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Falling

It is hard to tell a love story

and also the story of a people

being torn apart.

But this is what was happening in 1846:

I was falling in love

when everything

around me was

falling

down.

I look back with guilt and sorrow

but mostly hope.

Because it is true that love wins.

True love wins

even in the face of death.

And it will guide us.






Part 1

July 1846
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The Big House

Maggie Kennedy opens the door,

takes one look at my mucky skirt and boots,

and smacks me flat across the face.

“How dare you come to my door like a dirty pig.”

I step back,

brush myself off.

The dogs behind her

bark and growl,

teeth bared.

But it’s raining,

and standing outside only makes me

more bedraggled.

“I was clean when I set off, Maggie. I’m sorry.”

She lifts her hand to hit me again,

but wipes her thick fingers

on her apron instead.

“My name is Mrs. Kennedy, you cheeky brat.

And I couldn’t give a heifer’s tit

what you looked like this morning.

You’re not to come to this house in that state again.

D’ya hear me?

It’s my neck on the line

if Lord Wicken sees you in a state.”


I nod.

A trickle of summer rainwater

runs

down

my

back.

“Get in here, Nell Quinn.”

She grabs my arm and

drags me into the kitchen,

which is larger than our whole cottage.

I’ve never been inside

The Big House before.

Maggie gives me a moment to take it in:

the smell of boiling ham and fresh bread,

four large pots burbling on the range,

their lids tinkling.

In the center of the room is a

long table

a bench on either side

and rows of cupboards and shelves

packed with jars of jams and pickles,

sauces, spices, flour, and sugar.

I’ve never seen so much food in my life.


My stomach growls.

I only had a small mug

of milk this morning.

Maggie puts her lips to my ear.

“If you pinch so much as a grain of wheat,

the landlord will have you whipped.

And I won’t feel one bit sorry.

D’ya understand?”

I nod again.

I understand.

Whatever is in this house

and within one thousand acres of the grounds

belongs to the landlord,

and we cheat him at our peril.

Maggie hands me a bucket.

“Now scrub that floor you’ve muddied.

When it’s clean, I want it polished.

And tie back your hair like a Christian.”






Dog’s Dinner

I am on my hands and knees with a brush

while Maggie slices

into steaming cuts of meat.

Greasy scraps fall to the floor.

Before I can get to them,

the fat, growling dogs

have slurped them up.

No one in my home has

had meat since Christmas,

sweet mutton

six months ago,

yet here

in The Big House,

the dogs eat it every day.






Stranger

Sloshing along the muddy lane

on my way home from work,

I catch sight of a stranger walking,

his face

to the sun.

He is a tall figure.

    I watch him                                      move

beyond the distant hedgerows.

Who is he,

this person I don’t know

in a village where I know everyone

and everyone knows me?

Who is this tall stranger

with his face to the sun?






The Nation

Owen comes tumbling

along the lane

with an armful of nettles rolled in sacking,

his curls bouncing.

“Do they sleep in gold beds?

Did you have to wipe

their stinking bums for them?”

My brother is ten years old

but tries to imitate the naughty prattle

of older boys.

“I’m a scullery maid.

I won’t ever be let out of the kitchen,” I tell him.

“Did you work hard at school, Owen?”

He smiles.

“It was so boring I fell asleep.

But Master Sweeney says I’m a genius.

He doesn’t care that you left.”

“Is that right?”

Owen hands me a newspaper,

a worn copy of The Nation,

a gift from the schoolteacher.

Since I was small, Master Sweeney

has been offering me things to read,


pushing me to learn,

praising me for my memory

and understanding

even though

we both knew that at best

I’d amount to nothing more than a servant.

And so I have.

Still,

I turn the pages,

excited to read

something new—

a verse or two.

“He said to give it to Daddy afterwards.”

“I know that.”

I read the poems

and my father follows the politics

despite Master Sweeney

passing on the newspaper weeks after

it’s been published,

once he’s read it

back to front,

top to bottom.

“Why do you still bother with all that

when you don’t have to?” Owen asks.

“Because I like it,” I tell him,


and I do, delving into worlds

and words

that take me away

from Ballinkeel,

not for long

but a little while.

Owen grimaces.

“It’s very suspicious,” he says.






Spreading

When we get to the cottage,

my brother drops the nettles in the yard,

calls to Mammy, “Is the dinner made?”

Mammy’s washing rags in a bucket,

sitting on a stool beneath the oak tree.

“It’s a skivvy he wants,” she says.

The heavy rain that came hard and early this morning

stopped all at once in the afternoon,

but there is a light

summer breeze now,

bringing with it the salt of the sea.

The leaves in the oak tree dance above my mother.

“How did you get on up above?” she asks.

“Maggie Kennedy is a pure witch.”

“I can believe it,” she says.

Owen puts his hands on his hips,

scans our small parcel of land,

Daddy

in the middle of it,

his head bent,

examining the lazy beds.

“What’s the old man at?” he asks.


My father isn’t an old man at all.

He is only thirty-five.

But sometimes I want to look after him.

Look after them all.

“Your daddy’s minding his own business, Owen.

Now go and wash your hands,” Mammy tells him.

Owen rushes off.

“They’re saying the blight’s spreading across

the whole country.

From Antrim down to Waterford

and back up to Clare.

He’s killed with worry,” Mammy whispers.

“Aren’t we all,” I say.






Mrs. Margaret Kennedy

Slurping his soup,

Daddy says, “If that bitch hits you again,

tell her I’ll be up to her with a spade.

I won’t have anyone touching my children.

Who does she think she is, anyway?

I knew her when I was a child, Nell.

Her husband was a drunk and a deviant.”

Mammy feigns shock. “Michael. Stop that!”

“I will not. It’s true.

And I’ll have no qualms reminding

Mrs. Margaret Kennedy,

married to Seamus Kennedy,

exactly where she’s from

and where she can go to if she isn’t careful.”

Mammy smiles. “The poor woman

lost her son, Michael; don’t be so hard.”

Daddy stares. “When? When did she lose her son?”

I didn’t know this either.

Owen has his whole face in his bowl.

Suddenly he reappears.

“He went to America last year.”


“I thought you meant he died, Mary.”

Daddy laughs.

“Well, he’s as good as dead to her now.

She’ll not see him again.”

Mammy is looking at Owen,

her only son.

“That’s sad,” I say.

Daddy points at me.

“Sad is what Maggie will be if she lays

another finger on you.”






Head Down

Once Daddy’s out in the yard

smoking his pipe

Mammy turns to me and says,

“Don’t listen to your father.

Keep your mouth shut

and your head down.

You need that job.

Lord Wicken’s calling on your father

less and less for laboring work.

He’s had nothing from him in a month.”

Then

more gently, “Get yourself to bed now.

You’ve to be up again at dawn.”

“I promised Rose I’d go up to the hill to see her.”

Mammy frowns.

“Couldn’t she have carted her pretty rear end

down here?

She knows you’re working.”

“I won’t be long, Mammy. I promise.”






Up on the Hill

Rose McElligott and Eamon Flynn

are by the well,

shouting into it,

listening to the sounds of their own voices

echoing back at them.

I have known them both for so long

and Rose since I was born—

the two of us coming into the world in the

same week,

to mothers who were themselves

best of friends since infancy.

“Come and dance, Nell!” Rose shouts.

She takes Eamon’s hands and they spin

around and around in the gloaming.

Then, howling,

they fall over in a fit of giggles

and paw at one another,

eventually dragging themselves over to me.

But they can’t keep their hands off each other.

Or their lips.

“Watching you is exhausting,” I say.

“I prefer it when you hate each other.”


“Don’t worry,

we’re due a breakup soon,” Eamon says,

and I believe him.

The two of them are always

heating up,

cooling down,

breaking up,

breaking down,

and finally getting back together.

Their romance is as

repetitive as Sunday Mass.

“How’s The Big House?” Eamon asks.

“Pure heaven. They treat me like a princess,” I say,

showing them my palms, blistered from a full day

of scrubbing stone floors and dirty pots.

“Well, at least you don’t live in the house

like some of them.

Can you imagine?” Rose says.

“You’d end up with an accent like Queen Victoria.”

“At least you have work,” Eamon adds.

“I know that. I’m not complaining.”


“My uncle Paddy took his family

to the workhouse in Ballina last week,” he says.

“I couldn’t think of anything worse.”

No one speaks for a few moments

because we’ve all heard about

the horrors of the workhouse:

families torn apart,

their bodies deloused.

Many people who go in never come out,

though some do leave—

abandoning their own

children once they realize

the promise of porridge isn’t

worth the degradation

of the place.

“I’m going to save some money

and leave Ballinkeel.

Go to London maybe,” I say. “Or America.”

I’m not sure this is true

or even what I want

but if the rumors about the rot are true, then

it’s a sensible goal: get out of Ireland.

Eamon lies on his back.

“Me too,” he says. “We can’t stay here.

There’s nothing for us.”

“Am I nothing?” Rose asks, tickling him lightly.


He shrugs. “You know what I mean.”

“I don’t,” she says. “I never want to leave Mayo.”

“Never?” Eamon asks. “That’s a very long time.”

Rose sits up straight, presses her full lips together

until they are almost invisible.

She frowns too—

scrunching up her elegant features

for full effect

so she seems almost ugly.

This is what happens to my best friend’s face

whenever Eamon has annoyed her.

“So you’d just leave me, would you?”

“Would you not want to come with me?” he asks.

And this is how their breakups start:

a harmless conversation turning into something

heavy until

Rose makes me referee,

knowing I have to take her side.

But I haven’t the energy for it.

“Don’t fight tonight,” I plead. “I’m tired.

Tear ribbons out of one another tomorrow instead.”






Change in the Weather

I’ve fallen asleep on the grass and

wake up to Rose shaking me.

“It’s gonna lash.

Come on!” she says,

and hurtles down the hill with Eamon.

“Come on!”

I sit up,

legs stiff and sore.

Mammy was right. I should have gone

straight to bed after dinner.

The wind groans.

And so do I.

“Wait!” I shout. “Rose!”

But I am alone.

And I haven’t the strength

to race after them.






