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  Dedicated to my younger sister. I promise that if we ever have to survive on nothing but rain and mud, I will definitely let you have the larger share of the porridge. Unless there’s only one bowl. Then we might have to discuss the “impossible mathematics of survival.”
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  Chapter 1: The Last Potato

  
  




The earth was cold and it smelled of nothing.

That was the wrongness Cillian could not get used to. In September, even bad ground had a smell to it, a thick dark scent of things growing or things rotting, which was nearly the same thing if you thought about it long enough. But this soil, this black andite plot behind the cottage where the potato drills should have been, smelled of nothing at all. As if the land itself had given up breathing.

He drove the spade in again. The handle was too long for him and the shaft was rough where the wood had split near the blade, so that every time he pushed down with his right hand he felt the splinter pressing into the meat of his palm just below the fingers. He had wrapped a strip of cloth around it yesterday but the cloth had come loose and now it hung from his wrist like a dirty bandage, flapping each time he lifted the spade.

He was not digging because he believed there was anything to find. He was digging because it was the only thing left to do.

The plot was six drills wide and perhaps twenty yards long, running from the back wall of the cottage to the low stone ditch that separated their land from the Seoighes’ land next door. His father had built that ditch the year Nóra was born, carrying the stones up from the shore below the cliff path. Cillian remembered sitting on the grass and watching his father’s back, the way the muscles moved under his shirt, the careful way he fitted each stone against the next so that the wall would hold without mortar. That was four years ago. His father had gone to England for harvest work the following summer and come back thinner, with a cough that rattled in his chest like a pebble in a cup. By Christmas the cough had taken him. The priest came. The neighbours came. His mother sat very straight by the hearth and did not cry until everyone had gone home, and then she cried for a long time in the dark while Cillian lay on his pallet and listened and pretended to be asleep.

He shook his head. The spade struck a rock and the shock of it ran up through his arms and into his shoulders. He worked the blade around the rock and levered it out. It was grey and flat and smooth, the size of two fists held together. He set it on the pile of stones at the edge of the drill and kept going.

Behind him, from the doorway of the cottage, Nóra was humming.

It was the song their mother sang when she was washing clothes in the basin or kneading the oat bread on the table, a slow air in Irish that did not really have words, or if it did, Cillian had never learned them. Nóra hummed it the way a kettle hums when the water is not yet boiling, low and absent and steady, as if the sound were coming from somewhere inside her ribs rather than from her mouth. She sat with her shawl pulled over her knees and her bare feet tucked beneath her, and she watched Cillian dig with the same patient, empty expression she had been wearing for three days. Since their mother left.

Cillian did not look at her. If he looked at her he would see how thin her face had become, how the bones of her wrists showed like knots on a rope, and then the thing in his stomach, the cold thing that sat there like a swallowed stone, would move, and he was not sure what would happen after that.

He dug.

The stalks had come up black in the first week of September. He remembered the morning because it had been clear and bright, one of those sharp autumn days when the light off the Atlantic made everything look closer than it was, and the Twelve Bens to the north stood out against the sky as if someone had cut them from blue paper. His mother had gone out to check the drills and Cillian had heard her make a sound, a single sound, not a word but not a scream either, something between the two, and he had come running around the side of the cottage and seen her standing with a stalk in her hand. The leaves were spotted and curling, and where the stem met the root the flesh had gone to a dark pulp that dripped between her fingers. She smelled her hand and closed her eyes.

They had dug everything that day, all six drills, pulling up whatever they could find before the blight took it all. Some of the potatoes were sound, or mostly sound, enough to fill two creels if you cut away the bad parts and did not look too closely. They ate carefully after that. A little at a time. His mother rationed them with a precision that Cillian only later understood was terror dressed up as calm. A potato cut in three at morning. A potato cut in three at evening. The creels emptied. The drills turned black. Other families in the clachan reported the same. Old Peig Seoighe next door stopped coming to the door to talk in the mornings, which meant she had nothing left either and was ashamed of it.

Three days ago, Brigid had put on her good shawl, the one without holes, and told Cillian she was walking to Clifden.

“There might be work,” she said. “Or relief. The Board is giving out meal, Peig heard it from the Connollys.”

She did not say how far Clifden was. She did not need to. Cillian had walked it once with his father, years ago, and he remembered the road going on and on over the bog, rising and falling with the hills, the wind never stopping, and his legs burning by the time they reached the town. Half a day if you walked fast. His mother could not walk fast. She had been eating less than either of them for weeks, though she pretended otherwise, and her skin had taken on a colour like old candle wax.

