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    PROLOGUE
The Afternoon
Grants Pass, Oregon — 1925
 
 
The smell of fresh-cut lumber climbs the stairwell from the hardware store on the ground floor. It mixes with something cleaner up here, fresh paper and ink, the smell of productivity.
William Boog climbs the stairs slowly. He is eighty-four years old. The hair on his head has gone fully white. His suit has taken on a permanent shape from seasons of wear. In his right hand is his walking stick. His left hand grips the railing with the patience of a man who has learned not to argue with his own body. Paint still lives under the fingernails. The knuckles are swollen now.
He reaches the landing and pauses. Not defeated. Negotiating. He adjusts his collar. Smooths his jacket. He blows up from his bottom lip, making his mustache wave a little. Then he opens the door.
An oak desk sits near the window, a well-used typewriter and a framed picture on its surface. Surrounding the desk are two leather chairs and bookshelves lined with legal volumes whose spines have cracked from use. A clock ticks on the wall. Through the window behind the desk, the Siskiyou Mountains hold their green line against a pale afternoon sky.
The attorney, Hollis,  stands to greet him. He’s in his forties. His handshake is firm but not competitive.
“Mr. Boog, thank you for coming in. Please,” he begins, gesturing to one of the empty chairs.
William stows his hat and coat and takes a seat. His eyes move across the room in a quick sweep. He has read every room he has entered since he was a boy.
Hollis opens an oak filing cabinet positioned behind his desk. William glances at the folders already inside. Dozens of them. He is not the first man to sit in this chair and put his name to a final document. Hollis pulls out a folder with empty forms and paper and sets it neatly on his desk.
“You hired me for the entire afternoon,” Hollis says, settling into his chair and opening a leather folder. “So let’s take our time. Let’s get this will done properly. I’ll ask you some questions, get to know you, and write some notes. Once I have what I think we need, we will type out your official will, signed and witnessed.”
“I appreciate that.” William’s voice is lower than it was in younger years. It still carries the ghost of a Dublin accent that sixty years in America has not fully erased. The vowels are American now. The consonants still belong to Ireland. His Rs roll slightly.
Hollis uncaps his pen, writes the date at the top of a fresh page. He glances at the name on his appointment ledger.
“Boog.” He looks up. “That’s an unusual name, if you don’t mind my saying. I’ve lived in this valley for fifteen years and I don’t think I’ve come across it before. Where does it come from?”
William’s thumb traces his knee, a slow rotation.
“It doesn’t come from anywhere. That’s the honest answer. My mother chose the name William. Nobody handed her a family Bible with Boog written in the front. No grandfather passed it down over a Sunday dinner. It came from a Scottish father that I never knew. Except I heard they spelled it differently, B-o-a-g from what I was told. I was raised by distant cousins but they spelled it B-o-o-g.”
Hollis watches him. The old man's voice stays level. No hesitation, no weight on any particular word.
“Well,” Hollis says, “a will is a document that carries a name forward. That’s the whole point of it. Your name, your property, your wishes, set down so it outlasts you.” He pauses. “Before we get to assets and beneficiaries, I find it helps to know a little about the man whose name goes at the top. Tell me about yourself, Mr. Boog. Where did you come from?”
William is quiet. He has talked to many people in his life, but doesn’t talk about his past. He should have expected this question. The words are there. He just hasn't said them out loud in a long time.
His hand goes to his breast pocket. Inside is a piece of paper, folded once down the middle, carried so long the crease has nearly worn through. Hollis does not know about this paper. He will, before the afternoon is done.
“I was born in a tenement on Stephen Street in Dublin,” William says. “November of 1841. My mother was on her own. She was young. The tenements had a way of making age difficult to judge.”
He pauses. His eyes have left Hollis and moved to the window, to the mountains, to somewhere far past the mountains.
“She chose my Catholic name herself. Weeks before I arrived. I don’t know why she picked William.”
Hollis has stopped writing. His pen rests on the page.
William is quiet for a moment. He looks down at his hands in his lap. Turns them over once, slowly, as if checking whether they still belong to him.
“It was no place to raise a child,” he says, “but she did it anyway.”
He stops there. Not because he is finished. Because he is deciding how far back to go. Hollis waits. The clock ticks. Through the window, a cloud moves across the sun and the light on the desk dims and returns.
Outside, the weather is turning. A fall shower has crept into the valley. Rain taps the gutters of G Street and finds the drainpipe of the hardware store below. A soft, steady drip against stone.
William hears it. His eyes close.
 

  
    PART ONE
The Dublin Grit
1841 – 1873
 
 

  
    Chapter One
Raw, furious, and unmistakably alive
The water found its way through everything in the tenements. It dripped from the roof, pooled in the stairwells, followed the cracks in the walls. The mortar and plaster felt like it hadn’t been dry since the building went up.
November 12, 1841. A woman screamed on the upper floor of a tenement house. The shoe brokers on the street below paused. The furniture-maker across the way glanced up. Water dripped from a window sill onto cobblestones and caught a sliver of sun.
Below the rooflines, the tenements sprawled in every direction. This was Dublin's oldest and poorest quarter. This world was a labyrinth of narrow lanes speckled with washing lines and wooden carts. People spilled onto the street to take part in life. Coal smoke hung in a gray haze that never quite lifted. Shoe brokers called out prices from their doorways. A furniture-maker hunched over a chair frame in his window, his mouth full of tacks. When a horse passed along the street, children ran to it before anyone could stop them.
Through a cracked window on the upper floor of a tenement house, a single room. Twelve feet by twelve feet. Three families shared this space, divided by hanging blankets that stopped neither sound nor smell. The walls wept with the same damp that found its way through everything here. No separate bedrooms. The only furniture was a single table and a couple of stools.
In the far corner of the room, a young woman lay on a straw mattress. Her age was unknown, but she was very young. Sweat beaded on her forehead which made her dark hair stick to her face. Eyes squinting. Three or four deep breaths then a long grunt, again and again. A midwife knelt between her legs, sleeves rolled past the elbow, hands ready. Two other women from the room hovered nearby because there was nowhere else to go. The room was the room. Everyone in it heard everything.
The young woman screamed. The room went still. The shoe brokers on the street below paused mid-sentence. The furniture-maker lifted his head from his work.
Then a cry. Raw, furious, and unmistakably alive.
The midwife lifted the child. A boy. She wiped him with a gray rag that had done this duty before. The rag only did partial duty here. She placed him, still slick and screaming, on his mother's chest. The mother stared at her son with exhausted wonder. 
"A boy," the midwife said, "strong lungs on him."
The mother cradled him. She touched his face ever so gently. She couldn’t say any words just yet, only sounds. She only said “oh….” in a fragile, soft voice, which made the baby stop crying. He stared up at her with a focus that seemed intense for something just minutes old. His eyes darted around the room and settled on his mother.
The midwife peeked out the window. She was looking for something she already knew was not there. "Has his father got a name for him?"
The mother’s expression slowed down. There was no father to speak of. There was no family name to carry forward, no tradition to honor. No grandfather, no uncles, she was on her own here. A single trip to Scotland for work, and she came back carrying more than she left with. She chose this name herself, weeks ago. It was the only thing she had to give him that was entirely hers.
"William," she whispers.
Just the name itself. Solid. A common name that wouldn’t stand out. Safe. She pressed her lips to the crown of his head, and the boy blinked once. Dawn approached and for one moment, the tenement glowed softly.
Then a man in the next partition coughed hard enough to shake the blanket divider. A dog barked somewhere below. People were yelling on the street again. The light on the wall thinned, dimmed, and was gone.
Dublin reclaimed the room.
Within two weeks, the mother confirmed she could not raise a child in the tenements alone. She had barely survived the birth. Her body was weak, her household no place for a child. There was no privacy. Everybody knew everybody’s business. The fighting, the sex, the drinking, the abuse. She woke each morning next to four other people on the same mattress. The coat she used for a blanket lay over William on the floor. She packed up William and headed out to visit James and Mary.
James and Mary Boog were the family who had recommended she visit their distant cousins in Scotland. The arrangement had already been made. This was the day. James was willing to take in a child his distant cousin had sired. The mother handed the baby over in a quick, cold manner.
                “I don’t have much for him. I’d like to keep the coat. Keeps me warm.”
                The mother looked down at the ground and handed William over. Mary brought him close to keep him warm.
                “We will raise him as our own. Your secret is safe with us. Thank you.”
                The boy’s mother stood a moment longer, her arms empty now, then turned back toward the tenement without looking at the child again. Her footsteps faded on the cobbles.
                James and Mary went into their house on Stephen Street. The house was in rough shape, and a lot of people lived there. It was more civil than where William had just come from, albeit just as poor.
                Mary carried the boy up the stairs. He had stopped crying. His eyes moved over the stained walls, the cracked ceiling, the narrow landing where a neighbor’s washing hung on a line. He did not know any of these things were poor. He did not know anything yet.
                Outside, rain began again. Across the city, in the locked gardens of St. Stephen’s Green, the ornamental trees dripped quietly behind their iron railings. Twenty-seven acres of green, kept for the wealthy, visible from the tenement windows but never touched. The boy would grow up seeing those gates and dreaming.
 

  
    Chapter Two
Early independence
Eight years later, the street had not changed, but the people on it had. There were fewer of them. Upper Stephen Street in 1849 was quieter than it was when William was born. Boarded-up shop fronts. Gaps in the rows of houses where families used to be. The shoe brokers still called out prices, but their voices carried further now. There was less to compete with.
William did not know what the word famine meant. He knew that the potatoes went black. He heard the older women in the tenement talk about it when he was small, their voices low against the walls. The potatoes were fine one season. The next season they turned to mush in the ground and the smell came through the windows for weeks. He knew that people left. Whole families carried bundles down Stephen Street toward the quays and did not come back. He knew that other families stayed and grew thinner until they stopped appearing at all. He once saw a woman on the corner pulling bark from a tree and putting it in a pot.
“Ma, what is she doing?”
Mary said nothing and pulled him by the arm in the other direction.
He had seen the grain carts. He had watched soldiers march beside them with muskets on their shoulders while the carts rolled through streets where children sat hollow-eyed against the walls. William watched one cart pass so close he could smell the oats inside. A boy younger than him reached for the tailgate and a soldier kicked his hand away. William remembered the sound the boy’s fingers made against the wood. He remembered the green stain around the mouths of children who had eaten grass because there was nothing else to eat. He passed the soup kitchen on Bow Lane once. The queue stretched around the corner and into the next street. By the following month the kitchen was shuttered and the queue was gone and no one explained where the people had gone either.
By 1849 the worst had passed but William did not know this either. He only knew that the street was quieter than it used to be and that the quiet had a weight to it.
The tenements were filled with strangers from the countryside. Families arrived carrying nothing but themselves. They spoke in Irish that William could not follow. They packed into rooms that already held too many people. The building groaned with the weight. Sewage from the overflowing privy in the yard ran across the courtyard where William played. He learned to step around the puddles without looking down. Bodies appeared on the roadsides in the mornings. Skeletal children often were on the streets, all alone. He walked past them on his way through the streets. He did not look at the faces. 
William Boog walked down the middle of this mess. He was eight years old. His clothes were too large and his shoes were splitting at the seams.
He passed a group of boys his age sitting against a wall, doing nothing. Their legs were pulled up by their chest. Their faces showed despair, cheekbones sticking out more than they should. They made the kind of faces of children waiting for soup make. William did not look their way. His legs kept moving past them before his eyes had finished looking.
He stopped at a window.
Inside, a furniture-maker worked a piece of oak with hands that knew every angle of the chisel tip, how the grain worked, every trick the wood might try back. He was old with a gray beard and blue eyes. He’d done this a million times as his movements carried an unhurried precision. He did not rush. He did not hesitate. He simply worked. The chair he was building took shape one piece at a time. Nothing out of place.
William stood at the glass, transfixed. His breath fogged a small circle on the pane. His eyes tracked the old man's hands: the worn wrinkled skin, the grip on the chisel, the angle of the mallet stroke, shavings flying. Everything else on Stephen Street ceased to exist. There was only the glass, the workshop, and this old man.
The furniture-maker noticed him. Their eyes met through the window. The old man gave a barely perceptible nod, but William caught it. You can look, boy. Looking is free.
William watched for a long time. His fingers moved unconsciously, mimicking the old man's movements. He did not know he was doing it.
* * *
That night, the tenement room on Stephen Street was sparser than it was eight years ago. One of the families had gone, left or died, a distinction blurred by the famine. The hanging blankets that divided the room were gone. The damp was the same. The smell was the same: coal smoke and boiled cabbage. 
The room still held five souls not including William, Mary and James. Two beds served all of them. The children slept crossways at the foot of one bed with old coats thrown over them because blankets were scarce. Rats moved through the walls at night. They came up through the walls and floorboards when the building went quiet. William had felt them run across his legs in the dark and stopped flinching at the sensation months ago. 
The yard below shared a single privy between roughly forty people. The pit overflowed regularly into the courtyard where the children play during the day. Families used slop buckets at night and emptied them out the window or down the stairwell come morning. The stench was permanent. It had soaked into every surface of the building and into the clothes of every person who sleeps here. A dispensary doctor visited the tenement once a week. He had hundreds of patients in this district alone. When a child died he marked it in a ledger if someone asks him to. Most did not ask.
William sat cross-legged on a thin mattress. In his lap was a scrap of newspaper, creased and softened from handling. He traced the letters with his finger, attempting to sound them out. He had been to the school at Whitefriars a few times. Not enough for the letters to stick. He was teaching himself the rest, piecing it together, learning the hard way.
On his mattress was an empty spot. James and Mary's spot. His adopted parents were out of town, gone to secure more money and food. A folded blanket sat where they used to sleep, and the absence was as permanent as the damp in the walls. William did not look at it. He did not pause over it. He finished the page. His sister noticed and worked with him. She attempted to read to him. William tried to learn reading by reading the words upside down.
When they were done, he folded the newspaper carefully, one of the few things he owned, and tucked it under the blanket. He lay down. He stared at the ceiling counting specks and dings. He visualized the imperfections into a rough shape of a country he will never see drawn on a map.
Outside, the sound of Dublin continued. A fiddle somewhere, the notes thin and wandering. A drunk singing a song that had no ending or meaning. The choppy clatter of a cart on cobblestones, fading. The south Dublin slums didn’t stop, even in a famine.
William closed his eyes next to his sister.
 

  
    Chapter Three
Bird Shit and Block Letters
The morning was gray and tasted of rain that had not yet arrived. William stood outside a proper bootmaker's workshop on Upper Stephen Street with his hands in his pockets. He was twelve years old, taller than he was but still lean, lean from growing faster than food could follow. The year was 1853. The famine was officially over. The tenements had not received the news.
The workshop belonged to a man named Doyle. Fifties, thick-armed, with a leather apron so permanently stained and molded to his form that it had become part of his body. Through the workshop window, Doyle worked at his bench, cutting, shaping, pulling thread through sole leather with the steady rhythm of a man who has done this every day for thirty years and expects to do it for thirty more. The smell of leather and oil drifted through the gap beneath the door.
William had been standing there for what appeared to be a long time. Long enough that his feet had gone numb against the cobblestones. Long enough that the bread-woman who passed every morning had passed twice and given him a look both times. Doyle glanced at him through the window. He ignored him and went back to work.
William did not move.
The rain arrived. Not the soft, apologetic drizzle the guidebooks will one day call mist, but proper Dublin rain, diagonal and persistent. William was soaked through in minutes. His shirt darkened. His hair plastered flat. Water ran down his face and dripped from his chin. He did not move.
Doyle came to the door. He filled the frame, barrel-chested, square-jawed, with the look of a man who had been interrupted.
"Are you thick in the head, boy?"
"I want to learn." His voice held steadier than his age should have allowed.
"Every boy out here wants something. What makes you any different?"
William reached into his pocket and pulled out a piece of leather. It was crude but recognisable, an attempt at the top of a shoe. He hand-stitched it with thread he had scavenged from God knows where. The stitching was uneven. The edges were rough. But there was purpose in it. William looked at a shoe, understood its construction, and tried to reproduce it with scraps and willpower.
Doyle took it. Turned it over. His thick fingers followed the stitch line, testing the tension, feeling for where the boy got it right and where he didn't. He looked at William, standing in the rain, and something shifted in his expression, a softening around the eyes that he immediately corrected.
"Get in here, boy."
William stepped inside. The warmth of the workshop hit him first. He noticed the iron stove in the corner, the air thick with the smell of leather, beeswax, and turpentine. Then the quiet. The purposeful quiet of a place where things are made, a quiet that would turn into racket soon. Doyle held up the piece of leather and looked at William condescendingly.
"Did you stitch this together, or did your mother help you?"
"Mother doesn’t know how to stitch leather. I did this on my own."
William paused. His eyes dropped to the floor, then lifted to the leather in Doyle's hands. When he spoke again his chin lifted a fraction.
"I stitched it together. Found scraps in the trash and laying around. I watched you and others work on shoes and boots. I put my mind to it, and I've slowly learned how to stitch."
Doyle snorted. "Heh, I've seen better stitching in Northampton! Look at it! The stitching looks like bird shit! And how durable is it?"
He gripped both sides of the leather and pulled. There was a short struggle, the thread held for a moment, then ripped with a bunch of tiny pops. The pieces came apart in his hands. Doyle set the ruined experiment on the bench.
"Someone's toes would be exposed in a month with this."
William said nothing. He watched.
"The English?" Doyle picked up a factory boot from a shelf behind him. The leather was already cracking and a stitch was coming out. "They make shoes like this. Cheap to make, make it fast, the customer comes back quickly to buy again and again. Us Irish?" He set the factory boot down and picked up one of his own, hand-lasted, double-stitched, thick sole, the leather supple and dark with oil. "We make proper footwear. Something you can be proud of. Our name is on it, you know?"
William nodded.
Doyle looked at him for a long moment. The rain hammered the window. The stove ticked.
"I can see you ain't goin' away. But I am a busy man, not much time to teach. You'll sweep. You'll carry. You'll do whatever I tell you and you won't speak unless spoken to. And I don't pay."
"I don't need pay. I need a trade."
Doyle stared at him. Then he stepped aside. William grabbed a broom before the man had finished moving, a grin splitting his face wide open.
* * *
The years in Doyle's workshop passed and revealed the rhythms of the craft. William swept. He carried. He did whatever Doyle told him and he did not speak unless spoken to. But he watches. He watched, still and watchful as a hawk on a fencepost. This was second nature to him, patient, absorbing everything.
He watched from the corner of his eye while sweeping, tracking Doyle's hands. He held the boot last while Doyle shaped leather around it, his own hands sweating with concentration, willing them to learn what they are touching. Weeks passed. His hands became more steady and calm. He threaded a needle through sole leather with something approaching confidence.
Doyle inspected a boot that William had made. He turned it over, ran his thumb along the stitching, tested the heel seat with a press of his palm. He frowned. Set it down. Doyle gave nothing easily. But this time he gave the smallest nod, a movement so slight it could be a twitch. William saw it and stood a little straighter.
By fourteen, William worked alone at the bench. Doyle could finally relax. He sat in the back of the workshop, smoking a pipe, his legs stretched out, watching the boy who was no longer a boy work with steady hands. The pipe smoke curled toward the ceiling. Doyle said nothing, because nothing needed to be said.
William finished a pair of boots. He held one up to examine it. Rotated it. Examined the sole from below, the clean line of the stitching, the way the leather wraps  tightly without a single wrinkle. It’s decent work. He knew it. The leather knew it. He allowed himself the faintest smile, a private thing, meant for no one.
* * *
Back on Stephen Street, William and the family he was adopted into moved around to a few different buildings. They were all within a few blocks of each other. Every move felt like a new beginning but always ended with the same result. No one in their tenements knew how to set roots.  During these moves, William made the best of it by making new friends. His conversations with his friends sparked a curiosity that he didn’t know he had.
“Pa, I was talking with Jon Murphy. He was telling me that he gets to go across the ocean some day. I asked him why. He said it was in his name. He said Murphy meant ‘sea warrior’ and that he was destined to it. I told him I could cross with him. He laughed at me.”
There was silence. William had been thinking about the question he was about to ask for quite a while.
“I remember when sister Mary was teasing me, she told me I was adopted. Then you and ma told me that I was. Pa, what name was I born into?”
“Lucky you’re you, kid, you are born into our last name, in a queer way. You see, we have a lot of relatives in Scotland. Most of them go by Boag now. However, they have changed the spelling of their name often. It’s been Bogue and Boag. My father left Scotland and came here. I don’t know why. He died when I was young. I figured, new place, new spelling. Boog. Where was I getting at? Oh, the Scots. William, your father is a distant cousin of mine. He is a weaver in Perthshire. When all of this happened, it was clear he doesn’t want you in his life. He has his own wife and kids. Your mother is from around here, could be dead by now, she didn’t want you either. We agreed to take you in. See, your mother had joined a trip to Scotland to get materials to bring back here. Life got much harder for her after she came back here, pregnant with you.”
William was gutted. Neither parent wanted him. His own adopted parents were gone half the time. His sister was out on her own by now. The feeling of neglect and rejection pushed past a place of tears, no tears would find their way out. This gut punch turned into a slow burn when William noticed the smell around him.
“Does he…” William wanted to ask more, then he thought to himself “If he doesn’t want me in his life, why do I care about his?” “Nevermind, Pa. Sounds like you can say whatever you want for this, but what does it mean to be a Boog, your name?”
“Nothing. It means nothing. We are the only Boogs in Dublin, perhaps Ireland. Maybe it will mean ‘famine survivor’. Don’t worry, kid. You have to look forward. Make the most of your situation.”
* * *
The year was 1859. William was eighteen years old. He stood outside a modest stall, his own corner of Stephen Street, a rented nook barely wider than his shoulders, but his. In his hands, a small hand-painted sign, still wet. The letters were clean and square, painted in the careful block style of a man who had taught himself penmanship the same way he taught himself everything else: by refusing to stop.
BOOG — BOOTS & SHOES.
He propped up the sign carefully and stepped back.
Then he stepped forward again toward the sign. His fingertips touched the letters. The B was the bookend, nice and powerful. The two middle O's, they were almost like eyes staring back at him. The G, that curve and kick, a fine bookend as well. His name. On something permanent. Not scratched into dirt, not something scribbled in a church registry, not just a funny last name. This was a new name, a name painted in clean block letters on a sign. This name was now on a street where people will walk past and read it. But it’s a name with no meaning.
For William, it was the first time the name BOOG had existed on anything fixed in the physical world. There was no father's sign to echo. No family shopfront to inherit. No grandfather's trade card in a drawer. This was the first. William stood there a moment longer than the task required. “Hrmm”. He grunted a grunt of approval. The restlessness he had carried since birth went quiet. Born in a room divided by blankets, a name attached to nothing. Now his name was on a thing that would not blow away.
He dropped his hand and adjusted the sign a fraction of an inch. Then he went inside and began arranging his bench.
Across the street, Doyle stood with his arms folded, watching. His face carried no expression that could be called pride. Doyle did not do pride, not in a way that showed. He stayed there longer than the task of watching required. Then he uncrossed his arms, turned back to his own shop, and closed the door quietly behind him.

  
    Chapter Four
Dublin’s Sun
The lamplighters were out on Stephen Street. William closed up his stall after a long day. He was eighteen, almost nineteen. His hands were black with polish and his back was stiff from the bench. He walked the street at dusk. There was a quality to Dublin sunsets that belonged to no other city. It made you forget you were in the tenements, as it was a respite from the hard day. The sun melted behind the horizon, and the gas lamps created small islands of warmth on the wet stone, each one a circle of gold in the gathering dark.
William made his way to Michaels lane to get leather. Next to the leather shop, he passed a wash house. Through the open door, steam billowed out in great white clouds that smell of lye and boiled linen. Inside, women worked over tubs of scalding water, their sleeves rolled past the elbow, faces flushed red from the heat. Their arms were bare and worn out from wringing. The air was thick enough to chew.
One of them was Mary. She was fifteen, small, dark-haired, with hands already rough beyond her years and a way of carrying herself that is different from the resignation around her. She had a soft jawline and delicate face, but her arms and shoulders tell a different story. The way she wrung out a sheet with more force than necessary, as though the sheet had personally wronged her.
She caught William looking. She did not smile. She did not blush or drop her gaze or perform any of the small theatre the moment might seem to demand. She just held his gaze, evenly, without coyness or challenge. I see you seeing me.
William opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. He was a young man who could charm a customer into a second pair of boots and talk his way past a landlord's suspicion, but this girl in the wash house steam had rendered him briefly, completely, useless. He nodded, an awkward, jerking motion, and kept walking.
Mary watched him go. The faintest trace of amusement crossed her face. She went back to her sheet.
* * *
What followed was not a courtship in any storybook sense. It was a series of small, clumsy collisions spread across two years. Each one was brief but when added up they were enough to mean something.
William walked past the wash house on Stephen Street. Too casual. His stride was wrong, too slow, too measured. He looked like a man who was trying to look like he was not looking for someone. He shot the quickest glance of all time. Mary did not look up. He walked past again. She still did not look up. The sheet in her hands received an extra twist.
Mary came around a corner with her arms full of mended clothes, moving fast, and collided with William on the footpath. They both stumbled. They both smiled. She had a crush, but he thought she was too young, and neither of them knew what to do with the gap between those two facts. They moved on in opposite directions, but curiosity was starting to win.
One morning, a pair of small leather gloves appeared on the wash house windowsill. They were well-made, hand-stitched, the leather soft and carefully cut, sized for a woman's hands. No note. Mary found them when she came to work. She picked them up, turned them over, and looked up the street. He was already gone.
Days later, she saw him on the street and waved him down. She held out the gloves. "These are yours," she says, and he says, "I don't think they'd fit me," and they both stand there a moment longer than the exchange requires, their eyes holding in a way that has nothing to do with gloves.
* * *
By 1862, they walked together. Side by side, not touching, through the back lanes behind Liberties. Neither spoke. The silence between them was not empty. It was the silence of two people who have discovered that they did not need to fill the air to feel together. Their footsteps fell into rhythm on the cobblestones. The evening settled.
Mary sat on a low wall at the end of Michael's Lane. William stood leaning against a post. He was talking and animated, gesturing with both hands as he described something grand. His eyes were wide and expressive. Whatever he was saying, he believed it more than a carpenter believing in plumb. Mary watched him, chin on her hand, her eyes bright with something sharper than affection.
They stood together at the end of Michael's Lane as the sun went down. The sky over Dublin bled orange and pink above the rooftops, and the last of the light caught the cobblestones and turned them copper.
“It’s Moran by the way, Mary Moran.”
“Moran? My pa told me about the Moran family. I bet our parents know each other. My father is James Boog. I’m William.”
“Boog?” