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How a Song Became a Story
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The Great Hunger began not as a novel, but as a song.

Years ago, I wrote "The Long Fields"—a ballad about love, loss, and the Ireland my ancestors left behind. The lyrics spoke of fields where love bloomed before the hunger came, of promises made and kept across impossible distances, of wild winds and waiting hearts.

As I sang those words, I began to wonder: Who were these lovers? What drove them apart? How did they find each other again? What did it cost them to survive?

The more I thought about it, the more Patrick and Catherine came alive in my imagination—two ordinary people facing the Great Hunger, transportation, and separation, yet refusing to quit. Their story demanded to be told in full, not just in verses and choruses, but across decades and generations.

My wife Beth encouraged me to expand the song into something larger. "There's a novel in those lyrics," she said. "A whole world waiting to be explored."

She was right.

What began as a four-minute ballad grew into an 82,000-word epic spanning fifty years, two continents, and five generations. But at its heart, it remains the same story the song told—of love that survives everything, of promises kept no matter the cost, of building something beautiful from ashes.

The song gave me the emotional truth. The novel gave me the space to honour it properly.

So when you read The Great Hunger, know that you're reading an expansion of the song printed here. The melody that inspired Patrick and Catherine's journey. The words that made me believe their story deserved to be told.

Some songs demand to become something more.

This was one of them.

I hope you enjoy The Great Hunger Story!

Steve Biancucci (Author)
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Prologue: The Stone
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Port Fairy, Victoria, 1952

The stone was smooth from handling, worn nearly flat by decades of desperate fingers.

Patrick Byrne—the younger Patrick, the grandson—held it in his palm and tried to imagine what his grandfather had felt, carrying this small piece of Ireland through hell and across the world.

It had come from the old stone wall in County Clare, his grandmother had told him. The wall where she and his grandfather used to meet as children, where they'd fallen in love, where they'd said their last goodbye before seven years of separation began.

"He kept it in his pocket every day at Port Arthur," Grandmother Catherine had said, pressing the stone into Patrick's hand when he was twenty. "Through the darkness and the brutality and the times he wanted to give up. This stone reminded him why he had to survive. It reminded him of me."

Patrick had been holding onto it ever since—through his own struggles, his own triumphs, through seventy-five years of life on The Long Fields. Now, standing in the cemetery overlooking the ocean, he placed it gently on his grandfather's headstone.

A gift returned. A circle completed.

"Tell me the story again, Grandpa," his great-grandson said beside him—another Patrick, the fourth to bear the name. Eight years old, bright-eyed, hungry for connection to ancestors he'd never met.

Patrick looked at the boy, then at the headstones marking a century of family history, then out at the farm his grandparents had carved from wilderness through sheer determination and love that refused to die.

"It begins with hunger," Patrick said. "Not just for food, though there was plenty of that. But hunger for home. For love. For something better than what the world had given them."

The boy listened, as children had listened for generations, as children would listen for generations to come.

And Patrick began to tell the story.

The story of two ordinary people who survived extraordinary suffering.

The story of love that transcended oceans and prison walls.

The story of The Long Fields, and how it came to be.

The story of survival, hope, and the unbreakable human spirit.

The story of Patrick and Catherine Byrne.

Their story.

Our story.

The story of the Great Hunger, and everything that came after.
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Chapter 1: The Last Good Harvest
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Spring 1847, County Clare, Ireland

The sky over County Clare was the colour of forget-me-nots the morning Patrick Byrne first kissed Catherine Daly in the long fields. It wasn't their first meeting—they'd known each other since childhood, had played together in the lanes and helped with harvest alongside a dozen other children from the parish. But it was the first morning Patrick had looked at her and seen not the girl who could outrun him barefoot through the meadows, but the woman who made his chest tight and his words stumble. She stood at the edge of the potato field with a basket balanced on her hip, her dark hair escaping from beneath her shawl in wild curls that caught the early light. Twenty-two years old and strong from work, with hands that could gentle a frightened lamb or turn soil with equal grace. When she laughed at something her younger sister Bridget said, Patrick felt the sound in his bones.

