, empty-handed.


Mary Agnes tries to get a good look at the boy. Was he but seven? Or eight? Out scrounging for coin? She thinks of her five younger brothers. Will I ever see them again?


The boy disappears in the throng but, in the looking, Mary Agnes spies the hem of a red dress swishing by. And what is a fine lady doing out at this hour? She cranes her neck to follow the hem but can make out only a black shawl, a black hat, a black veil. In less than a minute, the woman is swallowed up by the Spanish Arch at the end of the quay.


Mary Agnes hugs her satchel and keeps up with her granddad’s long legs as they walk guardedly through putrefying fish guts in oily puddles. Along the quayside, stout barrels, wooden crates, and cinch-filled sacks wait to be loaded onto ships. Strong stevedores use a crude rope-and-pulley system to hoist crates of sheep over a ship’s rail; the animals bleat mournfully as pens thud on deck.


All that mutton going to England, as usual, Mary Agnes thinks. While we starve.


Down the quay they weave, looking for the ship to Liverpool. Siren, it’s called, the only ship leaving today. Leaving. Leaving. Not that one. No, not that one.


“It’d be here,” Festus says. Ahead of them, a barque, in grim need of paint, her faded figurehead jutting from the bow, hair once blonde and breasts exploding from a dull red gown. The ship is perhaps a hundred-fifty feet, give or take as they say, when the answer’s in reach, but not yet clear. Heavy lines loop down through rusted hawseholes and tether the ship to large iron rings set into stone at twenty-foot intervals along the dock. Although the ship is bound fast, still she creaks in the raging river.


Two spindly masts pierce low clouds, the rigging a tangle that yaws in the wind and now-pelting rain. Men of every color race up and down masts to harness rigging and bend sails: royals, topgallants, jibs. Two men repair a large gash in the hull, others swarm the deck heaving trunks and provisions. A yell, and then a crash, as something splinters on deck.


A rash of vulgarities then—in both Irish and English—followed quickly by a loud whistle, commotion, and, out of the fray, an enraged ship’s master reprimanding the crew in words not meant for thirteen-year-old ears.


Mary Agnes tries to stop up her ears with ungloved hands as she squints to read the ship’s badge, hoping against hope this is not the ship. But there it is: Siren, carved into rotting wood and devoid of luster. Her heart drops.


Must I board?


But what choice does she have? Today, Mary Agnes is bound for Liverpool, and from there, on another ship to America. It hasn’t sunk in yet. It is like she will wake up from a horrid dream and still be in Dawrosbeg, with her grandparents and Jonesy and her brothers. But, her mam. And Fiach. Her stomach lurches. I cannot have a babe.


“You could come too, Granda,” Mary Agnes says with the steadiest voice she can muster.


“And leave yer Gram? Never. Ireland is my home.”


“Aye, it is, but.”


Mary Agnes and Festus mill about with other passengers until the ship’s master finally lowers the gangway. Others press in for spots in line to board. Mary Agnes hangs back for as long as she can.


“Last call for Liverpool,” the ship’s master barks.


Festus presses several folded bills and a letter into Mary Agnes’s hand. The envelope bears an unfamiliar address in an unfamiliar handwriting.


“Give this to the good father at the church in New York,” Festus says. “It will tell him all he needs to know.”


Mary Agnes glances at the envelope. She does not yet know there are more than a hundred churches in New York and finding this particular one will be more difficult than she can imagine. As to the bills, she gasps.


“But Granda—this is a fortune.” She fingers six, seven, eight pounds, the sum of a fisherman’s yearly wages. What could this amount buy? So many things, clothing and soap and boots and oilskins and eyeglasses and food, she thinks, so much food.


Festus hugs Mary Agnes and bends to kiss her hair. He holds her in an embrace longer than usual. “’Tis my pleasure, girl. It’ll be six pounds alone for yer fare and two to spare. Mind yer purse, but I’ve no need to say that. Ya’ve a good head on yer shoulders. And a sight smarter—and prettier—than most, if I don’t say so myself. A true Laffey, ya are, Ag.”


He turns her face toward his and cups her cheeks. “Don’t forget where ya come from.”


How can I ever forget? But where is home now?


Festus begins then in Gaelic:




“Go n-éirí an bóthar leat . . .”


May you succeed on the road . . . and until we meet again . . .


“Go gcoinní Dia i mbos A láimhe thú.”


May God hold you in the hollow of his hand.





Mary Agnes’s eyes tear up.


“Until we meet again. And ya’ll see, there’ll be an again in it, girl.”


I’m not sure of that, Granda. Not sure at all.


“Come along, lass,” the ship’s master calls. “‘Time and tide wait for no man.’ Or girl, for that matter.”


Mary Agnes peers up at Festus, that rugged face she knows and loves, memorizing it against time. “Goodbye, Granda. I’ll miss you . . .”


“God as my witness,” he interrupts, touching her cheek, his eyes swelled with tears. “I’ll miss ya more than ya’ll ever know.”
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Mary Agnes holds tight to the sides of her granddad’s small fishing boat as they weave through rocky shoals in Ballynakill Harbour toward the wide mouth of the North Atlantic. They’re after cod, ling, hake—and not a moment too soon. No fishermen have dared go out during this furious storm that’s battered the Irish seaboard for days, “a good stir,” Festus calls it, waves that could sink much larger ships. Which means Mary Agnes is desperately hungry by now, five days on; the pain in her stomach throbs like a hammer pounding a nail.


And the storm’s not abated yet. Cold salt spray crashes over the tar-covered currach’s bow, wave after wave of it, as her granddad rows out with the tide. Rain—is it ever not raining in Ireland?—lashes the boat with such vengeance Mary Agnes wonders if God has a special reason for punishing the Irish.


Sure, and there’d be reasons, wet enough to drown the dead, beginning with us Coynes . . .


When they clear Dawrosbeg, Festus heads for the tip of Renvyle Peninsula, four miles northwest, Letter Hill to starboard. Mary Agnes can’t quite see the cliff at the end of the peninsula that extends out into the sea, but it’s not just because of the rain. She can’t see past her hands; everything else is blurry at best.


Mary Agnes’s shabby muslin dress, plastered to her shins, is soaked through, despite wearing one of her granddad’s oversized woolen sweaters. Her feet, clammy and raw, are stuffed into one-size-too-small boots. She’s chilled already, and not a half-hour into their day, with eight, nine hours to go. That she could use an oilskin and a hat like her granddad wears—and so many other things—is like conjuring up fairy dreams. There is hardly enough to put food scraps on the table at home. She cannot ask.


A stiff wind skims the skin of the sea as the currach rises and falls in the waves. It’s as familiar as her own skin. When she was eight, and every year since, she has taken to the sea with her granddad on Fridays, and it’s a relief, getting away from her mam and da and brothers in their overcrowded cottage, unless there’s a new little one at home, that is, and then she’s pressed into service and misses her Fridays out.


And Mam’s due again. More mouths to feed. But feed us what?


Nothing for breakfast again today, for her anyway. The meager slurry her mam scrapes together each morning is for the boys, and don’t ya go grudging it, her mam says. Mary Agnes’s stomach growls, hollow and empty. She’s often faint and has trouble concentrating, even on the smallest of tasks. And then there’s the constant headache. If it weren’t for scant mussels she collects, the family would have even less to eat. And with this recent storm, there’s been no mussel gathering for a week.


As she shifts her bottom on the slippery seat, Mary Agnes catches herself before she scrapes already-bruised knees on the ribbed sole of the boat. If only a fish would jump into the currach, she would eat it raw, sink her teeth into the slimy flesh, skin and all, oily innards dripping down her chin. She touches her mouth, as if tasting it.


As they near the point, Mary Agnes sees the faint outline of three familiar islands through patchy fog several miles off the Connemara coast, the largest, Inis Bo Finne, dominant. When seas permit, Festus fishes off Inishbofin, that’s the English word, and English they’re required to speak now, except at home when no one’s listening.


But on Fridays, Festus and Mary Agnes fish closer to home off Dawrosbeg. It’s their special time. Whether they catch fish or not on Fridays is usually not of issue. Today, however, it’s more pressing than usual. Festus hasn’t been out for a week due to the weather, and, despite it, he needs fish.


