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Chapter One




Patrick Quinn, a thin, handsome, dark haired
boy of fourteen, squared his shoulders as he looked over the soggy
field. He was dressed in a tattered shirt and soiled trousers; his
well-worn shoes wouldn’t last much longer, but he didn’t worry
about himself. His family depended on him. His nostrils, filled
with the nauseating stench of rotting potatoes, made his stomach
lurch. This year he’d hoped for a crop. Anything to sustain them.
Now it was gone. He felt the weight of the world come crashing down
on him.

He stooped down, surveying the field, and
then picked up a rotted potato. He studied it carefully for a few
seconds, and then stood and holding it tightly in his hand, thrust
his arm toward the sky.

“Why!” he cried as he
dropped to his knees in the putrid field. Tears streamed down his
cheeks.

****

A cottage with a thatched roof and walls
made of stones sat almost obscured by the brown countryside,
seeming to blend into the landscape. Once it had been a beautiful
cottage with lush green grass surrounding it, but now it had fallen
into disarray. Still, it was home to the proud Quinn family.

Catherine Quinn, the matriarch of the
family, lay in her bed, gravely ill. She was a frail woman in her
late forties, who looked much older. She’d been a beauty in her
day, but now her once dark silky hair had turned gray. The past few
years had taken a heavy toll on her, and now she was succumbing to
the fever that had claimed so many of her loved ones. Her feeble
hands clutched at her threadbare nightdress. She struggled to
speak. Her once bright eyes were now dull and almost lifeless as
she tried to focus.

The inside of the cottage was sparsely
furnished, with many of its possessions sold long ago. The main
room contained Catherine’s large bed, which had been brought out of
the room she’d once shared with her husband and placed in the main
room to provide more warmth for her. The other two rooms belonged
to her children. Next to the bed where Catherine laid, the family
Bible and a bowl of water sat on a little table. The opposite end
of the room contained a small wooden table with four chairs. On one
wall was a long shelf where food and dishes were stored. All of the
furniture was crudely made. A large window stood at the front of
the room, and a smaller one at the opposite end. The walls were
bare except for some religious pictures. The floor had no covering,
and many of the boards were rotting. A large fireplace took up
almost one entire side of the room, and was used for cooking as
well as heat. The home used to be filled with fine furniture and
two couches and comfortable chairs. They were gone now, having been
sold to purchase food for the family and pay the ever increasing
taxes. But it was never enough, and money was as scarce as
food.

Catherine shifted in the bed. She opened her
mouth and again struggled to speak. Her words were faint and
garbled.

Maggie Quinn, a beauty at the age of
twenty-two with flowing dark auburn hair, looked up from where she
sat at the table quietly mending her brother Patrick’s shirt.
Around the village, Maggie Quinn was known for her determination
and strong willed feisty character. It took a lot to break her
spirit. Not even this desolation could break her pride in her
beloved Ireland. The land would come back, she was sure of it, and
voiced it to whoever would listen. Soon the fields would be
prosperous, and there would be enough money to purchase proper food
and clothing once again, she would say. But friends were long gone,
and the family rarely had a visitor…not even Maggie’s fiancé Ian
O’Malley. But she knew that he had his own family and crops to deal
with. His family hadn’t fared any better than hers. The lazy days
of strolling through the meadows were gone, but she prayed every
day that they would soon return. When they did, though, she knew
nothing would be the same. Those taken due to the fever would never
return. A pang pierced her heart.

Maggie glanced at her mother and quickly
stood up and smoothed her long skirt. She noticed a small hole in
her linen blouse and made a mental note to repair it after she was
done with Paddy’s shirt. Her heavy shoes made clacking sounds
across the floor as she made her way to her mother’s bed.

“Ma, lie back and rest.
Keep your strength.” She dipped a cloth into the bowl of water and
gently wiped her mother’s feverish face.

“Maggie, where’s Paddy? Are
the potatoes good this year? Do we finally have a crop?” Her feeble
hand touched Maggie’s.

