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NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR:

Many of the events described in Ashes and Ice are based on real accounts.

On March 11, 1888 the storm that became known as 'the Great White Hurricane’ came as a total surprise to everyone living on the East Coast.

In 1888 one of the tallest buildings in the world was the nine- story Equitable Building in New York City. It housed the NYC Weather Station. On Saturday, March 10 the weather was bright and unusually warm. Winter-tired New Yorkers left their homes to enjoy the springlike weather in local parks and plan their gardens. Based on what was known at the time with no radar or satellite images, the weather station predicted “Fresh to brisk winds, with rain, will prevail, followed on Monday by colder brisk westerly winds and fair weather throughout the Atlantic states...”

Unfortunately, the weather station closed at midnight on Saturday and didn’t reopen until later on Sunday. New Yorkers went to bed Saturday night thinking everything was fair. Meanwhile, two major fronts, one a cold Arctic the other a warm Gulf front collided over the east coast and stalled. The predicted rain quickly became snow driven by high winds. The temperature plummeted so quickly it froze birds on overhead wires and froze the East River enough for people to walk on the ice. Wind up to 85 mph and heavy snow stranded over 1500 passengers on the el trains and trains up and down the east coast were stranded in the middle of nowhere, some for days. At the time Manhattan was connected to the mainland by ferry and the Brooklyn Bridge. All communications wires were above ground, sometimes dozens of lines were attached to a single pole. All over the city poles were blown down and communication ceased. The ferries were stopped first, then the trains crossing the bridge when snow blocked the track. Carriages were then stopped and eventually even pedestrian traffic was halted. Manhattan island was completely cutoff from the world.

The entire eastern coast from Virginia to Maine was paralyzed for thirty-six hours. Trains outside the city took even longer to return to service. Food shortages were critical for days.

The storm was one of the catalysts for the creation of the underground subway system still in use today.
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Chapter One
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March 12, 1887 aboard the S.S.Aurania

Catherine O’Hare went into the sea on the ship’s third day. Her stoic husband and sons succumbed soon after. Each linen-covered corpse, delivered to the gray waves, brought renewed weeping. Johnny Dorlan joined in the grief, not the crying. Culyan men didn’t cry.

Little Sarah lingered beyond her family’s deaths. Even knowing she was alone in the family’s steerage cabin, her cries went unanswered. Everyone, empty of tears, empty of hope, only wanted their journey to end. For sure, no one would enter the cabin to tend the bairn, or even find out if she was ill, or just hungry.

The following day, the baby’s squall picked up again, Johnny waited for the crew to take action, but no one stepped forward even as the baby’s howl overpowered the screeching sea birds. By day’s end the baby’s cries weakened. Cold relief swept over the ship. No one pretended to care anymore.

The shrieks, interspersed with soft infant sounds, took him back to the Guardia barracks where the explosives had gone off prematurely. Seamus, his brother, lay on the blackened, rubble-strewn floor, holding his stomach as his guts spilled. His screams had brought no more help then than the baby’s did now.

With an oath he left the rail, pushing others out of his way. He plunged down the ladder to the second class family cabin level. The door to the O’Neil’s cabin had been left open in the crew’s haste to remove the bodies.

He barreled through it, sweeping the small room. The baby’s soft snuffling guided him. The bed. She had kicked the blanket until it covered her. Her cries were muffled. Johnny pulled the rancid blanket off and tossed it to the foot of the bed. The little girl was red-faced and she opened her mouth to scream anew when Johnny lifted her up. The crying turned into a hiccup. He looked the naked baby over while her brilliant blue eyes stared back at him. She was tiny, no more than a few pounds. What had driven her family to make such a treacherous journey with so young a baby?

The red spots, some burst and crusting over, were visible even with her red face. Most were clustered together, a sure sign the child was doomed. Heat radiated off her. He rocked her gently and went over his options. Taking her topside might well get both of them tossed overboard. In steerage where he shared an upper bunk with two other men, they’d face the same fate. He could leave her. The girl was going to die soon, did it matter if she was alone? Sure’n she was too young to know her fate or even care.

The little girl sucked her fist. He tucked her against his ribs, like he used to hold Kate, the last-born in his family. He gazed down to find the baby staring back, full awareness in her eyes.

Leave. There was nothing he could do. Wrap her up in the blanket and put her back on the bed? No one would blame him. Isn’t that what he’d done to his brother? Left him alone to die? Even  if it was Seamus who told him to flee, so that one of them would remain to tell the truth. The baby stopped sucking and stiffened. Her face screwed up. Before she could shriek again, he sat on the bed, rocking her, trying not to tear the pus-filled blisters or cause more pain.

She continued fussing and he lay down. The blanket wasn’t fit to be burned, but he had to wrap her shaking body in something. Ignoring the stench as best he could, he laid her atop his chest, the warmest thing available. One tiny finger closed over his thumb, her fist went back in her mouth. Her eyes closed and after a few long minutes, so did his.

The surface under him shook. He blinked sleep-gummed eyes open. This wasn’t his bed. He was alone and the noise of dozens of people was missing. Somewhere a child cried, but it was far away. Maybe it was a dream. The bed under him rocked, threatening to dump him on the floor. The weight on his chest was negligible. When he shifted his torso the bundle rolled off. He sat up quickly, his head spinning. Everything in the dimly lit cabin blurred. Scrambling off the bed, he rose and stared down at the blanket- wrapped form, and remembered.

With shaking hands he flipped the blanket open, exposing the tiny body. Her eyes were closed, her skin pale. Gently, he touched her chest and found her skin cold. She was dead. Probably died hours ago. He rewrapped the corpse, cradled it in one arm, and took the ladder topside.