“Mind Nóra,” she said at the door. “Do not let the fire go out. I will be back tomorrow night, or the morning after.”

She kissed the top of Nóra’s head and then Cillian’s, and her lips were dry and light as paper. He watched her walk down the path toward the Clifden road, her figure getting smaller against the brown emptiness of the bog, and he waited until he could not see her anymore before he went inside and sat beside the hearth and told Nóra a story about a seal who could turn into a woman. He could not remember how the story ended, so he made up an ending, and Nóra fell asleep, and he sat awake for a long time watching the fire shrink.

That was three days ago. Tomorrow night or the morning after, she had said. It was now the third evening and the road was empty every time he looked.

The fire had gone out yesterday. He had tried to keep it alive, feeding it the last scraps of dried turf from the stack beside the house, breaking them into smaller and smaller pieces to make them last, but by midday the stack was bare and there was nothing left to burn except the stool by the table and Cillian could not bring himself to break it up. It was the stool his father had sat on. So the hearth went cold, and the cottage filled up with the damp chill that seeped through the stone walls whenever there was no fire to push it back, and Nóra wrapped herself in the blanket and did not complain, which was worse than if she had.

He had one drill left to check. The far one, closest to the stone ditch, where the soil was rockier and the plants had always grown thin. He did not expect to find anything. The other five drills had given up nothing but black stems and pale, watery roots that fell apart in his fingers. But he moved to the last drill and started at the top end, driving the spade in and turning the earth with a steady, mechanical rhythm, because stopping would mean going back inside and sitting in the cold cottage and looking at Nóra’s face and admitting that he had nothing to offer her.

The sky was thickening in the west. Not rain yet, but the heavy grey that came before it, pressing down on the bog like a lid. The wind had dropped, which meant rain was close. Cillian could feel the damp in the air settling on his neck and his bare forearms. He wore no coat. He had grown out of his coat in the spring and there had been no cloth to make another. He wore a wool vest over his shirt, both of them too thin for November, and his trousers were held up with a length of rope because the button had come off and his mother had not had thread to sew it back.

He was halfway down the drill when the spade struck something that was not a rock.

It was softer than a rock. It gave slightly under the blade, the way a turnip gives, or a clod of wet clay, but it was not a clod because it held its shape when he pressed. He stopped. He knelt down in the dirt and used his hands to scrape the soil away, and his heart was beating in a way he did not want because hope was worse than certainty. Hope made you stupid. Hope made you think about things before you had them, and then when you did not have them the absence was bigger than if you had never hoped at all.

His fingers found it. Small, the size of a bantam’s egg, buried deeper than it should have been, as if it had been trying to hide. He lifted it out of the earth and held it in both hands and looked at it.

A potato. One potato. Whole on one side, with the skin still holding, brownish and dirt-caked and firm enough. On the other side, the left side, the flesh had gone soft and dark and there was a smell coming from it, sweet and rotten, the smell of the blight, and when he pressed his thumb gently against the soft part it gave way and a thin liquid ran over his fingers.

Half a potato, then. Half a small potato. He held it in his palms and felt the weight of it, which was almost nothing, which was everything.

Nóra had stopped humming.

He looked up. She was watching him from the doorway, her eyes large and dark in her thin face. She did not say anything. She did not ask what he had found. She simply watched him the way she watched everything now, with a patience that was too old for her, as if she had understood something about the world that children should not yet know and was waiting for Cillian to understand it too.

“I found one,” he said.

She nodded.

He stood up and walked toward the cottage, holding the potato carefully, the good side up, the rotten side cradled in his left palm so the liquid would not drip. He sat down on the threshold beside Nóra and held it out so she could see.

“It is half bad,” he said. “But the other half is sound.”

Nóra looked at it. She reached out one finger and touched the good side, gently, the way she used to touch the new kittens when the Seoighes’ cat had a litter.

“Will we eat it now?” she asked.

And there it was. The question that was too simple and too large. Cillian turned the potato in his hands and felt the cold weight of it and knew that the answer mattered more than any answer he had ever given, though he could not have said exactly why.

If they ate it now, split it between them, it would be gone in three bites. A mouthful each of raw potato, gritty with earth, not enough to fill the hollow in their stomachs but enough to remind their bodies what food was, which might be worse. And then there would be nothing. Nothing for tonight, nothing for the morning, nothing for whenever his mother came back, if she came back, and he clenched his jaw against that thought and held it away from himself the way you hold a hot pot, at arm’s length, not looking at it.

If they saved it, waited, cut it and cooked it when they had fire again, it would go further. You could boil half a potato in water and make a kind of broth, thin and grey but warm. Warm mattered. Warm was worth waiting for. But the rotten side would spread. By morning the soft darkness would have crept across and there would be nothing left worth eating.

If he ate it himself, all of it, the good half, now, he would be stronger. Strong enough to walk to Clifden if he had to, strong enough to find their mother, strong enough to carry Nóra on his back if it came to that. This thought arrived cleanly, almost reasonably, and Cillian sat with it for a moment before he recognised its shape. It was selfishness. Plain and cold. He was ashamed of it even as he understood it.

“Cill?” Nóra said. She was looking at him, not at the potato.

“We will split it,” he said. “The good part. Now.”

He went inside and took the knife from the table. It was the only knife they had, a short blade with a wooden handle that his mother used for everything, cutting bread and scraping turnips and trimming the wick of the rush light. He cut the potato along the line where good met rotten, pressing the blade through carefully so that none of the soft dark flesh touched the clean side. The bad half he set on the table. He could not throw it away. He could not throw anything away that had once been food. The good half he cut again, down the middle, making two pieces roughly equal, though one was slightly larger than the other. He gave the larger piece to Nóra.

She ate it slowly. She bit off a small piece and chewed it for a long time, her eyes half closed, and Cillian watched her and felt something crack open in his chest that he had been holding shut for days. She was six years old. She should be eating stirabout with milk and honey. She should be sitting by a fire, listening to their mother tell stories about Fionn and the Fianna and the salmon of knowledge. Instead she was sitting on a cold threshold eating raw potato and treating it like a feast, and the careful way she chewed, making it last, was the saddest thing Cillian had ever seen, sadder than the black stalks, sadder than the empty road, because it meant she had learned something no child should have to learn: that food was not certain. That it could end.

He ate his piece. It was firm and faintly bitter and it tasted of earth. He chewed and swallowed and felt it go down into the hollow of his stomach where it sat, small and solid and not enough.

Nóra finished hers. She licked her fingers. Then she pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders and looked out at the sky and said, “Mam will come tomorrow.”

It was not a question. Cillian knew she wanted him to agree, to say yes, tomorrow, of course, she is just delayed, the road is long and the Board is slow and there are many people waiting for meal. He opened his mouth to say it.

“I hope so,” he said instead.

The word came out before he could catch it. Hope. He had not meant to say that word. He had meant to say something sure, something a father or a grown brother would say, something steady and warm that would fill the space where the fire should have been. Instead he had told her the truth, and the truth was that he did not know, and hope was all he had, and it was not enough.

Nóra did not seem to mind. She leaned her head against his arm and started humming again, the same air, the one without words.

Cillian sat very still and let her lean. The sky was going dark. The first drops of rain began to fall, light and cold, speckling the stones of the path. He should go inside. He should close the door and wrap Nóra in the blanket and lie beside her and wait for morning. That is what a sensible person would do. That is what his mother would tell him to do.

Instead he closed his eyes and tried to pray.

It was the Hail Mary first, because that was the easiest, the one he could say without thinking, the words worn smooth from years of repetition at his mother’s side. Se do bheatha, a Mhuire, ata lan de ghrasta. He said it in his mind, not aloud, because he did not want Nóra to hear and think he was frightened. The words came out of him the way they always had, round and familiar, shaped by his mother’s voice underneath his own, but when they left him they seemed to go nowhere. They rose out of his chest and up through his throat and into the damp air and stopped. As if the sky were a stone ceiling, very low, and the words hit it and fell back.

He tried again. The Our Father this time. Ar nAthair, ata ar neamh. Our Father, who art in heaven. He pushed the words upward, harder, the way you push a door that has swollen shut in the rain. Hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come. He could hear his mother’s voice saying it with him, layered beneath his own like a second thread in cloth, and for a moment that almost helped. But then the prayer reached the part about bread. Ar n-aran laethuil tabhair duinn inniu. Give us this day our daily bread. And his mind stopped on the word bread and would not go past it. Because there was no bread. There was no daily anything. There was half a rotten potato divided between two children on a cold step, and that was all God had given them today, and Cillian did not know if that counted as an answer to prayer or a mockery of one.

He opened his eyes. The rain was falling harder now, beginning to darken the stones and bead on the wool of Nóra’s shawl. He looked down at his hands. They were filthy, the nails black with soil, the palms raw from the spade, and in the creases of his left hand there was still a faint trace of the rotten liquid from the potato. He rubbed his hands on his trousers and stood up.

“Come inside, a stor,” he said.

Nóra took his hand and stood and they went in together. The cottage was dark. The hearth was a circle of grey ash with no warmth left in it. The table, the two stools, the wooden cross on the wall above the door, his mother’s shawl hook empty on the beam, the pallet where Nóra slept, the pallet where his mother slept, the straw mattress that smelled of damp and old sweat and, faintly, still, of his mother’s hair. All of it grey. All of it waiting.

He settled Nóra on her pallet and pulled the blanket around her, tucking it under her chin the way their mother did.

“Tell me a story, Cill,” she said.

“Which one?”

“The one about the saint and the deer.”

He knew the one she meant. It was the story of Saint Patrick and the deer, the way Father Ó Mainnín had told it last Easter in the Connollys’ kitchen when he came to say Mass. How Patrick and his monks were being hunted by the soldiers of the high king, and God made them appear as a herd of deer so the soldiers passed by without seeing them. Nóra loved this story. She liked the idea of being changed into something wild and fast and invisible.

“Patrick was walking through the hills,” Cillian began, “and the king’s men were close behind…”

He told it slowly, adding details he half-remembered and details he invented, giving the deer soft brown eyes and quick hooves and the ability to run so fast that the wind could not keep up with them. Nóra’s eyes drifted closed. Her breathing slowed. She turned on her side and pressed her face into the straw and was still.

Cillian sat beside her for a long time after she slept. The rain was steady now, drumming on the thatch, finding the places where the roof was thin and letting through a slow drip in the corner by the door. He should fix that. He should stuff it with fresh straw. He added it to the list of things he should do that he did not know how to do, a list that grew longer each day and that pressed against the inside of his skull like a headache.

He picked up the bad half of the potato from the table and held it. The rot had spread already. The whole thing was soft now, giving under his fingers, and the smell was stronger, sweet and wrong. He put it down. He could not eat it. Even hunger had its limits.

He lay down on his own pallet, still dressed, still wearing his boots because the leather held some warmth. He pulled the edge of the blanket over himself and stared up at the dark underside of the thatch and listened to the rain and to Nóra’s breathing and to the silence underneath both, which was the silence of God not answering.

He did not know what to do.

He was ten years old and he did not know what to do and there was no one to ask. His father was dead. His mother was somewhere on the Clifden road or in Clifden itself or lying in a ditch between here and there, and he would not allow himself to think that thought through to its end. Father Ó Mainnín had not come to the clachan in two weeks. The neighbours had nothing. The land had nothing. He had nothing except a sleeping sister and an empty hearth and the memory of a prayer that hit the ceiling and came back down.

Give us this day our daily bread.

He turned the words over in his mind, slowly, the way he had turned the potato in his hands. Daily bread. As if it were simple. As if you only had to ask and the asking was enough.

His mother believed it was enough. She said the rosary every night, all five decades, her voice steady and low and sure, and when she finished she always said the same thing: “God is good and He will provide.” She said it the way she said “the sun will rise” or “the tide will come in,” as if it were a fact built into the nature of things, not a wish but a certainty. Cillian had believed it too, once. He had believed it the way he believed that rocks were hard and water was wet, without needing proof, because his mother’s voice was proof enough.

But the potatoes had come up black. And the cow had been sold. And his father was in the ground behind the chapel, under a wooden cross that was already leaning because the soil was soft and no one had set it deep enough. And his mother had walked away down a road that led to a town full of strangers, and she had not come back.

If God was going to provide, Cillian thought, He was taking His time about it.

The rain kept falling. Nóra made a small sound in her sleep, not a word, just a murmur, and shifted on the straw. Cillian reached out and rested his hand on her back, feeling the ridges of her spine through the blanket. She was warm. She was breathing. These were the two things he could count, the two things he could hold, and he held them the way he had held the potato, tightly, knowing they were not enough and knowing they were all there was.

He closed his eyes.

He did not pray again. The words would not come. But somewhere in the dark, in the space between waking and sleep where thoughts lose their edges and blur into something softer, a sentence passed through his mind that he did not choose and could not stop.

You are there. I cannot feel You. But You are there.

It was not faith, exactly. It was not comfort. It was more like a question disguised as a statement, thrown upward into the dark without any expectation of an answer, the way you throw a stone into a well to find out how deep it goes. He listened for the sound of it landing. He heard nothing. Only rain, and breathing, and the old cottage settling around them like a tired animal lying down.

He slept.

Outside, the rain fell on the thatch and on the stone walls and on the bare black drills where nothing grew. It fell on the Clifden road, turning the dust to mud. It fell on the bog and on the sea and on the low grey sky that stretched from Carna to the edge of the world.

And on the table, in the dark, the bad half of the potato went on softening, going back to the earth it had come from, dissolving into something that was no longer food and no longer anything at all.
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Peig Seoighe came at first light.

Cillian heard her before he saw her, the shuffle of feet on the path outside and then a knock on the door that was not really a knock but a scraping, as if whoever was outside did not have the strength to make a fist. He had been awake already, lying on the pallet with his eyes open, watching the grey light come through the gap where the thatch was thin. Nóra was still sleeping. Her breathing had a roughness to it that had not been there a week ago, a faint catch at the top of each breath, and he had been listening to it and trying to decide if it meant something.

He got up and opened the door.

Peig stood on the step. She was a woman who had once been large, broad across the shoulders and wide in the face, with red hands from years of wringing out washing and kneading bread. Cillian remembered her from when he was very small, remembered the way she used to laugh, a deep sound that came from her belly and made Nóra stare. She was not large now. Her shawl hung from her shoulders as if it were draped over a fence post, and her face had drawn inward, the skin tight against the bones, so that her eyes seemed too big and her teeth showed when her mouth was closed. She held one hand against the doorframe to steady herself.

“Cillian,” she said.

He waited. Something in her voice told him to wait.

“I have news of your mother. Sit down.”

“I am standing,” he said, and he did not know why he said it like that, hard and flat, except that sitting down meant the news was bad and if he stayed on his feet he could keep it from being real for a few seconds longer.

Peig looked at him. Her eyes were bloodshot and watery and there was a kindness in them that made his stomach tighten.

“A man came through from Clifden last night,” she said. “Tomás Breathnach, the one who carries messages for the Board. He told the Connollys and Máirtín Connolly came to me this morning early. Your mother collapsed on the road two days ago, about three miles from Clifden. She was found by the side of the road near the bridge at Ballynahinch. They took her to the fever hospital.”

Cillian heard each word separately, as if Peig were dropping stones into a bucket one at a time. Collapsed. Road. Fever hospital. He understood them. He did not feel them yet. They were just sounds, just shapes in the air, and the air was cold and grey and smelled of rain.

“Fever,” he said.

Peig nodded. “The man said she was burning when they found her. She could not stand. They put her on a cart going to Clifden and she was taken in.”

Cillian pressed his thumbnail into his palm. The pain was small and sharp and it kept the other thing, the bigger thing, at a distance.

“Is she alive?”

“She was alive when they took her in. That is all I know. That is all the man said.”

Behind him, on the pallet, Nóra stirred. He heard the rustle of straw and the sound of her sitting up.

“Cill? Who is it?”

“Peig,” he said without turning around. “Go back to sleep.”

“I am not tired.”

Peig looked past Cillian into the cottage and he saw her eyes move from the cold hearth to the empty table to Nóra’s small figure in the blanket, and something passed across her face that was not surprise but recognition. She had seen this before. She was seeing it in her own cottage.

“You cannot stay here alone,” Peig said. Her voice was lower now, meant only for Cillian, though the cottage was small enough that Nóra could hear everything. “There is no food. There is no fire. You must walk to Clifden. There is relief there, or there was. The Quakers had a kitchen. The Board is giving out meal, though the line is long and I do not know if they are still at it.”

“I cannot leave the cottage.”

“You can and you must. Lock the door. Take what you have. Take the child.”

“I have nothing to take.”

Peig closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them her mouth was set in a thin line and Cillian saw her swallow twice before she spoke. “I have nothing to give you, Cillian. If I had a crust I would hand it to you now. I am telling you the truth. My own meal is gone since Tuesday. But I am telling you that if you sit here and wait, no one is coming. Do you understand me? No one is coming up this road with food. Your mother is in Clifden. That is where you must go.”