Maggie had to lean close to her mother to
hear her weak raspy voice as she paused after each word, struggling
for air. She knew it took almost every ounce of strength her mother
possessed to speak at all. It broke her heart seeing her this
way.

“He’ll be home soon, Ma.”
Maggie set the cloth back in the bowl, hurried to the other side of
the room, and retrieved a chair. She brought it over to the side of
her mother’s bed, and sat down and took her mother’s hand in
hers.

Catherine smiled at her.

“Sleep now, Ma.” She began
humming a tune, a favorite of her mother, and one she remembered
fondly her mother singing to her when she was a child.

“I sang that to all my
children.” Tears came into her eyes. “Those were good times. We
were happy and healthy.”

“Yes, Ma, you did. It’s
always been my favorite.” She smiled back at her mother, patted her
hand, and began humming again.

Catherine listened for a few minutes and
then spoke again. “What happened to the land we used to know,
Maggie? Why couldn’t we stop it?”

Maggie closed her eyes. She remembered the
lush green fruitful fields. Her mother was right. Those had been
good days. Days they never thought would end. A future they never
could have foreseen or dreamed possible. Now those carefree days
seemed like a lifetime ago. “I don’t know, Ma. I fear only God can
answer that.” She picked up the Bible and began to read out
loud.

Catherine settled back onto her pillow and
closed her eyes, but didn’t sleep.

A few minutes later the cottage door opened.
Maggie closed the Bible and set it on the table. She watched her
brother Patrick as he hurried over to their mother’s bed. He looked
tired…no, he looked defeated. His boyish face was haggard from hard
work and worry. His youth had been stolen from him, and she mourned
for what he had sacrificed…for the carefree days of youth he would
never know. She met his sad eyes and braced herself for the news he
would soon be delivering.

Patrick bent and kissed his mother’s
forehead. “Are you feeling better, Ma?” he asked softly.

Catherine raised a feeble hand to his cheek.
“The crop. Is it good, Paddy?”

“Don’t you fret. We’ll be
fine, Ma,” he answered reassuringly.

She flashed a faint smile. “Yes. The Lord
always provides. Now times will be good again.” She drew a ragged
breath.

“You didn’t answer my
question. Are you feeling better?” He looked into her feverish
face.

“Now that you’re here with
the news, I am.”

Maggie saw a spark of life come back into
her mother’s beautiful eyes, the spark that had been missing for so
long. She fervently prayed every night for a miracle. Just when she
thought her mother was slipping away, she clawed her way back. Ma
wasn’t ready to leave the last of her children, and Maggie couldn’t
bear to let her go. She’d give her own life if only her mother’s
could be spared.

Patrick grabbed Catherine’s hand and
squeezed it. “Rest now, Ma, and we’ll talk later.”

“Yes, Paddy.” She closed
her eyes.

Patrick laid a hand on his sister’s
shoulder. “Can I talk to you, Maggie?”

“Of course.” She
stood.

“She’s getting worse,
Maggie. There has to be something we can do,” he
whispered.

Maggie looked into his eyes. His once bright
eyes filled with hope now looked dull, as though the life had gone
out of them. Her heart broke for him. Her heart broke for all of
them. “We can pray, Paddy. That’s all we can do.”

“And where has that gotten
us?” he asked dejectedly. “It won’t change anything.”

She glanced at her mother, who had drifted
off into a fitful sleep. Deep in her heart she knew that even if
they could afford it, medicine wouldn’t help her mother now. But
she still wished she had the money to call in a doctor. Anything to
ease the suffering. Catherine tried to hide it from her the same
way Da had. But she knew. The worse part was knowing there was
nothing she could do to ease it. She took her brother’s arm and led
him to the other side of the room, where they pulled out chairs and
sat at the table facing one another.

She did have a glimmer of hope, though. If
what Paddy told their mother was true, they at least wouldn’t
starve to death. She didn’t know which was worse, dying of the
fever or dying from starvation. “Is it true what you told Ma,
Paddy? Do we have some potatoes? Can we afford some decent food for
Ma?” she asked optimistically.

“I didn’t tell Ma anything,
Maggie. I can’t lie to her. I told her we would be fine.” Patrick
was thoughtful for a minute. “I suppose I was not truthful with her
because we won’t be fine.” He ran a hand over his chin. “We have
nothing, Maggie. There’s nothing left! Year after year, the crop
has failed. There’s no hope left. The land is in ruins.” He glanced
around the almost barren room. “We don’t have anything left of
value to sell even if we could find a buyer.” He shook his head.
“It’s done,” he said wearily. “All hope is lost.”

Maggie jumped to her feet. “No, Paddy! I
won’t give up! There has to be a way. We need to stay strong and
keep our spirits high for Ma’s sake. We need to keep trying.”

Patrick’s eyes welled with tears as he
looked at his sister. “The earth has swallowed up the beautiful
land we once knew, and left nothing but a filthy putrid black mass
in its place. It will never be the same, Maggie. Can’t you see?”
His jaw jutted out defiantly. “You are a dreamer. Your dreams never
come true. This is the real world, Maggie. Why can’t you see? You
need to face the truth.”

Maggie refused to believe what he was
saying. No, she’d hold on…she had to. Her memories couldn’t be all
she had left. This desolation and abject poverty couldn’t be all
they had to look forward to. “Paddy, don’t you remember how it was?
We’d go out in the fields with Da, Joseph, Daniel, Colleen, and
Mary and run barefoot through the lush meadows while Ma set up a
picnic. Da said we’d never be poor if we kept planting potatoes and
staying true to the land. It will one day be lush and green again,
Patrick. Keep the faith! Don’t give up hope.”

He emphatically shook his head. “No, Maggie.
We don’t own the land anymore. It does not belong to us. We’ll
never own it again!” he said angrily.

“No, Paddy.” She set her
jaw defiantly. “Someday I will
own this land again. Da told us if we work hard,
it can be ours again. The Quinn’s have been a part of this land for
generations, and always will be. It’s ours. Don’t lose faith,
Paddy.”

Paddy looked at her in surprise. “Da lost
it.”

“It wasn’t his fault,
Paddy. You know that.” She pursed her lips. “It was stolen from
us.”

He exhaled loudly. “I know. He couldn’t
fight the English. Maybe he should have done what they wanted. They
got the land anyway.”

“You don’t mean that,
Paddy! He would never work for them. They only got the land because
of the crop failures and the taxes they imposed on us.”

“No, I don’t mean it,” he
admitted.

“Just don’t lose faith.
We’ll find a way.”

“Faith! That’s all you talk
about, Maggie.” He quickly rose and rushed to where she stood. He
placed his hands on her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “You
sound like Da. Where did faith get Da? Where is he now,
Maggie? Where? Da
worked himself to death, and for what? Then Joseph and Daniel
followed him. And what about Colleen and Mary? The fever took them,
too.” He slowly shook his head. “The girls were just babies. Ma
will soon follow them, I fear. We can’t save her, Maggie. Why can’t
you accept what’s true?” A tear slid down his cheek. “Why did God
not take you and me, Maggie? Did you ever wonder? Maybe He is
punishing us by leaving us here and taking those we
love.”

“No, I won’t hear that kind
of talk, Paddy. Ma needs good food. Once she gets her strength
back, the fever will break. I’ll fix us something to eat. We’ll all
feel better after we have some food in our bellies.” She walked
over to the wooden shelf that held their food and scanned
it.

Patrick joined her and looked at the almost
empty shelf. He sighed heavily. “There is no food to last more than
a few days. It’s over…it’s time to face the truth, Maggie. Please.
If the fever doesn’t take us, then starvation surely will. Each new
day brings more misery than the one before it.”

“No! I will never give up.
The Lord will provide.”

Patrick dropped his hands limply to his
sides. “You’re stubborn like Da. Listen to what I say. Where did it
get him, but an early grave? Will you not listen to reason? We can
do no more. It’s done.”

“Don’t say that, Paddy,”
Maggie angrily retorted. “Da loved the land. It’ll be fertile
again. It can’t be like this forever. I will never give up hope. I
will not sell my soul to the English.” She searched her brother’s
eyes. She refused to allow him to give up. He needed to stay
strong. Together they would survive. They had to stick together.
“Please, Paddy,” she said in a softer tone. “We can’t give up.
There’s got to be a way. You and I need to show Ma that together we
are strong. We’ll work to find a way. There has to be something we
can do.”

Patrick’s shoulders slumped. “Maggie, I’m
tired and hungry. My back is breaking, and for what? Our family and
friends are dead or dying right in front of our eyes. We’ve lost
the fight. The English, and now our crop failures, have defeated
us. There’s nothing we can do. It’s only a matter of time before
we—”

“No, Patrick! We are the
Quinns. We will survive!”


Chapter Two


Maggie and Patrick sat at the table eating
small bowls of broth. The sun had set an hour ago, and the light
from the fireplace cast a soft glow over the otherwise dark room.
The candles were almost gone, and both had agreed to preserve them
as much as possible.

“Remember the dresses you
used to make, Maggie?”

She looked up from her bowl and smiled at
him. “What made you think of that, Paddy?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I was
remembering the parties. Your dresses always had the girls
talking.” He sighed. “I wish we had money to buy fabric so you
could have a fine dress again.”

Maggie chuckled. “And what would I do with
such a fine dress now, brother? Where would I go to show it
off?”

He looked sheepishly at her. “You have a
talent.”

“Little good it will ever
do me.”

“But you seemed happiest
when you were sewing. Your dresses were your
masterpieces.”

She put down her spoon. “I suppose I was
happy when I was sewing. I’m not sure I would call them
masterpieces, but I did love closing my eyes and using my
imagination.”

Patrick shook his head sadly. “Now those
beautiful dresses are nothing more than tattered rags.”

Maggie didn’t respond and they continued
their meal, each consumed with their own thoughts.

A loud racking cough broke the silence. Both
stopped eating and rushed to their mother’s side. Maggie put her
arms behind her mother’s back and raised her to a sitting position.
She rubbed Catherine’s back until the coughing subsided.

Patrick took a cloth from the bowl of water,
wrung it out, and gently wiped the sweat from his mother’s
forehead. He placed the back of his hand over her cheek. “She’s
burning up with fever worse than before.” He sadly shook his head
as his eyes searched Maggie’s.

She saw the fear in his eyes. Her own heart
lurched when she looked at her mother’s face, which had turned to a
bright pink. It looked as though someone had set hot embers on it.
“Let me get you some broth, Ma. It’ll make you feel better,” Maggie
said softly. She hurried to the large kettle hanging over the
fireplace and ladled some broth into a bowl. The broth mostly
consisted of water, and she recalled the days when the kettle was
filled with fresh vegetables and herbs from the garden, and the
meat from their livestock. The aroma of the stew would fill the
cottage as the family eagerly awaited it to finish cooking. After
supper, Da would entertain them with his fiddle, and they would
fall into bed with full bellies and drift off to happy dreams. None
of them would have ever believed the misfortune that would befall
Ireland.

Now as Maggie looked at the bowl, she
wondered how long they could subsist on nothing more than slightly
flavored water. They all needed food. They needed meat and fresh
vegetables. She walked to the shelf and retrieved a spoon. She
brought the steaming bowl of broth back to her mother’s bed.

Patrick helped position his mother while
Maggie seated herself on the edge of the bed. She dipped the spoon
into the bowl and then brought the spoonful of broth to her
mother’s lips. Catherine refused to part her lips.

“Take some broth, Ma.
Please,” Maggie pleaded. “You’ll feel better.”

“No,” Catherine said
faintly. “Come closer, my children.”

Patrick dropped to his knees by the other
side of the bed and took his mother’s hands, while Maggie set the
bowl on the table and then sat quietly looking at Catherine’s drawn
face. Every breath she took was an effort as she struggled to
speak.

“We’re here, Ma,” Maggie
whispered. “Paddy and I are here.”

“Where’s Paddy?” Her faded
eyes struggled to focus. “Paddy?”

“I’m here, Ma.” His eyes
welled with tears and he swallowed hard.

Catherine slightly turned her head and
focused her eyes on Patrick. Maggie leaned closer and Catherine,
with great effort, slightly turned her head as her lips tried to
form a smile. “My beautiful children.” Her voice was growing
weaker, and Patrick and Maggie had to strain to hear her. She
paused and drew a ragged breath after each word, struggling to make
herself heard.

Every breath she took was labored as though
it would be her last, and Maggie swallowed the lump in her throat
as she listened. Her eyes misted, but she knew her mother couldn’t
see. “Don’t try to talk, Ma,” Maggie said quietly. “Keep your
strength.”

“No. I need to
talk.”

Maggie glanced at Paddy. His eyes revealed
that he was as frightened as she was at their mother’s worsening
health. She didn’t know how to help her mother and did the only
thing she could do, which was to offer up another silent prayer for
her healing. But she had to face the truth. The Lord would soon
take her beloved mother the same as He’d taken Da and her brothers
and sisters. She wanted to scream and pound her fists. What had
they done to deserve this? She drew a deep breath. No, her faith
was being tested. She had to hold on. She had to accept whatever
burdens the Lord had placed on their family. She couldn’t forsake
everything Ma had taught her.

“Maggie, you remind me so
much of your father. You have his love for the land. You have his
courage and strength of character.”

“And Da’s red hair and
stubbornness to match,” Patrick said in an attempt to lighten the
mood.

Catherine laughed weakly. “My sweet Paddy.
The man of the house. So much laid on your young shoulders. I’m
sorry, my son.”

“I have strong shoulders,
Ma,” Patrick replied. “Please take some broth now.”

“I’m not hungry. Save it
for yourselves.” She sank back into the pillows and immediately
began coughing again.

“Ma!” Patrick said, alarmed
at the strangling sounds coming from her throat. He put his arms
around her and raised her to a sitting position. The coughing
slowly subsided.

Maggie looked at Patrick. His eyes were
filled with sorrow, but became brighter as Maggie began rubbing her
mother’s back and her breathing became less labored.

“Rest now, Ma. Please?”
Patrick pleaded.

“There’ll be time for that
later.” She swallowed.

Maggie noted how difficult swallowing seemed
to be. “Have some water, Ma. You’re parched. Let me get you a
cup.”

“No,” she said in the same
raspy hoarse voice. “Tell me about the crop, Paddy. Is it good?
Tell me the truth. I hear you and Maggie whispering. Don’t lie to
me, Paddy.”

Maggie’s eyes pleaded with Patrick. She
shook her head and Patrick nodded. She knew her mother couldn’t
take the bad news.

Patrick came around the bed and seated
himself in the chair next to the bed. He took his mother’s frail
hand in his and sighed heavily. “I won’t lie to you, Ma.” He looked
at Maggie and shook his head. “The crop is gone.”

Maggie had misinterpreted his nod to mean he
wouldn’t tell her. If she was going to leave them, let her go with
peace. She couldn’t bear for whatever time her mother had left to
be fraught with worry. Maggie anxiously watched her mother’s face.
Why had Paddy told her? Why couldn’t he let her believe they would
be fine? She saw the hopelessness in her mother’s eyes. The will to
fight to live was gone. Ma had no reason now. She could do nothing
to protect her children.

“All of it? There’s nothing
left?”

Paddy blinked and bit his bottom lip. “Yes,
Ma. We have nothing left,” he replied quietly. “The fields are in
ruins. As they were the year before. Now worse.”

“All hope’s not lost, Ma,”
Maggie quickly said. “The next crop will be good. We still have
five potatoes I put away.” She looked confidently at her brother.
“We’ll survive, Paddy. We need to hang on until next
year.”

Patrick’s forehead furrowed. “No, Maggie.
Even if we could find enough food to see us through, there will be
no crop next year or the year after that. Don’t you see?”

Maggie smiled as she looked at him. “But
Paddy, we have the potatoes I saved out.”

He shook his head. “No, Maggie, the five
potatoes are gone.”

Maggie clutched her chest. “Gone, Paddy? No.
I put them in a safe place. Da said to always save some out no
matter how hungry we may be. Then we will always have a potato to
plant.”

He shook his head and lowered his eyes. “I
found them and planted them with the others, Maggie. This year I
was certain we’d have a crop with the small part of land that I
thought hadn’t been ruined. But the ruination spread.” His forehead
creased. “Even if I hadn’t planted the potatoes, they still would
have rotted where you’d hidden them. All of the farms of our
neighbors lay in the same ruins as ours. Even if we had an
abundance of potatoes to plant next year, the fields won’t come
back for years.” His lips trembled. “The land is ruined, Maggie.
Better to face it and stop your foolish dreaming.”

Catherine looked at her son and sighed
wearily. “Then it is done. There’s nothing left to do.”

Maggie refused to give up. “No, Ma. Next
year will be better,” she said determinedly. “The fields will be
green again. The curse of our land will surely be over. It can’t go
on forever.”

“Is this true, Paddy?”
Catherine asked. “Do you think this curse on our land could be done
next spring?”

“No. As I said, it could
take years.” He slowly shook his head back and forth. “Even if a
miracle made the fields fertile again, Ma, we have no potatoes to
plant. We have no money to buy any even if there were some for
sale,” Paddy replied. “That still won’t help us through this
winter, either.”

No, Maggie thought. Ian would surely not let
them starve. He’d helped in the past, believing it his duty ever
since he’d asked for her hand in marriage. A marriage that would
have taken place if not for the bad luck that had fallen on both
families. “There is hope. I can ask Ian for a potato. Surely he
will spare one for us. Maybe he has some that didn’t go bad. And he
will see us through the winter.”

Patrick rose. “Maggie,
there are no potatoes to be found in the county. Those that weren’t
foolishly planted all went bad, too. The potatoes are
all gone. There’s nothing
left!” He peered across the room for a few seconds and then brought
his eyes back to Maggie. “Even if we were fortunate to find a
potato, we don’t know that we would prosper ever again. Can’t you
see what I’ve been saying?” he asked in frustration. “It could take
years for the land to recover. How do we live till then?” He
swallowed hard. “It’s done. Ireland will never be the same. The
Ireland we knew and loved is gone forever.”

“No, Paddy! We can’t give
up. I won’t give up. We need to keep remembering the way it
was.”

“Remembering won’t fill our
empty bellies, now will it, Maggie? Remembering won’t pay the
rising taxes from the English, now will it, sister?”

“Paddy, just try. Don’t
lose hope. We used to have plentiful vegetables from Ma’s garden.
It will be that
way again. We used to have such fun dancing and singing with our
friends. The laughter and happy times.” She glanced at her mother.
“Ma, remember the large parties every spring and fall with the
music, dancing, and tables laden with food and treats? And Da. The
beautiful sounds that came out of his fiddle. Ma, please remember.
We danced and clapped our hands while Da got everybody’s toes
tapping. And you, Paddy, Da taught you to play the fiddle almost
before you walked.” Her eyes glistened. “I’m sorry we had to sell
the fiddle, Paddy, but you’ll get another one someday and we’ll
have good times like those again. Someday you’ll play the fiddle
again. We just need to hold on a bit longer,” she said
reassuringly.

Patrick frowned. “There’s nothing left to
hold onto, Maggie. Your stubbornness will be the death of you,” he
said angrily. “We have nothing. It’s done!”

“Please, my children, don’t
argue,” Catherine implored. “Work together.”

Maggie suddenly turned. She looked in wonder
at Patrick. From his expression, he’d noticed it, too. Their
mother’s voice was stronger and clearer. Was this the sign Maggie
had been waiting for? She grinned. Things were sure to get better
now. She felt it in her bones. They both looked at their mother and
Maggie’s heart sank. Her cheeks were even brighter red with
fever.

Maggie dipped the cloth and wiped
Catherine’s feverish face. “Try to rest now, Ma,” she said
soothingly.

“You must leave
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