Winds whipped the deck, singing through the overhead rigging. Johnny’s thin jacket did nothing to keep the icy wind off him. He shivered and looked toward the open hatch that would take him back to his berth and, vile as it was, it seemed better than what he faced now. The eastern sky lightened despite the heavy clouds. Dawn soon.

The slick deck was empty except for a pair of seamen huddled around the fo’c’s’le, which he had learned was the ship’s forecastle and was crew territory, but had fresh air and shelter from the biting Atlantic winds. The crewmen strode over, scowls growing on their weathered faces. Neither looked at the bundle in Johnny’s arms.

“Here now, whut ya doin’ up here?” The oldest crewman, his face seamed from decades at sea, snapped, “Get below.”

Johnny stood his ground. “Soon as I do my duty to the bairn. Sure’n she didna deserve to die like this. I’m fetching the priest to say Mass.”

“That auld sod-knocker be in his cups by now. He ain’t likely to have God’s ear tonight.”

“Or any night,” the other seaman said. He spat on the rain slicked deck. “Papist. Shouldn’t a let him on the ship.”

“I’ll be sure to tell him you said good morning.” 

“Did ya no hear the man, there, jackeen? Go below.”

He stared at them for several heartbeats, then nodded and unfolded the blanket revealing the small, scarred body. He offered it to them. “Then I’ll leave her with you. Her name was Sarah O’Neil.”

“It’s the pox.” The sailors looked at the dead child in horror. “Keep that thing away from me.”

“Afeared of a little girl? Here.” Johnny held the bundle out again and paused for several seconds. “Didn’t think so.”

He wrapped Sarah back in the blanket and continued on his way to the priest’s cabin. The sailors didn’t follow. He rapped on the door and waited for the man to open it a crack and peer out. The priest’s face, behind his dark beard, paled and he crossed himself. At first he wasn’t sure the holy man would let him in but he refused to leave. Father Kelly didn’t protest when he pushed his way into the room, carrying the body.

“We need to consign her to God’s mercy before dawn,” he said. “The fewer folks see, the better.”

“Don’t you fear the disease, my son?”

Johnny shrugged. “I had the cowpox as a lad.”

Father Kelly scrambled into his vestments and they proceeded to the deck. The ship pitched more violently, its sails reeled in.

Johnny, still carrying the bairn, followed the priest to the port side. The two sailors were gone. Rain and seawater lashed them, wind whipping the priest’s robes around him like vast sails.

They held onto each other. Johnny clutched the dead child, praying all of them weren’t blown over the side. Over the howl of the gale, the priest recited the Requiem Mass, “May her soul and the souls of all the faithful departed through the mercy of God, rest in peace.”

The Mass was crude at best, circumstances made anything else impossible. He never blinked as the bundle was tipped over the rail. There was barely a splash, and any other sound was covered by the worsening storm. He wished he had some words, but what could he say?

Father Kelly gripped his arm and leaned over. “We must get back inside, or they’ll be reading our requiem.” He nodded and clinging together, they returned to the priest’s cabin, which compared to the deck, was warm, and except for the winds battering the bulkhead, calm.

“Thank you, Father,” he muttered, clutching his sodden cap to his chest, imagining he could still feel Sarah’s slight weight against his heart.

“‘Tis nothing, lad. The poor tot and her kin were a tragedy, but there was nothing anyone could have done. I knew the family, their life was always hard. They’re with their Father, now.”

He nodded stiffly. Turning down a ‘nip’ from the auld sod, he bolted out of the room. In third class he climbed up to the top bunk and removed his outerwear, feeling like he’d never be dry again.

* * * *
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, seagulls haunted the Aurania’s wake, diving into the foam churned up by the ship’s screws, rising again on pale wings. Their shrill cries echoed the distress boiling in his gut. Ailene lived back there. Green-eyed Ailene O’Dea, the girl he should be marrying instead of fleeing Ireland like a fox from a red-coated huntsman.

Foremost, his memory kept going back to last night. Poor Sarah never should have died so young. He was no fool. Children died all the time—in his own family three babies had passed before their first year. The knowing didn’t make it any more palatable.

He wiped his face, scowling at anyone who might have seen his moment of weakness. His fear and shame exposed to everybody. It was sea spray on his face, not tears. Culyan men didn’t weep.

He gripped the rain-slicked rail so hard the bones of his hands became sculptures of bone and skin. He could have stayed. He should have faced the lying, British dogs. Even if it meant facing the hangman. Ailene would have none of it. If executed, all their sacrifices would have been wasted. Instead, he had to abandon them by slipping away in the middle of the night.

If he lived, he gave them hope. Now he wished he hadn’t listened to her. No hope remained for him.

She called him a hero. He was naught but a coward. The time for regrets lay behind him. Those were for people who could afford them.

“Ailene. What did I do?”

He pulled his shapeless hat down over a head in desperate need of a haircut. Even more than a haircut, he needed to forget his real name. He had to leave Seán Culyan behind. He answered to Johnny Dorlan now.

It quickly became clear no one would approach him, afraid he had the shadow of death in him not knowing he was much, much worse.

Above him, the rigging whined. The sails between the smoke stacks, raised to catch the growing east wind, ballooned out. Canvas snapped, sounding like breaking bones. A boy shimmied up the mast, looking more monkey than man. Johnny’s stomach did a slow rollover at the swaying wooden structure and the swinging figure silhouetted against the ominous, iron-gray sky.

A steward approached. He paid no attention to the monkey-boy. “P’raps you should go below, boy,” he said. “Sea’ll be getting rough soon. Don’t want to be topside when we get a wash.”

He almost refused, until a trough of water opened up below them and the Aurania pitched and rolled into it. Johnny’s stomach did the same.

The steward smirked.

“Ayuh, mister. G’on with you.”
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Chapter Two
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“Get thee up. It’s breakfast and them that’s late will stand to eat.” The steward rang the breakfast bell, and bawled.