Loitering

At the crossroads

someone is loitering,

listening to my friends’ retreat,

watching them charge away.

He is tall and wearing a neat, blue blazer.

His hair is as black as Tipperary coal

and tousled by the storm.

“They went that way,” he murmurs,

pointing.

Something in his composure

as he speaks

makes me stumble.

And stop.

Plus,

he is English.

I know straightaway

that he is the stranger I saw walking.

 “Who are you?” I ask.


“I’m John Browning,” he says carefully,

like the name might mean something.

“And you are?”

“My name is Ellen Quinn. Nell.”

“Well, you better be quick, Nell,

or you won’t catch them.

And it looks like worse rain is on the way.”

“I’m taking a different road than them,” I say.

“I’m going in the opposite direction.”

I wait,

wanting something.

	I can’t think what it is.

Behind him,

smoke from the fire of home

snakes into the slate-gray sky.

He scans the roads.

“You’re alone.

Are you not afraid?”

“Only a little bit,” I say.






The Terrible Storm

Mammy is waiting at the cottage door.

“I was starting to fret,” she says.

“I fell asleep on the grass,” I tell her.

The window creaks in its hinge.

The roof rattles.

Mammy screams and grabs Owen,

pressing him to her chest.

“Get off me, Mammy!” he complains.

But she won’t.

She squeezes her eyes shut, holds on tighter.

“It’s the banshee!

I’d know that wailing anywhere.

My granny died on a night like this.

Can you hear her keening?”

“It was gusty up on the hill,” I say.

I have to raise my voice against the storm.

My skirt and stockings are drying,

dripping over the fire

making it

pop and sizzle.


For some reason I haven’t

mentioned the Englishman I met.

The boy.

John Browning.

“You’d never know it was summer,” Daddy says,

unlatching the door to look out.

He laces up his boots.

“You rest yourself, Mary.

I’ll go and see what’s making that racket.”

“Do not. You’ll be torn apart

by the gale!” Mammy shouts.

“I saw the banshee when I was expecting Owen.

Do you remember, Michael?

She was no taller than a child.

But her face was wizen. White.

I was petrified I’d lose him.”

Beyond the cottage

something is caterwauling,

a siren spinning in the thunder.

A noise I’ve never heard before.

My mother leaps up,

sprinkles our possessions with holy water—

liberally splashing some at us,

as well as at the goat in the corner

and the chickens clucking by the door.

“This water was blessed by the bishop

when he was in Killala last week,” she says.

Daddy kisses her forehead.

“That’s enough, Mary.”

“The crops, Michael,” she whispers.

Daddy gently takes the holy water from Mammy,

about to head up to our field to protect it.

But as he does,

the banshee’s screams disappear

and the rain stops.

Just like that.

The world falls silent.






After the Storm

My father is digging the field

behind the house.

“He’s been up all night,” Mammy says.

“We’ll have no spuds in the ground come October,

with his picking and poking.”

“How many have we left from last year?”

Mammy shakes her head: we have none.

Our hens peck at pebbles.

The hot air hardly moves.

“I have to get to work,” I tell her.

“Good. Go on now. Don’t be late.”






All Day

I scrub pots and pans

with my bare hands,

the water either scorching or icy cold.

Maggie stirs soups,

kneads bread.

Occasionally she pops

a piece of cheese

or a small bun

into her mouth.

She thinks I’m not watching,

but when she sees I am she shouts:

“You don’t get paid to gawk.”






A Decent Dinner

My wages are to be paid

at the end of every week,

but each day

as part of my service

and to keep me working hard

I get a small plate of dinner.

Maggie serves up two potatoes

and chopped carrots,

a cube of butter melting

on top of them

the same as yesterday.

I stare down at the meal.

“Was it venison you were hoping for?” she asks.

“Get it into you.”

Meat for the dogs

and spuds for the servants.

Naturally.






Long Story

I am ready to go home,

opening the back door

and stepping into the yard,

when John Browning

appears in a pair of riding boots.

“Oh. Pardon me,” he says awkwardly,

and steps aside.

His trousers are muddy,

his face flushed.

He must live here.

Of course.

Where else?

As I close the door

it comes into my head

that I should curtsy, and nervously

I do,

though I know it’s unnecessary and stupid.

He blinks, shakes his head,

and waves away the gesture.

“I believe we met last night,” he says,

as though I could have

forgotten

running into a fine-looking

English stranger.


“Yes, sir,” I say. “We did.”

“You’ve got a decent sprint on you.

One moment you were there;

the next you were gone.”

He smiles, holding out his hands

palms to the sky

in a gesture of benign confusion.

I am expected to answer,

but I doubt he wants me to engage him

in a real conversation.

“I had to get home quickly, sir.

I wasn’t running away.”

I am servile

and hate the sound of my own voice

as I speak,

my deference to this

boy who is my own age.

“I’ve not seen you on the estate before.”

His voice has become a little lofty,

perhaps in response to my reserve.

“I started working here yesterday, sir.

I’m the new scullery maid.”


“Oh. I see.”

He begins to unbuckle his boots

and talks into the ground.

I stand still.
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