He watched the movement of her throat as she swallowed, mesmerised by the simple, fierce vitality of her. It wasn't just her strength, which he had always respected, but the sudden, blinding sight of her as his own possible future. He saw the firelight glinting on her hair in a cottage that was his, and the curve of her spine as she bent over a cradle. The thought hit him so hard it was like being caught by a rogue wave—it drove the air from his lungs and left him dizzy with an unfamiliar, terrifying need.

He’d known her face for twenty years, known the map of her freckles and the quick flash of her smile, but in this moment, in the soft spring air, the familiarity was replaced by a profound, startling newness. He realised he was standing still while the rest of the parish was already bending to the work, and he felt his face heat up, not just from the sun, but from the sudden, public nature of his gaze.

"Are you going to stand there gawking like a fool, Patrick Byrne, or are you going to help us with these ridges?" Catherine called across to him, one eyebrow raised in that way she had—half teasing, half challenge.

Patrick grinned and crossed the distance between them, his boots sinking slightly into the soft earth. The fields stretched around them in neat parallel ridges, dark soil turned and ready for planting. His father's land—or rather, the land his father rented from Lord Ashbrook's estate—rolled away toward the distant stone walls that marked the boundaries of their world. "I was admiring the view," he said, deliberately not looking at the fields. 

Bridget giggled and Catherine's cheeks coloured, but she didn't look away. At eighteen, Bridget still had the roundness of youth in her face, but already she showed signs of Catherine's striking features—the high cheekbones, the grey eyes that seemed to see more than they should.

"The view, is it?" Catherine said. "And here I thought you were a farmer, not a poet."

"Can't a man be both?"

"He can try." She shifted the basket to her other hip. It was full of seed potatoes, carefully selected from last year's crop, each one cut to show the eyes from which new growth would spring. "Though I've yet to hear any poems from you that weren't about rain or rock walls."

"Give me time," Patrick said. "I'm working on one about a girl with wild hair who thinks she knows everything."

"Sounds tedious already."

But she was smiling, and when Patrick reached for the basket, their hands touched. The moment held—a breath, a heartbeat—before Catherine released her grip and turned toward the ridges.

"Come on then, poet. These won't plant themselves."

They worked side by side as the morning wore on, Patrick cutting small trenches in the ridges while Catherine and Bridget followed, placing the seed potatoes with practised care. The work was rhythmic, meditative—the kind of labour that freed the mind to wander even as the body moved with purpose.

Around them, the parish was coming alive with the same activity. In the neighbouring fields, Patrick could see the O'Sullivans working their plot—Sean, his closest friend since boyhood, was stripped to his shirt despite the morning chill, his red hair bright in the sun. Beyond them the Kellys and the Connors bent to their work. Smoke rose from cottage chimneys scattered across the valley. Someone was singing—old Mrs. Murphy, probably, who never worked without a song on her lips. The sound drifted across the fields, a tune about lovers meeting by a stream.

"Listen to that," Catherine said, pausing to tilt her head toward the music. "She's been singing that song since before we were born."

"My mother says Mrs. Murphy sang at her wedding," Patrick replied. "Says she has a voice like a lark still, despite her years."

"Bridget has her voice," Catherine said, smiling at her sister. "She could make the angels weep if she'd practice more."

Bridget blushed. "You're the one always asking me to sing while we work."

"Because it makes the work go faster." Catherine placed another seed potato with care, covering it gently with soil. "And because you have a gift, little sister. Don't waste it."

Patrick watched the exchange with warmth spreading through his chest. This was what he wanted—this life, these people, this sense of belonging to something good and lasting. The Dalys had always felt like family to him, even before he'd started courting Catherine properly. Margaret Daly had nursed him through a fever when he was twelve and his own mother was helping with a difficult birth across the parish. Thomas had taught him how to read the sky for weather, how to judge soil quality by its smell and texture.

"It's going to be a good year," Catherine said, straightening to press a hand to the small of her back. The sun had climbed higher, warming the air. "I can feel it. The blight is behind us. Look at this soil—dark and rich. The seed potatoes are strong. We'll have a harvest that will see us through to next spring and beyond."

Patrick wanted to believe her. God, how he wanted to believe her. The potato blight had struck three years running, though not as severely here in Clare as in other parts of Ireland. They'd heard stories from Cork and Kerry—whole villages starving, families evicted when they couldn't pay rent, fever spreading like wildfire through the weakened population. Here, they'd survived by mixing their potatoes with nettles and wild garlic, by foraging what they could from the hedgerows, by killing chickens they should have kept for eggs. They'd gone to bed hungry more nights than not, but they'd survived.