Johnny scrambled out of his bunk before most of the others. Still, by the time he reached the third class dining room, the chairs were full and he had to take his place along the wall, holding his plate and cup. A different steward carrying a large bucket, moved among them, ladling hot porridge onto each plate. Coffee almost too vile to drink was the only liquid served.

“Any water,” he asked when the steward drew near enough again. It was the same question he asked every day. The answer was always the same, too.

“No water. Come down later for a cup.”

Which he had to drink from the same cup all the steerage passenger’s shared. Feckin’ idjits thought he was going to steal their water if he used his own cup? He forced the coffee down then followed it with the tepid porridge. At least it filled his belly. He followed the line of others up on deck and found a tub filled with hot water to wash all the dishes. The water was cold and gray with porridge and coffee grounds when he reached it. He rinsed his dishes as best he could and thumped back down into the hold.

His cot mates were still abed, lying on their backs and staring at the whitewashed ceiling above them. Their faces were as pale as the walls. Since departing Queenstown, neither of them had made any of the meals. Their moans were unending. It was a mystery no one had strangled them.

He stashed his utensils and fled topside.

Cold wind lashed his face. On the deck, slick with ice and rain, he struggled to keep his balance. Before the fo’c’s’le he gripped the rail. Ahead lay nothing but open sea, gray and tumultuous. Even the gulls had fled. When the wind threatened to tear his cap off he retreated, but didn’t go below deck. Instead, he found a spot behind the fo’c’s’le and perched with his back against the wall.

He pulled out his pouch of tobacco and rolled a cigarette. The crew moved around the deck in an orderly way. Passengers, on the other hand, were everywhere and there was nothing orderly about them. A mixture of men, a few women and children. He guessed they were like him, leaving the dank, odorous hold for the icy cold, but fresher air, on deck. At least out here, if they got sick it went over the sides. A fine meal for the fish below.

He finished his cigarette and brushed ash off his damp trouser legs. Go back down? Here the sun was out, weak as it was. Down there was nothing but darkness and death.

A shadow eclipsed the wan sun. A lean, bony man in a sleek tan coat and a bowler, stood over him. His narrow face was sun- burned and chapped but his eyes were clear blue with laugh lines framing them.

“Can’t beat this weather,” he said in an unfamiliar accent.

“I guess. If you’re a duck. Or a goose.” Johnny cocked his head “You don’t look like a goose.”

The stranger thrust his hand out. “Robert Tompkins, author, from New York.”

“Traveling with us cattle?” He ignored the hand. “Doesn’t sound like much fun.”

“Saves money, though.”

“Hunh,” he grunted. “A poor American. Didn’t think there was such a thing.”

“I’m a rare bird, all right.” Robert leaned against the fo’c’s’le. “Writers are supposed to be poor. Gives us character, or so I’m told.” Robert slapped visibly red, chapped hands against his thighs. “And I have a regrettable fondness for dancing with lady luck.”

Johnny tossed his butt over the side and watched the trail of sparks carried off by the wind. He shook his head. “Never a good thing to trust to luck.”

“Easy come, easy go.”

He’d had never met anyone with such a casual attitude toward money. Americans were an odd lot.

Robert straightened. “I find comfort in a little tipple. Another fine trait of all good authors and Irishmen. If you’re interested, I purchased a couple of bottles before I caught this rotting bucket.” Johnny came to his feet and held out his hand. “Johnny Dorlan.” It was the first time he’d spoken his new name aloud on the ship. It sounded strange on his tongue. “From Ballymena.” 

“Can’t say I’ve heard of it,” Robert said. “I never saw much outside the Dove, a delightfully droll pub. I almost swear I saw the ghost of pretty Nell Gwynne pining for her paramour. Your kings are a randy lot, aren’t they?” 

“Not my kings.”

“Tell me about this Ballymena.” Robert extended his hand again.

His grip was strong and uncalloused. Whatever he did, it wasn’t hard labor. “Not much to see. Kind of the arsehole of Ireland.”

“Ah.” Robert tipped his head. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I’ll have to visit it someday. I find those sorts of towns to be most enlightening. I’ve seen the worst Paris and London has to offer. Is there horse racing in Ballymena?”

Johnny shook his head. “Belfast.”

“Dog racing?” At his no, Robert made a face. “Come on, I never met an Irishman who wouldn’t bet on two flies climbing a pile of shit.”

“There’s pit fights,” Johnny said. “Rats, dogs, rats big as dogs, and even a bull now and then. Sam Murray has this damnable brute of a dog he sets against any of the locals fool enough to try. Thing could freeze your blood just lookin’ at it. Course none of it’s legal, but Sam never paid no mind to English laws.”

“Never knew anyone who did.” The American tapped his fingers against his knee, then brightened. “Now, speaking of bulls, bullfighting is a noble sport. Spain has the finest toreadors in all of Europe. Perhaps the world.”

“Bulls fight each other? Sure’n they’ll do it if you pen them together, but ain’t nothin’ noble in it. Waste of a good bull.”

“Great men take up nothing but swords and capes to bring the beast to its knees. Some lesser men get gutted trying.”

Johnny knew an old man gored by his own bull. Major Richards, an English lord had been showing off his prize bull when it rushed him. That wasn’t noble, it was plain stupid, trusting a bull enough to get in the pen with it. Even lords bled. The man had been hated by all, in the end mourned by no one. No one in Ireland, anyway. At least they didn’t have to attend the funeral and pretend to mourn. The body was removed to England. His surly, incompetent son had taken his place and his lands. His first order had been to empty his estate. Turn out all the tenants, no matter how small their holding or how large their families. Johnny had seen too many of them go into the poor houses and never come out.

He swept off his hat and ran stiff fingers through his unruly hair.