Cillian looked at her hands. They were shaking. Not from cold, though the morning was cold enough. She was shaking the way a person shakes when the body has used up everything it has and is running on something else, something that is not food or sleep but the stubborn habit of being alive.

“How far is it?” he asked, though he knew.

“Twelve miles, near enough. You are young and your legs are good. If you start now you will be there before the light goes.”

He almost said it then. The sentence that had been circling in his mind all night, pressing against the back of his teeth like a tongue probing a sore tooth. I am not old enough for this. He wanted to say it aloud, to hear the words in the air, to have someone agree with him, someone older, someone who could take over and tell him what to do. But Peig was leaning on the doorframe and her hands were shaking and she had walked across the muddy yard between their cottages to tell him this when she could barely walk at all, and he understood that there was no one left to take over. He was what there was.

“I will go,” he said.

Peig nodded. She reached out and placed her hand on his shoulder. Her fingers were cold through his shirt and very light, like a bird landing.

“Your father was a good man,” she said. “You have his face.”

Then she turned and walked slowly back across the yard toward her own door, and Cillian watched her go and noticed that she stopped twice to rest, once by the stone ditch and once by her own wall, leaning her body against the stones as if she were letting the wall hold her up. He looked away before she reached her door because he did not want to see her go inside.

He turned back to the cottage. Nóra was standing beside the pallet, her blanket still wrapped around her shoulders, watching him.

“Where is Mam?” she said.

He knelt down so that his face was level with hers. Her eyes were very dark, almost black in the dim light, and her hair hung lank around her face. She needed washing. They both did. The last time they had heated water for washing was four days ago, before the turf ran out, and the basin still sat by the hearth with a grey film of old water in it.

“Mam is in Clifden,” he said. “She is in the hospital.”

“Is she sick?”

“She has a fever. But they are minding her.”

“Are we going to see her?”

“Yes. We are walking to Clifden today. You and me.”

Nóra considered this. She had the gift, if that is what it was, of considering things slowly, turning them over in her mind like a person examines a shell picked up from the shore, looking at every side before deciding what to make of it. Some people mistook this for slowness. It was not. It was care.

“Will it take long?” she asked.

“Most of the day. We must walk fast.”

“My feet hurt.”

“I know. We will go slowly when you need to.”

“You said fast.”

“I said fast and then I said slowly. We will do both.”

She almost smiled. Not quite, but the corners of her mouth moved, and that was enough. Cillian stood and looked around the cottage and tried to think about what to bring. There was nothing to bring. There was no food. The water jug was empty. He took the blanket from his own pallet and folded it and tucked it under his arm because the weather was cold and if they needed to stop and rest along the way it would be something to sit on or wrap around Nóra’s shoulders. He took his mother’s knife from the table and slid it into the waistband of his trousers, not because he expected to use it but because it was hers and leaving it felt wrong. He looked at the wooden cross on the wall above the door. His grandfather had carved it from a piece of bog oak, dark and smooth, and it had hung in that spot for as long as Cillian could remember. He left it. It belonged to the cottage. If they came back it would be there.

If they came back.

He took Nóra’s hand and led her to the door. She was wearing her only dress, a brown wool thing that had been his shirt before it was cut down for her, and her shawl, and nothing on her feet. He did not have shoes for her. His own boots were the pair his father had worn, too large for him, stuffed with straw at the toes to make them fit, and they rubbed his heels raw when he walked far. He could give her the boots but they would fall off her feet.

“Stay close to me,” he said. “If you get tired, tell me.”

“I will.”

He pulled the door shut and fastened the latch and then drove the wooden peg through the loop to lock it. The lock was a simple thing, easily broken, but it was the gesture that mattered. He was closing the cottage. He was leaving. He stood for a moment with his hand on the door and felt the wood under his palm, rough and rain-swollen, and thought of all the mornings he had stood on the other side of this door waiting for his mother to come in from the yard with the milk pail, and the thought of those mornings hit him in the chest so hard that he pressed his forehead against the wood and held still.

“Cill?”

“Coming.”

He turned away from the door and took her hand and they walked down the path and out of the yard and through the gap in the stone wall that led to the track, and the track led down to the Clifden road.

The road was mud. Not the firm mud of autumn that held the shape of a boot and dried hard in the wind, but the deep, liquid mud of November, churned and rotten, sucking at Cillian’s boots with every step and squelching up between Nóra’s bare toes. The rain had stopped in the night but the sky promised more, a flat grey sheet from one horizon to the other, low enough that the tops of the hills to the north were hidden. The wind came off the bog in gusts that smelled of wet heather and standing water and something else underneath, faint and sour, that Cillian did not want to name.

They walked. Nóra held his hand and matched her steps to his, two of hers for every one of his, her bare feet slapping the mud in a quick, uneven rhythm. She did not hum. She was concentrating. Her face had the same careful expression she wore when she was stacking stones in the yard, building little towers that she called houses, each one balanced on the next with a seriousness that made Cillian want to laugh and cry at the same time.

He was walking too fast. He knew it before they had gone a quarter mile because Nóra’s grip on his hand tightened and her breathing changed, becoming shorter and harder, and he looked down and saw that her face was flushed from the effort of keeping up. He slowed. She did not ask him to. She would not have asked. She would have kept pace until she fell, because she did not want to be the reason they stopped, and the knowledge of this made something burn behind Cillian’s eyes that he blinked away hard.

“We will rest at the crossroads,” he said.

“I am grand.”

“I know you are. But I want to rest.”

It was a lie and they both knew it, but Nóra accepted it the way she accepted most of his lies now, with a small nod and a silence that was its own kind of kindness.

The countryside around them was empty. That was the thing that struck Cillian most forcibly as they walked, more than the mud or the cold or the ache in his legs. The land was empty. He had grown up in a place where there were always people moving through the landscape, men cutting turf on the bog, women carrying creels of seaweed up from the shore, children running between the cottages, the Seoighes’ dog barking at the wind. Now the bog was bare. The fields were bare. The cottages they passed were dark, their doors shut, their gardens empty. At one, a line of washing still hung on a rope between two poles, stiff and grey and forgotten, and a black pot sat overturned by the wall. At another, a hen pecked at the dirt near the threshold and there was no other sign of life.

They reached the crossroads after an hour and Cillian spread the blanket on a flat stone beside the track and they sat. Nóra pulled her feet up under her shawl and pressed them with her hands to warm them. Her toes were red and the skin between them was cracked and raw from the mud. Cillian looked at them and felt the anger come, hot and sudden, rising in his throat like bile.

He was angry at his mother.

The thought arrived and he flinched from it as if he had touched a hot coal. But it was there and it was real and it would not go away. She had left them. She had walked away down this road, this same mud, this same grey sky, and she had left them in the cottage with nothing and told them she would come back and she had not come back. He knew it was not her fault. He knew she had gone to find food, to find work, to save them. He knew she had collapsed on the road because she was starving and the fever had taken her and she could no more have prevented it than she could have prevented the blight itself. He knew all of this. It made no difference. The anger was not rational and it did not care about reasons. It sat in his chest like a fist and it squeezed and he was ashamed of it, deeply ashamed, and the shame made him angrier still.

He pressed his thumbnail into his palm until the skin turned white.

“Are you cross?” Nóra asked.

“No.”

“You look cross.”

“I am thinking.”

“Your face does that when you are cross. Mam says so.”

He let out a breath and unclenched his hand and looked at Nóra and forced his face to do something other than what it was doing. “I am not cross, a stor. I am just tired.”

She accepted this. She leaned against his arm and looked out at the road ahead, which curved away between two low hills and disappeared. “How much farther?”

“A long way yet. But we will get there.”

“And then we will see Mam?”

“We will find her. Yes.”

They sat for a few minutes more and then Cillian folded the blanket and tucked it back under his arm and they started walking again. The road climbed for the next mile, a slow rise over bogland that was black and waterlogged on both sides, cut here and there by old turf banks where the peat had been stripped out in better years, leaving raw dark walls of earth that glistened in the damp air. In places the road was barely a road at all, just a raised track of compacted dirt and gravel that someone had laid years ago and that was now sinking back into the bog, the edges crumbling, pools of brown water collecting in the ruts left by cart wheels.

They came over the top of the rise and the land fell away before them and Cillian could see a long stretch of road running down toward a river crossing, and beyond that the country opened up into a wide valley with stone walls running across it in patterns that looked, from this height, like the lines on the palm of a hand. The sky was darker to the west. Rain coming. He could feel the change in the air, the way the wind had sharpened and swung around to come from the sea.