Last year's crop had been better—not abundant, but enough. And this spring felt different. The air was sweeter, the earth more responsive. Even Father Brennan had said Mass two Sundays ago thanking God for deliverance from the hunger.

"My da says the same," Patrick replied, tamping soil over a seed potato with his boot. "Says the land has healed itself. Says the blight was God's test and we've passed it."

"Your da is a wise man."

"He has his moments." Patrick glanced toward the cottage at the far end of the field where smoke drifted from the chimney. His father would be inside, eating the stirabout his mother had prepared before dawn—oats and milk, a meal they could finally afford again now that they weren't so desperately hungry. Thomas Byrne was forty-eight and looked sixty, bent from decades of labour, his hands permanently gnarled from work. But his eyes were still sharp and his mind sharper. "He's been asking after you, actually."

Catherine's hands stilled over the basket. "Has he?"

"Wondering when I'm going to make an honest woman of you."

"An honest woman?" Catherine's laugh was sharp, but her eyes were dancing. "And what kind of woman does he think I am now?"

"The kind I want to marry, if she'll have me."

The words came out more plainly than Patrick had intended. He'd been working up to this moment for weeks, rehearsing speeches in his head while he turned soil or mended walls. He'd imagined taking her to the old stone wall at the edge of the parish where they used to meet as children, where the hawthorn grew thick and white with blossoms. He'd planned to pick wildflowers, to say something poetic about how she was like the first day of spring after a hard winter.

But standing here in the fields with the sun warming his shoulders and Catherine looking at him with those grey eyes wide with surprise, all his careful words had fled. This felt right—this place, this moment, with the good earth beneath them and the promise of harvest ahead.

Bridget had stopped working entirely, watching them with barely contained delight, her hand pressed to her mouth.

"Patrick Byrne," Catherine said slowly, setting down the basket. "Are you proposing to me in a potato field?"

"I am, apparently."

"Without even getting down on your knee?"

"The ground's wet."

"And you're a coward."

"That too." But he was grinning, and so was she, her whole face transformed by joy. When he did drop to one knee in the soft earth, feeling the dampness seep through his trousers, Catherine was already reaching for him, pulling him back up.

"Don't be daft," she said, but her voice had gone thick with emotion and her eyes were bright with tears. "Of course I'll marry you. Did you think I'd spend every Sunday walking out with you just for the exercise?"

Patrick kissed her then, there in the field with Bridget whooping and clapping, with Sean O'Sullivan shouting something crude but celebratory from the neighbouring plot, with the whole parish potentially watching. Catherine tasted like the morning—fresh bread and well water and something indefinably sweet. Her arms came around his neck and he lifted her slightly, feeling her laugh against his mouth. When they broke apart, both breathless, she rested her forehead against his.

"I love you," Patrick said, the words feeling both enormous and insufficient. "I've loved you since we were children, I think. Since you bloodied Tommy Connor's nose for pushing me in the stream."

"We were ten," Catherine said, laughing and crying at the same time. "And he deserved it. You were half his size."

"You've been defending me ever since."

"Someone has to." She pulled back to look at him, her hands framing his face. "I love you too, Patrick. I love your terrible poetry and your stubbornness and the way you look at the land like it's something holy."

"It is holy," Patrick said seriously. "It's what keeps us alive. What connects us to our parents and their parents before them. My grandfather worked this soil, and his father before him."

"As tenants," Catherine said softly. "Always as tenants, never as owners."

"That's going to change." Patrick took her hands in his. "We'll have our own land someday, Catherine. A place where we can plant what we want, keep what we grow. Not spend our lives paying rent to an English lord who's never set foot in Ireland, who doesn't know our names or care if we live or die."

"Careful," Catherine murmured, glancing around though they were alone save for Bridget. "That's dangerous talk."

"It's true talk."

"True and dangerous aren't opposites, love." Her expression turned serious. "You know what happened to the Ryans when Michael spoke out against the rents. Evicted in the middle of winter, their cottage torn down the same day. They had to go to the workhouse in Ennis."

Patrick's jaw tightened. He remembered the Ryans—good people, hard workers. Michael Ryan had dared to complain to the land agent about unfair rent increases, had tried to organise the tenants to petition for better terms. Within a week, they'd been made an example of. The last Patrick had heard, Michael had died of fever in the workhouse, and his wife and children had been sent to the poorhouse in Cork.

"I'm not talking about speaking out," Patrick said carefully. "I'm just talking about... working hard. Saving what we can. Maybe taking a plot further west where the rents are cheaper, where there's less English influence."

"Or maybe going to America," Catherine said, a note of longing creeping into her voice. "Mary Scanlon got a letter from her brother in Boston. He says there's work there, good wages. Says a man can own land there without being born to it."

"America's a long way."

"So is next year, if we're starving." But then Catherine shook her head, banishing the dark thought. "Listen to us, talking about leaving on the day we get engaged. One dream at a time, Patrick Byrne. First, let's get through this season. Let's have a proper harvest. Then we can plan our fortune."

"One dream at a time," Patrick agreed. He pulled her close again, breathing in the scent of her—soap and fresh air and earth. "But Catherine? I want you to know. Whatever comes, whatever happens, I'll take care of you. I'll work until my hands bleed if I have to. I'll—"

"I know," she interrupted, pressing a finger to his lips. "I know you will. And I'll do the same for you. That's what marriage is, isn't it? Not one person carrying the other, but both of us carrying each other when we need it."

Bridget had wandered off to give them privacy, or perhaps to spread the news to anyone within shouting distance. Patrick could see her talking animatedly to Mrs. Murphy at the edge of her field, gesturing back toward them.

"We should get back to work," Catherine said reluctantly. "There's still half the field to plant, and the day's getting away from us."

They returned to their rhythm—dig, plant, cover, move forward. But now there was a new energy to the work, a sense of purpose beyond simple survival. They were planting these potatoes for their future together, for the wedding they would have, for the children they would raise.

"Where should we live?" Catherine asked after a while. "Your family's cottage or mine?"

"Neither," Patrick said firmly. "We'll build our own place. Nothing grand, but ours. Maybe on the plot next to my father's, if we can afford the rent. Or..." He trailed off, the dream forming even as he spoke it. "Or we could take some of the marginal land up on the hillside. The land nobody wants because it's rocky and steep. We could clear it, build terraces, make it productive. The rent would be cheaper because nobody else wants it."

"That's backbreaking work," Catherine said, but he could hear the interest in her voice.

"We're young and strong. And we'd be building something that's truly ours, even if we don't own the deed. Something we could pass on to our children."

"Our children." Catherine's smile was radiant. "I like the sound of that."

They worked until midday, when the sun stood high overhead and the heat drove them to seek shade. Margaret Daly appeared at the edge of the field, calling them in for dinner. She was a small woman, worn thin by years of work and hunger, her hair more grey than brown now. But her smile was warm and her step still light as she waved them over.

The Daly cottage was smaller than the Byrnes', a single room with a sleeping loft above and a hearth that provided cooking fire and warmth. But it was scrupulously clean, the earth floor swept daily, the walls whitewashed until they gleamed. Margaret had laid out oat cakes, butter, and buttermilk on the rough-hewn table—a feast by the standards of the past few years.

"You're looking pleased with yourself," Margaret said to Catherine as they settled around the table. Her eyes were knowing, already reading the answer in her daughter's face.

"Patrick's asked me to marry him," Catherine said simply, unable to contain her joy. "And I said yes."

Margaret's eyes filled with tears. She set down the pitcher of buttermilk and came around the table, pulling Catherine into a fierce embrace. "Oh, love. Oh, my darling girl. That's wonderful news. That's such wonderful news."

When she released Catherine, she turned to Patrick and took his face in her work-worn hands. "You'll be good to her?" she asked, searching his eyes. "You'll cherish her the way she deserves?"

"I will, Mrs. Daly. I swear it on my life."

"He'd better," Bridget interjected around a mouthful of oat cake. "Or I'll thrash him myself. And I'm stronger than I look."

"That you are," Margaret agreed with a watery laugh. She released Patrick and returned to her place, wiping at her eyes with the corner of her apron. "When were you thinking? For the wedding?"

"After the harvest," Catherine said, reaching for Patrick's hand under the table. "In the autumn, when we know what we have to work with. No point planning a celebration if we don't know if we can afford it."

Thomas Daly had been sitting silently in the corner near the fire, wrapped in a blanket despite the warmth of the day. He had been a big man once, broad-shouldered and strong, but the fever had taken him weeks ago—not the terrible famine fever they'd heard about in other parishes, but a persistent cough and weakness that wouldn't lift no matter what remedies Margaret tried. He looked at Patrick with rheumy eyes that still held a glimmer of their former sharpness.

"Come here, boy," he said, his voice rough as gravel.

Patrick crossed to him, suddenly nervous. Thomas was Catherine's father, and his approval mattered in ways that went beyond simple tradition.

"You're a good lad, Patrick," Thomas said, each word seeming to cost him effort. "I've known your family all my life. Your father is an honest man, and your mother is a saint for putting up with him." A ghost of a smile crossed his gaunt face. "You've inherited the best of both of them."

"Thank you, sir."

"But these are hard times for starting a family." Thomas's expression grew grave. "Harder than you know, I think. You're young—you don't remember the way things were before, when the harvest was good year after year, when a man could feed his family without going to bed hungry. When children didn't die of starvation in the winter."

"Thomas," Margaret said gently from the table. "Not today. Let them have their happiness."

"I'm not trying to steal it, woman." Thomas's voice hardened with frustration. "I'm trying to prepare them. You think I haven't seen the way things are going? The rents go up every year while the harvests get smaller. The landlords demand more while giving less. And when the blight came—" He broke off in a coughing fit that racked his thin frame.

Margaret hurried over with water, holding the cup to his lips until the coughing subsided. When he could speak again, Thomas gripped Patrick's wrist with surprising strength.

"I've worked this land for thirty years," he said. "My father before me for forty. We've never owned a single acre of it, never had any say in what we plant or how much rent we pay. I used to think if I just worked hard enough, kept my head down, paid my dues on time, things would improve. But the landlords always want more, Patrick. Always. And the land gives less and less, no matter how hard we work it."

"Sir—"

"Let me finish." Thomas's grip tightened. "You're taking on my daughter. My Catherine, my bright, beautiful girl. She deserves better than this—better than a life of scraping by, of going hungry, of watching her children starve because the landlord needs a new carriage or a fancy house in England."

"I won't let that happen," Patrick said fiercely. "I'll work every hour God gives me. I'll—"

"You'll do what you can," Thomas interrupted. "And it might not be enough. That's what I'm trying to tell you, boy. Sometimes hard work and good intentions aren't enough when you're fighting a system that's rigged against you from birth."

The room had gone silent. Bridget had stopped eating, and Catherine was staring at her father with a mixture of concern and frustration.

"Da," Catherine said quietly. "Please."

But Thomas wasn't finished. "Promise me something, Patrick. Promise me that if things get bad—when things get bad—you'll do whatever it takes to keep her safe. Even if it means leaving Ireland. Even if it means breaking the law or your pride or your heart. Promise me you'll put her first, always."

Patrick looked into the older man's eyes and saw something there that chilled him—not just illness, but a knowledge of darkness that Patrick couldn't fully comprehend. Thomas Daly was dying, Patrick realised. Maybe not today or tomorrow, but soon. And he was trying to say goodbye, trying to pass on some vital wisdom before it was too late.

"I promise," Patrick said. "On my life and my soul, I promise."

Thomas held his gaze for a long moment, then nodded and released his wrist. "Good lad." He settled back against the wall, suddenly exhausted. "You have my blessing. Both of you. May you have better fortune than your fathers, and may God protect you from what's coming."

"What's coming, Da?" Bridget asked in a small voice.

But Thomas had closed his eyes and didn't answer.

Margaret broke the heavy silence by insisting they all eat, filling their cups with buttermilk and urging second helpings of oat cakes. The conversation turned to lighter matters—wedding plans, where Patrick and Catherine might live, whether Father Brennan would agree to waive part of his fee for the ceremony.

"He's a good man," Margaret said. "He'll understand we can't pay much. Half the parish is in the same situation."

"At least we're better off than most," Catherine said. "We still have our cottages, our plots. The Quinns were evicted last month—did you hear? The whole family, turned out because they couldn't pay the rent after the blight. They're living rough now, begging by the roadside."

Patrick had heard. Everyone had heard. The Quinns had been good people, hard workers. But when the blight destroyed their crop and they couldn't pay rent, Mr. Wickham, the land agent, had shown no mercy. Their cottage had been torn down the same day, the timber and thatch scattered so they couldn't even find shelter in the ruins.

"Wickham's a bastard," Patrick said, then immediately apologised to Margaret for his language.

"No apology needed," she replied grimly. "He is a bastard, and that's the kindest word for him. The way he treats people, you'd think we were cattle instead of human beings."

"Someone should do something about him," Bridget said fiercely. "Someone should—"

"Should what?" Margaret cut her off sharply. "Should talk back and get evicted? Should organise and get arrested? There's nothing we can do, love. We keep our heads down and pray for better times."

Patrick wanted to argue, wanted to say that surely there was some recourse, some way to fight back against the injustice. But looking at Thomas Daly's wasted form in the corner, at Margaret's careworn face, at Catherine's carefully neutral expression, he understood. They were trapped in a system that gave them no power, no voice. All they could do was survive.

After the meal, Patrick walked with Catherine to check on the remaining fields. The afternoon sun slanted golden across the landscape, turning everything soft and dreamlike. They held hands as they walked, not speaking, simply being together in this moment of peace.

When they reached the old stone wall at the parish boundary—the one where they'd spent so many childhood afternoons—Catherine pulled him down to sit beside her. The hawthorn was in bloom, filling the air with its heady scent.

"Don't let my father frighten you," she said quietly. "He's sick, and it makes him see darkness everywhere."

"He wasn't wrong though," Patrick replied. "About the way things are. About the landlords and the rents."

"No, he wasn't wrong." Catherine picked a hawthorn blossom and twirled it between her fingers. "But he also doesn't see the hope. He doesn't see that we're young and strong and we have each other. That has to count for something."

"It counts for everything." Patrick pulled her close. "Catherine, I meant what I said. About having our own land someday, about building something that lasts. It's not just a dream—I'll make it happen. Somehow, I'll make it happen."

"I know you will," she said, leaning into him. "And I'll be right beside you, every step."

They sat there as the sun lowered toward the horizon, making plans for their future. They would marry in September, after the harvest. They would live with Patrick's family at first, to save money. They would work every day, save every penny, and in two years—maybe three—they would have enough to take their own plot. They would have children—three at least, maybe four. They would teach them to read, to love the land, to stand up for what's right.

The future stretched before them, full of promise and possibility. Every difficulty seemed surmountable, every dream within reach.

If only they had known.

The first sign appeared three weeks later.

Patrick was checking the potato plants—now green and thriving, their leaves broad and healthy, exactly as they should be at this stage of growth. The ridges were neat, the spacing proper, the soil rich and dark. Everything looked perfect.

But there was a smell.

Faint at first, barely noticeable beneath the usual earthy scents of the field. Patrick paused in his inspection, sniffing the air. There—again. Something off, something wrong. Like fruit beginning to rot, or meat left too long in the sun.

He followed the smell to the center of his father's plot, where the plants were thickest. At first glance, everything looked normal. But when he knelt down for a closer look, his stomach dropped.

The leaves on one plant had darkened overnight. Not the healthy dark green of vigorous growth, but a sickly brown-black that spoke of disease. The edges were curling, and when Patrick touched them, they crumbled in his fingers like old paper.

No, he thought. Please, no.

He grasped the stem and pulled. The plant came up easily—too easily, as if its roots had already lost their grip on the soil. And when the potatoes emerged, Patrick's worst fears were confirmed.

They weren't firm and white as they should be. They were soft, collapsing in on themselves, already dissolving into a grey-brown mush that stank of decay. The smell hit him like a physical blow, so foul it made his eyes water.

Patrick dropped the rotted plant and stumbled backward, his mind refusing to accept what his eyes were seeing. It couldn't be. Not again. Not after the good spring, the careful planting, the prayers and hopes and promises.

But it was.

"Da!" The word tore from his throat. "Da! You need to see this!"

Thomas Byrne emerged from the cottage at a run, moving faster than Patrick had seen him move in years. His mother followed, her hands still wet from washing, and behind them came Sean O'Sullivan from the neighbouring field.