“Sounds like a fool way to get killed.”

“Those hot-blooded Spaniards can never get enough excitement, no matter how dangerous.”

Fools, he almost said. Instead he muttered, “Never met a writer before.”

“Well, come on then. Let’s get that drink and I’ll tell you all about me.” Robert led him down into the hold to a cabin, the type reserved for families. The man wasn’t so down on his luck as he claimed. Course, maybe he had a different idea of what rough was. He ducked to get through the narrow cabin door. Robert peered back in amusement. “You’re a big one, aren’t you, Johnny Dorlan? Didn’t know Ireland was the land of giants. Thought you had leprechauns.”

He shrugged. “Da was a big man. Biggest in the county.”

“Bet you can take care of yourself in a scrap. Ever been in the ring, Johnny?”

“Not a fightin’ man.” He peered around. There was one chair in the narrow room and he wasn’t sure it would hold him. 

“You should.”

“Don’t like things broken. Sure’n not my face. I’m fond of me teeth, too.”

“Ah, want to stay pretty for the girls?” 

“Gotta have something to give them.”

“No pecuniary resources?” At his confusion, the American added, “Money?”

“Not a sou.”

Robert crouched and pulled a small bottle out of a leather case on the floor. He took a deep swig and handed it over.

Smooth whiskey-heat poured down his throat and the warmth spread through him. Without asking, he walked past Robert and sat on the foot of the bed—not a bunk, but a real bed with a real mattress, no straw or seaweed here.

The cabin was small, made smaller by being piled high with trunks, carpetbags and leather satchels. Apparently, the rule saying a steerage man had to carry on his own stuff didn’t apply to men like Robert.

“Been away a while?” he asked.

“Two years,” Robert said, pulling out a silver cigarette case and lighting a pre-rolled one. He tossed the lucifer on the floor and offered the case. Sweet smoke filled his lungs. Robert blew a ring of smoke toward the low ceiling. “I meant to stay another three, but I ran into all that silly money trouble. They don’t understand an author can’t be bothered with small things like money.”

“Expect you to work for it, no doubt.”

The American seemed oblivious to sarcasm.

“Writers toil with their minds, not their hands. Ah, but didn’t we have a grand old time in the clubs and salons.” Robert upended the bottle and let whiskey pour down his throat. “And there were women, too. Some of them even fancied they could write. As if a woman could, but oh they were great fun in the salons and cafes. Not like those stuffy old beans in London. Stuffy and boring.”

“Women don’t go into places like that in Ireland.”

“You don’t know our Yankee girls. They come over to the continent and London and don’t let any Brit tell them what to do. It’s quite delicious.” Robert chuckled. “You’ll see when you get there. Some of the best clubs are owned by women. No, no, you won’t see anything like our girls anywhere.”

“That so.”

Robert’s speech slurred. “You must come with me to one, so I can show you.”

“I’ll not have time for sporting. I’m in need of a job.” “What do you do, Johnny? My bosom friend, Johnny.”

Robert didn’t offer the bottle back. Fine by him. Sober, left him one up on this lush. “I’m an hostler. I work with horses. Grand old beasts.”

“Horses. Well, you should have said so. Love horses. Finest animals ever put on this earth. D’you know, Allah created the Arabian horse from the four winds? Steeds of the gods. Except when they’re stupid and lose and take all my money with them. Then I want to feed ‘em to the dogs.” Robert weaved in his seat. The bottle was empty and Robert wasn’t. “Hey, maybe we could put one of those losing nags in the pit with your great brute of a dog. Now there’s a show I’d pay a good penny for.”

The American had been drinking a long time before he stumbled into Johnny on deck. Maybe drinking since Liverpool. He didn’t seem like the sort of sot who all but lived in the Fiddler’s Cat back in Ballymena. The man was a drunk, but he hadn’t always been a drunk.

Did he drink because he was going home? Or was he going home because he drank?

Robert snorted what might have been a laugh. “Course I don’t have a penny, now do I, Johnny Dorlan? Gotta tell you, that’s the way the old man likes it.”  He waved his bottle around. “I have to hand it to him. Told me I’d be back before the end of the decade. Guess he was right. The old sod’s a better gambler than I ever was.”

He had to ask, “How long were you on the Continent?” 

“Wasn’t on the continent this time. England. Two years. That sound about right?”

The guy was asking him? Johnny rolled his shoulders. Somewhere, a baby started wailing. Another one joined it, broken only by a coughing fit ending in a strangled gasp for breath. Memories of Sarah jolted him.

Robert tipped the bottle and sucked on it in vain. He tossed it at the door. “Shut up!” The baby coughed louder. Pray God, it didn’t mean more pitiful sods were going into the sea.

“Should have been five,” Robert said. “Then, apprentice in some stuffy London barrister’s office. Oxford. You know Oxford, Johnny Dorlan?”

He didn’t and didn’t much care. “Some fancy toff drink, I figure.”

“It’s toff all right. By Jesus, they’ve got some fine women and wine. Too much of both, I guess.”

He stared at the American, unblinking.

Robert exploded, “It’s a damn university. They don’t have universities in Ireland?”

“We got whatever the bloody English left us, or what they can tax. Can you tax a university? Then, we got ‘em.”

Robert surprised him by bursting out laughing. “You got some fire in you. Bloody English is right. Never met anyone as tight ass as one of those old sticks. Glad to leave ‘em.  Should have gone to Ireland to start with.” Robert shut his eyes and muttered, “Sodding English.”

Johnny was sure the man had fallen asleep. He debated the idea of slipping past him to go back topside. Adding the screaming babies and the smell that had driven him up in the first place, this drunk grew tiresome. Robert’s eyes popped open. They were bloodshot and glazed.

“You know, Johnny Dorlan, my boy, you should forget New York. There’s no money there for the likes of you. California. That’s the ticket.”

“California?”

“Gold. They told you the street’s here were paved with gold— well they lied. Nothing but shit and blood on those streets. Gold’s falling out of the sky in California. That’s where I’m going, soon as I get some more traveling money from the old man. I can write my magnum opus out there.”

“I think I’ll try my hand here, first. I don’t have any whatever you said to write.”

Robert’s eyes kept closing and he waited for him to slide onto the cabin floor in a liquor-sodden puddle. Was this what Americans were like? Fools and drunks. Would that make his goal easier or harder to attain?

“Thasss where I’m goin’. Hey!” His eyes popped open. “You can come with me. Be my secretary and type up my glorious manuscript.” He squinted. “You know how to be a secretary?”

“I can read and write, but that ain’t what I’m here for.” He was saved from Robert’s response by the toll of the ship’s bell. It was dinner. He jumped to his feet. “Gotta eat. Thanks for the drink.”

He darted out of the room, dodging a woman struggling with two squalling children in her arms and a third clinging to her long skirts. One of the children was red-faced and gasping for breath. The four were followed by a rail-thin man carrying their eating utensils.

The third class salon was already packed. A young girl and an older man, he guessed was her father, sat on the bench, their backs to him, eating their stew in silence. Her dress was old but clean, the faded browns and blues mended more than once. A smattering of freckles covered her well-scrubbed face. Shiny, chestnut hair was pulled back with a pert emerald-green ribbon.

The girl swung her legs back and forth under the bench. She was too short to reach the deck while sitting. Getting closer he revised his reckoning of her age. Not a child. Fourteen, maybe fifteen. A young woman.

He got his plate filled with thick stew by the steward and ate it leaning against the bulkhead. The old man glared and scowled while he scooped up stew, irritated by something. His daughter attracted a lot of attention from most of the men sharing their table. Johnny knew most of them, too. Only one or two was single.

Demure enough, her bright hair untamed by the ribbon made a lie of that. There was fire behind her modesty.

She wore a too short dress and her ankles and calves, crossed under the bench, were still swinging. Her mischievous grin reminded him of a china doll. Like the doll he’d seen once in a Belfast toy shop when his mother was still alive and he and Ailene were best mates. Ailene had giggled over the lifelike doll and said how it looked like a real baby.

“I’m going to have a baby some day and you’re going to be the daddy.” Then she had blushed and run back to bury her face in her mother’s dress.

Seamus, his brother, had teased him for days until Seán smacked him and got a black eye in return. His brother never was one to take anything as a joke.

“Are you a giant, mister?”

He peered down to find a tow-headed boy staring up at him.

“Well, I don’t know. Do I look like a giant to you?”

“I ain’t never seen a giant,” the boy spoke reverently. 

“Seen any leprechauns?”

“Ain’t no sech thing as leprechauns.”

He squatted to the boy’s level. “How do you know that?” 

“Ain’t never seen one.”

“So I guess giants aren’t real either.” Johnny suppressed a smile at the boy’s enthusiasm.

“Are so.”

“You seen one then? Thought you said you didn’t.” 

“Seen you, didn’t I?”

He broke out laughing and ruffled the boy’s head. 

“Got me there, lad.” He leaned closer. “But let’s keep it to ourselves. Wouldn’t want to scare people.”

The boy nodded solemnly and trotted back to his family.

Back topside, the sun slipped into the sea. The wind grew fiercer and the temperature plummeted, but the air was fresh and free of the stink below deck. He sucked in lungfuls of it, knowing he’d have to return there to sleep. Should have waited till summer to do this. He stared out over the black sea. Sure’n if he’d come in summer, he could have slept out here.

The girl who had the nice ankles, and her unfriendly father, came onto the deck. She wore the same dress as earlier, as well as a hat so festooned with flowers that seemed about as useful as titties on a bull. She had to hold onto it with one hand to keep it from flying off into the sea.

He laughed at the grim determination on her fair face. She caught him smirking and stamped away, but doing so dislodged the hat and it whipped off her head. He managed to snatch it up before it flew back to Ireland.

He approached her, the hat crushed in his hands. The thing looked even sillier in his thick, calloused fingers.

“Give me that.”

Without a word he handed it to her. She stared down at the mangled bonnet.

“Look what you’ve done to it. That was my best hat.”

“Fine day we’re having, wouldn’t you say, miss?” He raised his face to the sky, took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Such a lively breeze. Like spring almost, with all the flowers. I can hear skylarks.”

“Is that supposed to be funny?”

“It’s not? Ma always said I was a real comedian.” 

“Would she laugh at her son mocking a stranger?”

“Aye, tis a fine, glorious day. God’s doin’ right by us. That ain’t mocking.”

“It is rude. It’s blasphemy to use God’s name.”

Johnny leaned on the rail, staring into the cloud flocked sky. “I do believe I was wrong. ‘Tis no skylark I’m hearing. It’s a jackdaw.” After she stalked off, he moved behind the fo’c’s’le. Jamming his cap down on his head he made his way forward. Ahead the ocean and heavens met and blended behind the bank of clouds covering the sky. They hid the stars. Another two days of this, plus a week in quarantine. Two days of convincing himself, he wasn’t making the biggest mistake of his life.

Mistake, or the chance of his life? He had thirty-eight shillings and five pence sewn into his jacket. He carried two changes of clothes, a new pair of boots and his grandfather’s gold watch. With that he had to start a new life, here among strangers.
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Chapter Three
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He stayed on deck until his face grew numb and his fingers stiffened. No gloves. Not a very smart move, Dorlan. A steward approached him.

“Best get below, sir.”

Johnny turned to face the uniformed man. The steward met his eyes and skimmed his ragged form. His sea-weathered face hardened.

“Here then, you got no business up here, jackeen. This is the crew area. Third class belongs below deck. Get on with ye.”

Johnny straightened and stared down on the much shorter man. He slid his booted foot from the rail and flicked his butt over the side. With a silent tip of his cap he got on, pushing the desire to go back and tap the English toad down for all the other disrespect he’d heard over the years from the British.

Ignoring his wishes, the hold hadn’t improved in his absence. At first, the men in the hold had tried to empty the night buckets and keep them upright, but most had been tipped over, spilling their foul contents to mix with the other noxious substances covering the floor. From day one, the third class hold was an open sewer. Every inch of deck grew slippery, impossible to maneuver even by the most agile. He tripped over a young lad who cursed and batted his leg. Johnny struggled to ignore the stench he stirred up. He climbed into his berth and buried his face in the crook of his arms. No way to clean his boots. They befouled his flimsy bed. He’d known pigs that lived in cleaner sties.

No more bodies were given to the sea. For that he knew they owed thanks to Jesus. Father Kelly joined them in the evening, leading prayers and offering to take confessions from all who wanted one. The first night he offered it, he had looked pointedly at Johnny. He had taken the cue and said his rosary. He didn’t do it again. The priest was kept busy so he doubted the man missed him. After the third day, Johnny had no trouble getting a seat during his meals. The food never got better, but those not felled by seasickness were a convivial bunch.

The girl with the pretty ankles was always there. Her scowling father came too, still glowering at all the would-be swains. Tables and chairs were shoved aside, wooden legs scraping across the worn deck. Music filled the room. The flute, mournful at first, then brightening like a faun tripping through wood sorrel and holly. Memories of a soft breeze blowing off the fen where he and Ailene would explore when they were young. Before the world got ugly. He tapped his foot when a beefy lad in stained butcher’s clothes danced a jig to his own fiddle. Someone else played a tin whistle.

He clapped his hands and shouted, “Give us a jig, Paddy.”

The fiddler stepped it up and it didn’t take long before some of the bolder girls began a step dance. The girl with the pretty ankles was one and she was as delightful as a bed of bluebells. Her face was alight and all his clapping and whistling was for her.

A first class passenger, in fur and silk, watched the revelry. A circus for you, m’lady. He threw his head back, and laughed. The nob kept smiling, completely unaware his laughter was not for her. Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of the girl’s father, no longer seeming so dour. A broad grin wreathed his age-weathered face. The girl broke away from the dancers and fell in beside a young, dark-haired woman. Bridget. Bridget McCorker from no one knew where. She was a mystery woman. That hadn’t kept tongues from wagging.

Since the ship left Queenstown, the gossip going around be- low deck grew more and more titillating with each telling. Bridget claimed she was a midwife, but some of the most-oft whispered stories said she had left Liverpool amid wild scandal. Nobody knew which stories, if any, were true, but the gossips offered plenty of possibilities. Trysting with a married Earl. An affair with the Prince of Wales and other, wilder claims that grew more outrageous at each telling.

He frowned. This was not the type of woman someone as unworldly as the girl should be talking to. Especially not talking with so much animation. Her father seemed oblivious; he was more interested in chasing potential swains away.

Bridget was more than comely enough to attract the attention of a wealthy prince or duke, but she couldn’t match the girl for beauty. If the rumors were known to her, she remained untroubled by the gossip.

Why did her father not speak?

His smile faltered. He was glad her father was so protective. None of the other men onboard were allowed within arm’s length of her. He only wished the man would see what was going on under his nose and see it for what it was. Inappropriate.

Later he would blame it on the music and say the laughing crowd made him do it, or it was his need to get the girl away from the older woman. The musicians played The Walls of Limerick and several of his shipmates began a céilí dance. A circle formed and he joined, swept up in the lively step dance. It was good to release some of the pent-up energy he’d had since he boarded. As he’d hoped, the girl abandoned her father and new friend and joined the other young girls. The girl clapped enthusiastically when the circle brought him in front of her.

Her smile wavered, then burst out of her lively face. He left the circle and waited for her to come near again. Sweeping off his cap, he put his hands behind his back and blocked her way. She stopped.

“We keep meeting,” he said. “It must be fate.” “We’re on a small ship.”

“True. Still.” He grinned and bowed and lied, “Johnny Dorlan, ma’am.”

She fixated on her feet, chewing her lip. A flash of smile made her seem even younger this close up. She darted a sideways glance at her father and leaned closer.

“Caitlín,” she whispered with a pretty blush. “Walsh.” 

“Pleased to meet you, Caitlín Walsh. Are you and your da heading for New York or is that only a stopping off point?”

“Pa’s a cabinet maker. He’s going to have his own business.” 

“Aye, that’s what we all wish.”

“Here, boy.” Her father snapped, pulling Caitlín away. “Are you being cheeky with my Caitlín?”

“No.” Anger flared. Who was this damn leprechaun to insult his manners? Seán Culyan didn’t disrespect women. 

His cheek twitched. Not Culyan. He had to forget his real name. He had to leave Culyan and his hot temper behind. Neither would serve him in his new home. Both could get him into serious trouble.

“Johnny Dorlan, and I’m going to be somebody some day, too,” he muttered and stalked out of the room, leaving the music and light behind.

His belly soured; he wanted to go back, find the old man and tell him he could do worse for his daughter. Not that he was wanting to marry her, or anyone. Not yet. Someday, sure. He wanted sons—what man didn’t—but he needed to have something to offer his future family. Even if they couldn’t carry the Culyan name, they’d have his blood and his da’s. Keep his family alive and make up for the mess he’d left behind.

Someday soon, he’d be a man any woman would be proud to marry.

He thumped down the steep ladder, elbowing past anyone in his way. A burly Ulster man pushed back and snapped, “Watch it, bog-spawn.”