Most of the fish caught in Irish waters is bound for England, and don’t think fisherman don’t begrudge it, they do. It’s as palpable as breath. And not just fish. Cattle, horses, rabbits, and honey—anything exportable—is bound for England to feed the British, leaving the Irish hungry.


It’s been this way since before An Gorta Mór, the time of great hunger in 1847.


Maybe the famine could have been avoided—or mitigated—but that’s an old, tired conversation that loops in pubs and cottages and along the lanes, and the result the same, a million dead, two million moved on, and five million more with nowhere to go, most of them still hungry.


History is in the telling of it, Mary Agnes knows, and this much is true: The famine wasn’t the fault of the Irish, none at all, but they’re the ones paying the price. That the Irish continue to feed the British, forty years on now, is nothing less than galling. How can someone not begrudge that? She hates the British so much that sometimes her fists clench so hard her jagged nails pierce her palms until they bleed.


Festus whistles as he pulls to the rhythm of the dark, undulating waves with pole-shaped oars—dip, up, dip, up—the sound of wood grating wood as he pulls the oars hard against the oarlocks. He is taller and twice as thin as his kinfolk. In any weather, he wears a worn, ivory cable-knit sweater; suspenders; heavy, dark wool pants; an oilskin; and a tweed flat cap; all he owns except for well-worn mourning clothes. The cap covers his mop of grey hair—what is left of it—and falls low on his weather-withered face. His eyes, green like Mary Agnes’s, are filmed over with white.


He clears his throat and begins to sing.




I’m a-rowin’ on the ocean


Many miles a-sea . . .





“Join in, Aggie,” he says. “It’s still a ways off to the point.”


Mary Agnes doesn’t need to be asked twice, she loves to sing.




And I wonder oh my darlin’


If ya ever think of me.





She is always asked to sing at wakes, songs in the old language. Demons cower and angels weep, old folks say when she’s finished singing, and everyone nods, yes, yes, indeed she does, that Coyne girl, she’s blessed, what a rare gift she has, that voice, that voice. Like her gram, an angel voice she had, too, when she were young. And on they go, a drop of whiskey, and thanks for that, with the rememberings.


Today, singing keeps Mary Agnes from thinking about cold or hunger—or about Fiach.


Festus and Mary Agnes finish all six verses of the shanty—the last verse quite lustily—as her granddad rows and she tends to nets. And then he laughs. Despite years of hardship and heartache and hunger, Festus is almost always merry. Mary Agnes admires that about her granddad. She is not always merry.


They reach the lee of Renvyle Point and tuck into a nook to escape the weather. Here, they ready the hand line. Mary Agnes pulls the bait bucket between her feet while Festus feeds her line. She baits each of the hundred hooks attached to the long line with bits of limpet she collected last week at low tide and kept alive in a bucket of seawater. She’s proud how fast she can bait a hook, faster than any man, her granddad says. Not today, though. Her fingers are so cold she struggles to work bait onto hooks.


When the lines are ready, Festus rows the boat away from shore and points the bow of the currach into the tidal current. Mary Agnes slowly pays out the line, careful not to let it tangle. She hopes there will be enough fish to sell so Festus can pay his rent. The rest of the fish, well, that’s another story. That her gram will only get tails and heads today rankles, but it will be enough for a scanty fish stew, just enough. Mary Agnes’s fingers are by now raw, and she curses that she forgot gloves today.


But will she complain? No. If she is to be a fisherwoman, she needs to toughen. So what if she’s drenched, cold, famished? She’s with her granddad, sheltered and safe.


“GET OFF ME, YOU BRUTE!”


Fiach’s hand gropes under Mary Agnes’s nightclothes as he pins her to her cot, his fingers cold as dead winter. He smells of dirt and sweat and whiskey. It’s May, the rutting season, as he clamps his hand over her mouth, his breath hot and thick. She chokes back a scream and squirms beneath him, distressed she didn’t hear him climbing the ladder to the loft where she sleeps on a cot pushed up against the single window.


Fiach is built like Festus, tall and lean. His dark hair hangs around his gaunt face. That he has strength at all may surprise, but he does get breakfast, their mam sees to that. Tonight, his fingers dig deep into her behind after he fumbles with his trousers. If she doesn’t act fast, something she dreads more than death might happen nine months from now—all too well she knows about childbearing from her mother. And she is not ready for a child. Especially not now, at thirteen. Mary Agnes bites down hard on Fiach’s hand.


“Whore!” he yells. He lurches back, raises his hand, and slaps her face.


She wrenches free of her half-brother’s grasp and leaps from the bed, her nightdress drenched with sweat. She grabs a candlestick and raises it above her head.


“One more inch, and I’ll bash your face.” Her cheek burns from the slap. Her da beats their mam, so this is nothing new in a long line of women in the parish who sport reddened cheeks like rouge. “The weather,” they say, or “Clumsy me,” or “Walked into the door, that I did.” Mary Agnes knows better. She will never marry.


Fiach lunges toward Mary Agnes and she brings the full force of the pewter candleholder down on his arm.


“Damn ya,” he yells. He holds his arm and glares at her.


A loud padding from the front room, steps on the ladder.


Da. I thought you’d never come.


“What the devil?” John Coyne stands at the top of the ladder, his shoulders slumped. Her da is short and stout like many of the Connemara men, built for work. But work is scarce, and he spends his days at the pub. His speech is slurred from drink again tonight.


Fiach grimaces and slinks past his stepfather, not without a cuff to the side of his head. John Coyne stares at Mary Agnes. He does not speak, just remains there, staring.


Does he see me? Does he care?


Mary Agnes breaks the silence, her voice shaky. “He were after me, Da.”


Her father grunts. “See as ya don’t tempt him.”


Tempt him? “How could I tempt him, Da? I were asleep!”


“Find a way.”


Mary Agnes’s eyes blaze. “And how is it I can do that?”


He shrugs and turns to leave. “Ask yer mam.”


“Da!”


He moves away with tired steps.


Ask Mam? Like she knows? Eight children in fifteen years? All those boys like stairsteps, barely a year between them, except the years the tiny white coffins were spirited away and Mam sank into gloom so dark we daren’t talk to her? For months?


A wan moon casts weak light through the lone attic window above Mary Agnes’s cot. Most nights, she watches the moon, the stars, the clouds, the sea outside her window. Makes up a poem. Sings. But tonight, she doesn’t take her eyes off the top of the ladder for the rest of night, short as it is, hoping that a thousand currachs will come to take her away from this place. She pulls her coverlet up to ward off damp and prays under her breath, quiet enough so no one in the cottage will be roused, but loud enough for Mary and the saints to hear.


But the currachs don’t come—and why would I think they would, that’s the stuff of folktales. She will keep a knife under her pillow from now on, a sharp one.


ONE PULL, THEN ANOTHER, AS MARY AGNES and Festus reel in codfish hand over hand onto the sole of the boat. Fish writhe at their feet. Festus takes a club to each to render it still and marks the catch in a small notebook. She pulls hooks from their mouths, disentangles lines, and stuffs silvery fish, eyes now dulled, into worn baskets. Rust-red blood, sea water, and rain pools at her feet and she bails the bottom of the currach with a small bucket.


Mid-afternoon, Festus rows the boat toward a sheltered harbor on an islet called Finishlagh. The cove is protected from wind here, this Mary Agnes can read from the ripples on the water. The rain has eased, “only spitting,” Festus calls it. He throws out a small anchor and she unpacks dinner, now cold. They sit, huddled, splitting a small, sliced potato and a piece of pickled cod, washed down with lukewarm tea, each swallow a gift.


When they finish their meal, Festus wipes his mouth with his sleeve, picks up a frayed piece of line, and holds it out toward Mary Agnes. He is missing half of his left forefinger.


“A bowline,” he says, as he weaves a knot. “Ya try it.”


Mary Agnes stumbles on the first try, but then finds a pattern, weaving a frayed rope up through a loop, around a fixed line, and down through the loop again.


“Now let’s race,” Festus says. “On your marks, get set, go!”


At the sound of go, old fingers and young work the lines, ten seconds on the next try, then eight, and the winning five, Mary Agnes triumphant as she pulls the knot tight. She holds it up for Festus’s inspection as the currach bobs in the lagoon, small against the waves, the sea, the world.


“Well done, girl. Now behind yer back. Then we’ll try one hand. We’ll make a fisherwoman out of ya yet. Maybe take over my operation. Wouldn’t that be something, a lass in charge.”


Now there’s an idea. Take over from Granda. Move to Inishbofin. Live off fish. Mary Agnes can gut a fish as fast as anyone (and maybe faster, her head low to see her hands, and isn’t that boning knife sharp and her eyesight not—she has cuts on her knuckles to prove it). That would solve everything. And I’d be far enough away from Fiach. Mary Agnes thinks these things as she pulls on a damaged net. She dares to ask the question she’s often worried about, seeing as she cannot swim.


“Have you ever fallen over, Granda? Into the sea?”


“One time too few,” Festus laughs. Soon his face goes dark. “The sea never gives up, Aggie. Certainly never gives up its dead.” His eyes narrow. “I’ve known too many lost. One day it’ll be my turn.”


No. Mary Agnes hurries to change the subject. “Do we have time for a story?” Her granddad is known throughout Connemara as one of the best storytellers. He never says no.


Festus checks the sky. “A short one, perhaps. The mad birdman?” He flaps his large arms. “Or the magic salmon?” He motions a fish swimming.


“The magic salmon,” she says, and mimics his motion, her hands flying through the air like a salmon swimming upstream.


“Then the magic salmon it is.”


And there, amid now choppier waves, wind picking up and seabirds screeching overhead, her granddad begins the story of the boy who caught the world’s most elusive salmon and by doing so gained all the knowledge the world has to offer.


Just the word, fish, and Mary Agnes’s stomach grumbles all the more. It is a curse to even think about food. Maybe I’ll slip one into my dress pocket. Maybe two, when Granda’s not looking, and share it with my brothers later at home.


But then her granddad’s numbers would be off and he’d be held accountable, and it’s better to be hungry than see her granddad hauled off to prison.


Damn the British, she thinks, every one of them, sitting at their polished tables eating our food.


“Can ya imagine it, girl?” Festus asks. “Knowing everything? The past and the future?”


Mary Agnes cannot imagine tomorrow, let alone the future. She squints through patches of fog. By now she can’t feel her fingers. If only she were in front of a fire, reading. She narrows her eyes again, this time scrunching her whole forehead, eyes slits.


“I cannot see the future,” she says. “But I can almost see America from here.” Just last week, another family from Dawrosmore emigrated to America. There was an “American Wake” for them: food, music, and Irish blessings. The word America conjures so many thoughts. Opportunity. No British rule. Food for every meal. Away from incessant wind and rain.


And far, far away from Fiach.


“Everything’s better there, in America, isn’t it, Granda?”


Festus pauses and half turns toward her. How Mary Agnes loves his profile, so familiar and comforting. It’s as if his very presence undergirds her. She can’t imagine life without him.


“I’m not sure of that, girl.” Festus shakes his head and looks at her with filmy eyes. “No one who leaves for America ever comes back. A few letters, maybe, and then there’s only an empty chair at the table.” He sets his shoulders, pulls the oars, and heads back toward Dawrosbeg, the last breath of day limning the horizon with a sliver of light.


Thanks be to God, Festus has a good catch today. The women will be waiting. The children will be waiting. It will be another long night ahead gutting fish, standing in mud to their shins and packing fish into barrels until it’s so dark, all they will see is the outline of hands, faces, lives.


As the boat approaches the tip of the Dawros peninsula, Mary Agnes shivers violently. She worries the line in her already-worn pocket, fingering the knot like a rosary.


I’m not sure it’s better in America, either, Granda. But I have to get away from Fiach, and soon, before I’m saddled with a babe of my own.


Or I kill him first.
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Damp seeps in every crack of the small cottage as Mary Agnes wipes a thin, warped pane with an already-dirtied rag, making small, uneven circles from top to bottom of the glass. Even if her hand rests for a second, her mind never rests. The image of Fiach coming at her is never far from her mind. But he will be going out soon—thanks be to God—and won’t be expected back until suppertime. She’s got a knife under her tick pillow now, it hasn’t yet been missed. And if it is, the tinkers will be around soon and her Mam can trade for a new one.


John and Anna Coyne’s whitewashed stone cottage sits on a small knoll two hundred yards from the sea at Dawrosmore outside Letterfrack in rural Connemara, a wild and rugged place in the far west of Ireland. Measuring nine feet by fifteen feet, the cottage has three windows, two small rectangular ones framing the worn green door, and another in the attic, above Mary Agnes’s cot, facing the sea. A massive fireplace dominates the eastern wall of the earthen-floored cottage.


Inside, the Coynes have cobbled together space for eating: a table and four chairs, rotated between the nine of them; space for sleeping: a curtained area for John and Anna and straw mats lining the walls for the boys; space for gathering: several three-legged stools in front of the smoldering peat fire. It’s said the soul flees from the people of a house if the fire goes out, so Mary Agnes, superstitious as she is, makes sure the fire is always fed. Everything smells of smoke.


The sky, a brew of grey and slate and coal, shoulders heavy clouds that loom low over the landscape, obscuring the Twelve Bens beyond. Wind howls down the peninsula’s rutted lane and carries with it the breath of the Atlantic. Rain beats against thatch-roofed cottages and age-old stone walls. On rocky knolls, wild thyme, whitethorn, thrift, and stonecrop bloom early after winter, their delicate flowers clinging to life. The sea roars and churns, whitecaps as far as the horizon, out past the outer islands, even, thrusting salt spray in wild lacy bursts up jagged bluffs. Seabirds are no match for the wind today.


Glancing through the window toward the west, beyond the yard, beyond the rain, lies America. Mary Agnes cannot stop thinking about it. Just the saying of it—America—has emboldened her.


Maybe I will go there. But going to America is as likely as a deep winter’s day in Connemara dawning cornflower blue. Maybe Galway? Or Dublin? I will never go to England. She wrestles with where to go, how to stay. I’ll be a fisher-woman, I will, live on Inishbofin, that’s how I’ll avoid Fiach. The dilemma consumes her, back, forth, back, forth, see saw Margery Daw.


“No breakfast yet?” Fiach Laffey barks at his mother.


“Don’t ya be talking to yer mam like that,” John Coyne says. He sits at the table slurping tea from a saucer.


“Bastard,” Fiach replies.


John Coyne rises and advances toward Fiach, but Fiach’s out the cottage door in a flash. John thunders out after him.


You’re the bastard, Fiach, Mary Agnes thinks. For more reasons than one.


Many an Irish girl gives birth not long after a wedding, and no one mentions it. But her mother? What about that? Didn’t anyone suspect? Anna Laffey had Fiach at fourteen, fourteen, mind you, unmarried and without the hint of a suitor. Who was his father, then? A local man? The innkeeper? A rogue soldier? The landowner? The priest?


Mary Agnes has often wondered because no one speaks of it. That John Coyne married Anna Laffey soon after Fiach was born might be called laudable, but you don’t know John Coyne—and you don’t know Fiach Laffey. Fifteen years on, you don’t want to be in the same room as the both of them unless you’ve wagered on it.


“Off with ya, then,” Anna Coyne yells. “And stop yer gawking, Mary A.” Anna rattles the iron pot over the fire, holding her lumpy stomach like a bag of feed as she stirs contents, weak as the broth is sure to be.


And speaking of weak, was it just last night John Coyne came after Anna Coyne? With a butcher knife? Chased her around the kitchen table? And she with child again? Who does such a thing? It was a good thing John Coyne was on the drink and Anna Coyne faster, despite being heavy with child. All the children witnessed it. They witness plenty. There are always bruises, but never talk of changes.


“Out of my way, will ya?” Anna Coyne swats three-year-old Thomas on the rear. He’s small and dark-haired, with merry eyes. Nine-year-old Ferris and five-year old Eamon, both dark-haired and bone thin, scrape chairs up to the table, spoons in hand. Sean and Padraig, eleven and ten, are still out with their da in the barn. None of the children wears shoes or boots, except for Mass.


Mary Agnes motions to Tommy. He scoots up into the window well onto her lap.


“Mammy’s sore again,” he whispers.


Is her mother ever not in a black mood? Mary Agnes remembers the old Irish saying, “Nothing is worse than a smoking chimney, a scolding woman, and a leaking roof.” We’ve got all three here, the chimney, the woman, the roof.


“Shh, now,” she says, as she wraps her arms around Tommy’s bony frame. He is her favorite, and not just because he is the youngest. Can you feel love through your eyes? This she wonders, because she feels it. Just the way Tommy looks at her thaws her heart. Tommy places his head against her chest, his ribs protruding. She strokes his head, and he settles into her. “Shh,” she says again, “lovely boy.”


Out the window, the crooked lane in front of the cottage winds down toward the dark Atlantic. If only she could focus clearly, she might be able to identify each of the Jones’s lambs in the lower pasture by name, but she can only make out a mass of woolly splotches huddled by the stile. She will have to try to sneak away to see Jonesy later. Thinking about him makes her heart race.


She’s known him her whole life, for goodness’s sake. When they were but children, they played on grassy knolls, chasing robins and rabbits, digging for buried coin, collecting stones. Their affection grew slowly until recently when they first kissed behind the Jones’s barn. Jonesy, a sturdy lad with tousled hair—and hands and feet as large as a man—pulled her close then and stroked her hair. Tender, is what she recalls. Now they meet almost daily, away from prying eyes. Only the wind bears witness to it.


Mary Agnes glances outside again, the world blurred and soft around the edges. Unless it’s three inches from her face, like a book, she can hardly see. Except for mountains. She can make out the shapes of Letter Hill to the north across the harbor and tall Bengoora to the east, one of the Twelve Bens that surrounds Letterfrack. Because of this, she always knows where she is in relation to the world, north or south or east. West is always the sea. She has always wanted to climb Bengoora. Maybe a miracle would occur there, like miracles in biblical stories, and she would be able to see. But climb the mountain? How? She has to settle for poor eyesight, her da can’t afford to buy her eyeglasses, so that is out of the question. It’s never talked about, like so many other things.


John Coyne blames everyone and everything for everyone and everything, so what’s the use of talking? Blame is always a drink away. Mary Agnes supposes she could blame Jesus, John Coyne does. But how can you blame Jesus for everything that goes wrong? After everything he went through?


Tommy wriggles on her lap. “I’m hun-gy, Ammie A.” He can’t pronounce Mary yet, let alone Agnes.


“Be still now, Tommy,” she whispers back. “Breakfast will be on soon enough.” One boiled potato in a slurry, split between all the boys, she means. There’s no difference between fasting on a feast-day and eating every day at the Coyne house. Once a month, on a Sunday, Fiach brings in a meager leg of mutton from the neighbors to split nine ways, his wages for a month’s work. Her stomach grumbles. She thinks how good mutton will taste this coming week, that rich, dark gravy dribbling down her chin.


This is nothing new, Mary Agnes dreams of food every day. It’s a blessing and a curse, dreaming. All at once you are at a banquet, roasts and cakes and wines, and then, just as fast, it all evaporates into thin air and you’re left with the wanting of it.


As she shifts Tommy on her lap, Sean and Padraig burst through the cottage door, dripping rain.


“Off with those clothes, all of them,” Mam barks.


“But Mam—”


“Quit yer carping. Now.”


Soon, a pile of foul, steaming wool and two skinny, naked boys. Mary Agnes doesn’t bother to look. Naked boys are all too common with six brothers, although Fiach is the only one with hair.


“Mary A.!” Sean yells. “Look away.”


“Not much to look at, Sean.”


She hurries Tommy off her lap and pinches Sean on the rear as he hurries to the corner to fetch warm clothes. He turns and smiles, then sticks out his tongue.


At least someone has a sense of humor in this house.


Mary Agnes joins her mother by the fire. “Mam,” she begins. “Last night with Da, him coming at you again—”


“Not another word about it. Ya don’t understand.” Her mam disappears behind the curtain that separates the great room from her bed.


Oh, I understand plenty, Mam. The way Da comes at you every night, stinking drunk and loosening his trousers. But being chased with a knife? Where does this end?


She often wishes she was born into a different family. There would be stories and laugher and maybe, just maybe, enough food.


Mary Agnes gathers drenched clothes and tosses them in the tub. She hastily ties on an old green apron, hoists Tommy to the highchair, and doles out food to her brothers. She’ll put up a plate for her da and scrape the blackened pot for her breakfast. And then get to washing up and soaking clothes, making beds and sweeping floors, gathering water and checking for eggs. Not that there’ll be any. The hens are so thin. Soon, they’ll be in a pot and eggs will be a distant memory.