One look at the rotted plant in Patrick's hands and Thomas's face went grey. For a long moment, he simply stared, as if hoping his eyes were deceiving him. Then he bent down, pulled up another plant, and another. Each one the same—rotted, stinking, already lost.

"No," Thomas whispered. "Sweet Jesus, no. Not again."

Patrick's mother made a sound like a wounded animal. "Maybe it's just this one area," she said desperately. "Maybe it's just a few plants, a small patch. Maybe we can cut them out, save the rest."

But even as she spoke, Patrick was moving through the field, checking plant after plant. The blight had spread in the night like a plague, invisible and unstoppable. What had been a single diseased plant yesterday was now a dozen, two dozen, more. The smell was everywhere now that he was looking for it, underlying everything else.

"This is impossible," Sean said, his voice shaking. "It was fine yesterday. I was here yesterday, Patrick, we walked the field together. Everything looked perfect."

"The blight works fast," Thomas said dully. "I remember '45. Healthy plants in the morning, black and rotted by evening. It spreads on the wind, they say. Or in the rain. Or in the soil itself." He laughed, a terrible, broken sound. "Nobody knows how it works. Only that it works quickly, and once it starts, there's no stopping it."

Patrick thought of Catherine, of their plans, of the wedding they'd been planning for September. He thought of the children they'd imagined, of the land they were going to save for, of all the bright dreams they'd spun just three weeks ago in these very fields.

"What do we do?" he asked, hearing the desperation in his own voice.

Thomas looked at his son with eyes that held no hope at all. "We pray," he said. "We pray, and we prepare for another year of hunger."

By evening, half the plants in the Byrne field showed signs of blight. By the next morning, it had spread to the O'Sullivans' plot, moving like an invisible fire that consumed everything in its path. Within three days, the entire parish stank of rotting potatoes.

Patrick walked to the Daly cottage in the gathering dusk of the third day, his heart heavy as stone. He found Catherine and Bridget in their field, staring at the blackened plants with identical expressions of horror.

Catherine looked up when she heard his footsteps. Her face was pale, her eyes red from crying. She didn't need to ask if his family's crop had been hit—the answer was written all over him.

"All of it?" she asked quietly.

"All of it. Yours?"

"The same." Her voice broke. "Three weeks ago we were planning a wedding. Now we're planning how to survive the winter."

Patrick crossed the field and pulled her into his arms. She came willingly, pressing her face against his chest, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs. Bridget stood apart, hugging herself, looking younger than her eighteen years.

"We'll survive this," Patrick said, though he wasn't sure he believed it. "We survived before, we'll survive again."

"How?" Catherine pulled back to look at him. "The harvest is gone, Patrick. All of it. No food to eat, no money for rent. What are we supposed to do?"

"I don't know." It was the most honest thing he could say. "But we'll figure it out together. I promise you, Catherine. We'll get through this together."

Around them, the long fields stretched into the twilight, the blackened plants like tombstones marking the death of hope. In the distance, someone was crying—a child, hungry and frightened. The sound carried across the blighted fields like a prophecy.

Within a week, Father Brennan announced that the blight had struck every parish within fifty miles. By the end of the month, reports were coming in from all over Ireland. Cork, Kerry, Galway, Mayo—everywhere the same story. The potato crop, the crop that three million Irish peasants depended on for survival, was gone.

The Great Hunger, they would call it later. An Gorta Mór. The Famine.

But in that moment, standing in the ruined fields with Catherine in his arms and the smell of decay thick in the air, Patrick knew only one thing with terrible certainty:

The spring of promise had died overnight.

And the hunger was coming.
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Chapter 2: The Hunger
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Summer 1847, County Clare, Ireland

The first death came in late June.

Old Mrs. Murphy, who had sung at his mother's wedding, who had never worked a day without a song on her lips, died in her sleep one night and was discovered by her son the next morning. She was seventy-three, which was old by anyone's measure, but Patrick knew—they all knew—that it wasn't age that killed her. It was hunger.

The funeral was a quiet affair. Father Brennan said the words over her grave in the parish churchyard while two dozen parishioners stood in the summer rain. There was no wake, no celebration of her life with food and drink and music. There was nothing to spare for such things anymore.

Patrick stood with Catherine and watched them lower Mrs. Murphy into the ground. The coffin was rough pine, hastily made, and Patrick noticed that several of the men who carried it had the hollow-eyed look of advancing starvation. Sean O'Sullivan among them, his red hair lank and dull, his once-broad shoulders beginning to bow inward.

"She's the first," Catherine whispered, gripping Patrick's hand. "But she won't be the last."

She was right.

By July, the dying had begun in earnest.

The summer heat made everything worse. The fields that should have been green with growing plants lay black and desolate, the smell of rot still hanging in the air weeks after the blight had struck. The sun beat down mercilessly on a landscape of death, and with no harvest to gather, no work to occupy their hands, the people of the parish had nothing to do but wait and starve.

Patrick spent his days trying to find food, any food, anywhere. He walked miles to neighbouring parishes, hoping to find work or charity. He foraged in the hedgerows for berries and nuts, dug for roots in the fields, caught fish in the streams when he could. But it was never enough.

The Byrne family had some stores left from the previous year—oats and a little barley, carefully rationed. Patrick's mother measured it out in tiny portions, making it stretch as far as possible. But they all knew it wouldn't last through the winter. Not with four mouths to feed and no harvest coming.

Catherine's family was worse off. They'd had less to begin with, and Thomas Daly's illness meant he couldn't work, couldn't help forage or fish or search for employment. He lay in the cottage most days, his cough worsening, his body wasting away.

Patrick visited every day, bringing whatever small amount of food he could spare or scrounge. Margaret Daly always protested, saying they couldn't take from the Byrnes when they had so little themselves. But Patrick insisted, and eventually she would accept, her pride crumbling before her children's hunger.

"How is he today?" Patrick asked one morning in mid-July, finding Margaret outside the cottage, washing clothes in a bucket of cold water.

Margaret's face was drawn, her cheeks hollow. She'd lost weight rapidly, giving most of her portions to her daughters. "Worse," she said simply. "The fever is back. He barely knows where he is most of the time."

"Can I see him?"

"Of course. Catherine's inside with him. Bridget's gone to try the soup kitchen in Ennis."

Patrick had heard about the soup kitchens—charitable operations set up by the Quakers and other Protestant groups to feed the starving. But they were few and far between, and the lines stretched for miles. Many people walked all day to reach one, only to be turned away when the food ran out.

Inside the cottage, the air was stifling despite the door standing open. Thomas lay on the pallet near the cold hearth, covered in a thin blanket despite the heat. His breathing was laboured, rattling in his chest. Catherine sat beside him, bathing his forehead with a damp cloth.

She looked up when Patrick entered, and the weariness in her face made his heart ache. In just a few weeks, she'd aged years. The bright, laughing girl who'd accepted his proposal in the spring seemed like a different person—a memory from a different life.

"Patrick," she said softly. "You shouldn't waste the walk. There's nothing to be done."

"I'm not wasting anything." He knelt beside her, setting down the small bundle he'd brought—a handful of wild garlic and some sorrel he'd found by the stream. "How long has he been like this?"

"Since last night. He was lucid yesterday morning, asking for water, talking a bit. But then the fever came back and now..." She trailed off, looking at her father with helpless grief. "Now I don't think he even knows we're here."

Patrick took her hand, feeling how thin it had become, how the bones stood out beneath the skin. "Catherine, you need to eat more. You're—"

"Don't," she said sharply. "Don't tell me I need to eat when there's barely enough for one person, let alone four. I'm fine."

"You're not fine. None of us are fine."

"Then what do you want me to say, Patrick?" Her voice rose, sharp with frustration and fear. "That we're all dying? That we're watching it happen day by day and there's nothing we can do about it? Is that what you want to hear?"

Thomas stirred on the pallet, muttering something incoherent. Catherine immediately turned back to him, her anger dissolving into tenderness. "Hush, Da. I'm here. We're all here."

Patrick watched as she soothed her father, humming softly—one of the old songs Mrs. Murphy used to sing. His throat tightened with grief and rage. This wasn't right. Thomas Daly was a good man, a hard worker who'd never harmed anyone in his life. He didn't deserve to die like this, wasting away from fever and starvation while landlords in England lived in luxury off the rents his family could no longer pay.

"Catherine," Patrick said quietly. "We need to talk about what happens when—" He couldn't finish the sentence.


































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
N BYUSEEVENY,
BIANCUCCI





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