He shoved the man aside.

The man cocked his fist and Johnny faced him down. Heat pulsed behind his eyes and his heart thundered. “Don’t be stupid, ya old fool.”

At first Johnny was sure the man was going to take his advice. He had barely passed the belligerent sod at the bottom of the ladder when a thick-fingered hand closed over his shoulder and jerked him around.

A fist plowed into Johnny’s gut. He blocked a second blow and countered with an upper cut, sending the shorter man stumbling back.

“Here now, young man.” Another man stepped between him and the burly Ulsterite. Johnny intended to push the interfering stranger out of the way when a third man joined them.

“Go on,” the stranger snapped at Johnny. “Go cool your head.”

Johnny strode off to his bunk where he lay on his back staring up at the painted wood ceiling. The scent of new paint which had been present on the first day was gone, buried under the human stink that would cling to him, even after he reached New York.

Next morning, on deck, he met up with Robert again.

The American looked worse for wear. His bloodshot eyes and wrinkled trousers told Johnny how the man had spent his night. Closer, the alcohol seeped from the man’s pores. They leaned over the rail, watching the gray waves in the surrounding ocean, Robert pulled out his silver case and offered Johnny a cigarette. He lit both and exhaled a cloud of smoke and condensation.

“Never realized how damnably slow these things are.” “Maybe it’s all a trick and it ain’t slow at all.”

Robert stared out at the choppy waves. He considered Johnny’s words then shook his hatless head. “Nah, it’s slow.”

“So enjoy the ride.”

“Would have, if the old man hadn’t left me without a sou. I’d be in one of those forward cabins. There’s always a good game or three.” He waved his hand around, shedding ashes and embers.

“Not down in that dung hole listening to those sodding brats scream, all day.”

“Guess first class bairns don’t scream.” Johnny contemplated the gray sky. “Could be worse. Could be storming. Heard about North Atlantic storms and I’ll take screaming brats any day. Besides, it’s only another two days.”

“Two days of pure, unadulterated hell. Come on, Johnny, me boy, let’s retire from old Scratch and have a drink of the only thing decent ever came out of fair Eire.”

Johnny bit the inside of his lip, keeping himself from throwing the oaf overboard at the insult. The Devil indeed.

The sotted American never stopped rambling.  “Let’s make it four. One for each day since we left yon sprightly shores. You can tell me about Ireland and why normally sane folks don’t leave when they get a chance.”

“Fine, and I’ll tell you about the day my granda met a selkie. You can put that in your book.” 

“A what?”

Robert might not have enough to go first class, but he wasn’t lacking in quality alcohol. They had their drinks and a few more while Johnny told one outlandish story after another.

“Seals, huh?” Robert choked back his laughter. “Seals change into women and your grandfather knew one? Have to remember that when I go back to Ireland. Think I can find one?”

“Nah, you have to be Éireannach, or at least a daoine.”

“I have no idea what those are, but I’m sure my family would be most upset if I was.”

“Don’t tell me, no one in your family tells tall tales,” Johnny said.

“My grandfather was a real fiddle. He never told the truth when a good lie would serve him better. He was always telling us how he met my grandmother in a bucket house.” He snorted laughter and started choking on his whiskey. He got himself under control. “Needless to say, my father hates him for sullying his mother’s virtue.”

Johnny got the bottle away from him.

“Grandfather made a mean mint julep,” Robert said. “Couple of his would put a horse under the table. Never slowed granddad down.”

“A character.”

“That he was,” Robert muttered. Well into his cups, he sat, nodding his head, slipping in and out of sleep. Johnny rose to leave; Robert’s eyes flew open and he leaned forward so fast his feet thumped on the wooden floor. “This boat’s full of Jews, you know,” he whispered, as if afraid someone would overhear. “Never trust a Jew.”

“I’ll be sure to remember that.”

“You should hear what they say about them back home. That Russia’s throwing out all their Jew criminals and crazies. They want to drag us down. Weaken us with their impurities. This boat’s packed with them. I’ve heard them myself.” He leaned forward, almost falling face first onto the deck. “They ought to sink this boat and only let the real Americans in. Not the sniveling Christ killers.”

Johnny didn’t point out that real Americans excluded him, too. He had no interest in escalating the man’s anger. Robert was cracked, but he was the only American Johnny knew, so he didn’t want to cut his budding acquaintance. The man might well prove useful.

“Supper bells be ringing soon. I’d best get back to my bunk.”

Robert nodded. “Whatever you do, don’t sit near a Jew. He’s certain to poison your food.”

Johnny barely made it back to the hold when the bell sounded. A few more people made it to the table, but Johnny still found a seat.

Robert never showed up. Apparently, a diet of whiskey was enough for him.

Johnny shook his head and set his stew and lump of stale bread down on one of the tables. He was pleased when Caitlín and her father came in soon after and finding the seats filling up, were forced to sit beside him. The girl hurried to get the seat next to him. He smiled when her father had to take a seat on the other side of her.

Johnny tore off a chunk of bread and dipped it in the stew, which this time around had a few bobbing hunks of meat among the potatoes and onions. Voices around the table rose and fell as passengers shared their stories of home and what they had left behind. Blue smoke filled the room. There were no tears this time. Johnny figured they were cried out.

It wasn’t long before plates were shoved back and the instruments came out. Someone had even brought a harp and an accordion, and the sprightly sounds danced in Johnny’s heart. Echoes of grief and hope filled him, bringing unwanted memories.

When Caitlín left the table to join a group of other young girls, he followed. Soon, they were caught up in a reel and he joined. “You miss home?” he asked, when they swung close enough to talk low.

“Nothing to miss.”

They swung close again. “Tell me more.”