She stacks chipped plates next to the dry sink overflowing with soiled dishes. Soon, she’ll have to go out in torrential rain for water and more turf for the fire and mussels for supper. And then what? A full day ahead for what purpose? Other than ringing in the hours toward eternity? Will the story ever change?


She stokes the peat fire, all hiss and smoke, and places a pail under the leak. Water pings against metal. And still the rain pounds. How many days has it been? Five? Seven? Five times seven? Mary Agnes has long lost count, and she’s good at numbers. She takes a rush broom from its place near the fire and sweeps the dirt floor. When it’s dry—maybe July, she thinks—she’ll haul bucketloads of sand from the beach to spread around the room.


A loud bang disturbs her thoughts. Fiach slams the cottage door, scowling, his hair plastered to his face and hands clenched.


Why is he home so soon? The answer cannot be good. Has he been caught stealing? Sacked? Will there be no mutton this month, then?


“What’re ya staring at?” Fiach hisses.


Mary Agnes glares at him, eyes steady. “The devil himself.”


Fiach advances toward her, his large fists clenched. The other boys watch him, eyes wide again.


“Go on, you bastard,” she says. “Deck me here, in front of our wee brothers. Set a fine example, why don’t you?”


Fiach scowls and aims for her face. She ducks. Sean whoops and Tommy claps his hands. It’s a gamble to be a Coyne. You never know what might happen next.
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“Ya’re nothing but trouble.” Her mother’s face, ruddy and lined, sneers as she forces shirts through the mangle. In front of them, a large pile of trousers, the last of the drawers.


What have I done now? Mary Agnes thinks.


“Don’t talk back at me.”


“I didn’t say anything!”


“I said, don’t talk back.” Spittle flies from Anna Coyne’s mouth. “Fiach told me everything. How ya lured him into yer bed—”


“I did nothing of the sort, Mam!”


“And then ya attacked him with a candlestick!”


“It should have been a knife.”


Anna Coyne drops a wet shirt and rushes her daughter. She slaps her across the mouth.


Mary Agnes stands her ground and wipes blood from her lip with her sleeve. How many times have I been slapped? And for reasons not of my doing?


She doesn’t break contact with her mother’s steely eyes. “You’ve no call to do that. I did nothing of the sort,” she repeats. “I were asleep, Mam. He came at me while I were asleep.”


“A lie,” her mam says. “I won’t have a whore under our roof.” She throws the now-filthy shirt into the dirty clothes basket.


Whore? When he came at me in the night?


“Remember the Coffey girl? Yer friend who got tangled up with the O’Connor boy?” Her mother scowls.


Oh, I remember. Chapter and verse. And not just the O’Connor boy. The whole lot of them in the RIC coming after her.


“Ya’d have to beg the good sisters to take ya in now.” She spits at Mary Agnes’s feet. “Inviting yer own brother into yer bed.”


“Mammy! Are you listening?”


“Fiach told me more than what I needed to hear.” Her face twists into a scowl. “That it were ya that attacked him.”


“It were him that attacked me, Mammy, I swear.”


Anna Coyne swipes at the shirt, her face red and contorted. “All that book learning and suddenly ya’re too good for the likes of us. Let yer gram and granddad take ya in.”


“You’re throwing me out? Of my own home?” Mary Agnes flings the now-clean shirt back onto the ground and storms into the cottage. She climbs the ladder to her loft bedroom, rifles through cobwebs and trunks to find a battered satchel, and packs in it her clothes, hair combs, handkerchiefs.


I tell you what I would have enjoyed, Mammy. Knocking Fiach senseless. Running him through with a knife and leaving him there to bleed.


She looks out the attic window, her eye out to the greater world, and takes a moment to memorize the view. Wrapping her brown stole around her shoulders, she steps rung-by-rung down the ladder, marches past her mother and younger brothers without a word and slams the door. In driving rain, she turns right toward her grandparent’s cottage, a mile off at the end of the peninsula. Tommy calls out after her, but she can’t turn around. She won’t give her mother the satisfaction of seeing her cry.
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