Halfway down the slope, set back from the road on the right side, stood a cottage.

Or what had been a cottage. The walls were still standing but the roof was gone. Not fallen in, not sagged from weather or neglect, but torn off. The timbers lay scattered on the ground around the building like bones pulled from a carcass, and the thatch was in heaps, some of it trampled into the mud, some of it caught on the stone walls in ragged clumps. The door was missing. The window, a single small opening in the front wall, gaped black and empty. Inside, Cillian could see the remains of a hearth and, on the ground beside it, a broken stool and what might have been a pot or a basin, overturned.

He had seen this before. Not this cottage, but others like it. Everyone in the parish knew what it looked like when the bailiff’s men came with crowbars and pulled the roof off so the family could not go back inside. The tumbling, they called it. The men came with the agent’s orders and they stripped the thatch and pulled down the timbers and sometimes they knocked the walls, though often they did not bother because a house without a roof was not a house and there was no law against rain.

Nóra stopped walking. She stood in the road and looked at the ruined cottage and her hand tightened on Cillian’s.

“What happened to that house?” she said.

Cillian looked at it. He looked at the scattered timbers and the torn thatch and the black window and the dark inside where someone had cooked and slept and prayed and raised children, and he said nothing, because there was nothing he could say that would make it smaller or less true.

“Where did they go?” Nóra said. “The people who lived there?”

He opened his mouth. He closed it. The honest answer was that he did not know. The workhouse, maybe. The road, maybe. Some families walked to Galway or to the coast and tried to get passage on a ship. Some families sat by the ruin and waited for someone to help them and no one came. Some families split apart, the children going one way and the parents another, and they did not find each other again. He knew these things because he had heard the adults talking in low voices by the fire in the months before the fire went out, and because he had seen the families on the road himself, walking with bundles on their backs and children on their hips, walking toward something or away from something or both.

“I do not know,” he said.

Nóra looked at the cottage for a long time. Then she looked up at Cillian and her eyes were steady and clear and very dark.

“Will they do that to our house?”

“No,” he said, and he said it fast and hard, as if speed and force could make it true. “No. We have paid our rent. Mam paid it before she left.” This was a lie. He did not know if the rent was paid. He did not know how much the rent was or when it was due. He knew only that his mother had gone to Clifden and had not come back and that the cottage behind them was locked with a wooden peg and that locks could be broken and walls could be tumbled and the bailiff’s men did not care about wooden pegs or the crosses carved from bog oak that hung above doors.

“Come on,” he said. “We must keep walking.”

They walked past the ruined cottage without stopping. Cillian kept his eyes on the road ahead and did not look at it again, but he felt it there at the edge of his sight, the missing roof, the black mouth of the doorway, and he thought of the family who had lived there and he wondered if they had a boy his age and whether that boy was walking somewhere right now on some other road, holding someone’s hand, trying not to be afraid.

The rain came an hour later. Not gently, not the soft misting rain of the coast that you could walk through and barely notice, but a hard, slanting rain driven by wind from the southwest, cold and heavy, the kind that found every gap in your clothing and soaked through wool and linen and reached your skin inside a quarter hour. Cillian wrapped the blanket around Nóra’s shoulders over her shawl but the blanket was thin and the rain went through it quickly and soon she was shivering, her teeth chattering in a rapid, clicking rhythm that she could not control.

He picked her up. She was light. That was what frightened him. She should have been heavy. A six-year-old child, even a small one, should have weight to her, a solid, shifting, living weight that made your arms ache after a while. Nóra felt like a bundle of sticks wrapped in wet wool. He settled her against his chest with her head on his shoulder and her legs around his waist and he walked on, the blanket draped over both of them, the rain hitting his back and running down inside his collar.

“Put me down, Cill. I can walk.”

“Rest a while.”

“You will get tired.”

“I am grand.”

She pressed her face into his neck. Her skin was cold against his. He could feel her heartbeat, quick and light, like a bird in a cupped hand.

He thought about his mother. He thought about her lying on the road near the bridge at Ballynahinch, the fever burning through her, her body too weak to carry her another step. He thought about the cart that had carried her to Clifden and the hands that had lifted her onto it, strangers’ hands, and whether she had been awake and whether she had said Cillian’s name or Nóra’s name or whether she had been past speaking. He thought about the fever hospital, which he had never seen, and he imagined it as a large stone building with small windows and a smell of sickness inside, and





