“After they took our land and put us out, we went where that couldn’t happen again. It didn’t take us long to find out there was no such place.”

“Not in Ireland.”

The next swing around he kept right on talking.

“Think you’ll find it where we’re goin’?”

“Can’t be worse. No English, where we’re goin’. They tossed them out, like I wish we could.”

“Aye. They have a lot to pay for, they do.”

This time around Caitlín spoke first.

“I’d love nothing better than to go back and wipe the land with them, then kick them out. See how they like that.”

“Kick the English out? Now that would be a dream come true.

But what are the Irish, if not dreamers.” 

“Dreams don’t put food on the table.”

Her bitterness surprised him. By this time, they had both stopped dancing and stood facing each other while the other revelers went on.

“How old are you, girl? Too young to be so hard, that’s sure.” 

“You’re entirely too fresh.”

Johnny was amused by her fire. “I think we’re going to a place where those rules don’t hold no more.”

“If you have to know, I’m fifteen.”

“Then I guess I’m an old man at eighteen. No wonder I’m feeling so cranky and tired these days.”

“You haven’t learned any manners yet, I see.” 

“I was hoping I’d grow on you.”

She spun around, turning her back to him, her shoulders stiff. Most of the stiffness came from her trying to stifle her giggles. Before she reached the table, she glanced back over her shoulder. Even from where he was, he could see her smile.

The next day he returned to the deck as soon as his dishes were cleaned and put away. Clear sky and brilliant sun transformed the ruffling sea into glittering diamonds. Instead of being gray, it was now a rich blue and as big as the whole world.

Out in the sea, a dark shape caught his attention. When he swung to see what it was, it was gone. He kept looking and his patience was rewarded. A sinewy shape leapt out of the white foam of the Aurania’s wake and disappeared back under. It was followed by a second, then a third. And another. There must be a half dozen of them. Their shapes were like no fish he’d ever seen. Sleek gray with odd tails and large eyes, he didn’t think they were sharks, even if they did have a top fin that sliced the water.

He swore they rode the waves thrown up by the ship’s bow on purpose. Their leaps crossed each other in a watery ballet. Playing. 

“Aren’t they magnificent?” The voice came from around his elbow.

He turned and found the last person he expected. Caitlín stared enraptured at the cavorting fish. She was alone.

“Aye, it’s like they’re dancing for us. What are they?” 

“Dolphins. They are dancing. Can’t you see them smiling?” She climbed onto the lower rung and leaned out. “Oh, I wish I could swim with them.”

He grabbed her arm. “That water might look invitin’ but I’ll hazard it’s freezing. Girl like you, it would suck you under and we’d never see you again.”

“I wasn’t going to jump,” she said, putting her nose in the air. “I’m not stupid.”

“Known that all along. Where’s your pa?”

He didn’t think she would answer him. She bit her lip and stared out at the dolphins. “He’s asleep. I should get back to him.” It was plain as the new whiskers on his face she didn’t want to leave. He didn’t know if it was him or the dolphins that captivated her. He laid his arms along the rail, staring out at the infinity before them, all the time aware of the slight body beside him. Near close enough to touch.

“They used to think you’d fall off the end of the world if you traveled this far,” he said. Drunken sailors used to say stuff like that around the docks in Queenstown.

“Here there be dragons,” Caitlín murmured. 

“Dragons? No sech thing as dragons.”

“Can you prove that?”

He was stymied. Scratching his tangled hair, he squinted at her. “How come you know so much? Ain’t like a girl to be smart.”

“Pa said we all needed to read and write. I was in school until the British started shutting things down.”

“I still say there’s no dragons.”

“Probably not, but they would put that on the maps in the olden days. It meant no one knew what was there.”

“Guess that’s right. We don’t know what’s there, do we?” Johnny said. Now his eyes rested on her, ignoring the dolphins and the other passengers swarming the deck to see the spectacle.

“I know what’s there.” 

“What’s that?”

“A chance. Not being beholden to some lord who lives a thousand miles away, who’d let us starve rather than miss a meal of suckling pig. Pigs we raised and fattened for his table while our kin went hungry. That food was ours.”

“Who knows what masters might exist in America,” he said. “Don’t have to be British to be one.”

“I’ll take the dragons ahead of me over what I left behind.

Maybe, we can be the masters. No saying we can’t.”

He wanted to applaud her, or better, hug her. He didn’t do either. Instead he slapped the wet rail. Salt-crusted rust flaked off onto his palm. “Aye, we see alike on that.”

She smiled back, and near blinded him.

“Boy, what are you doing with my girl?” Caitlín’s father bore down on them. “Leave my girl alone.”

“Pa, it’s nothing.”

“You know better than this, Caitlín darlin’. What would your mama say if she could see you now?”

“Maybe wonder why I wasn’t married to a good Irish man, like him.”

“Caitlín!”

Caitlín dropped her head. “I’m sorry.”

That was a lie. Johnny hid his smile from her and her pugnacious father. She left, her hips moved gently under the small bustle in the back of her plain dress. She held her head high and passed everyone, nodding her hatless head. Never looking away from anyone, even when the first class passengers came forward to see the dolphins.

He only turned away when she slipped out of sight, following her father down into the hold. He hoped their cabin was cleaner than his bunk. He returned to the dolphins. They lost their charm without Caitlín beside him.

* * * *
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THE NIGHT BEFORE THEIR arrival Johnny met Robert in his cabin following dinner. Robert brought out his last bottle. “Damn good thing we’re finished this wretched ordeal. I’m no Jason and this, sure as hell, is no Argo.” He burst out laughing at the confusion on Johnny’s face.

“Ancient Greek mythology. Even older than your Irish stories.” Johnny ignored him, used to the drunken American’s ramblings. From his seat on the unmade bed he watched Robert empty the bottle.

“I won’t be
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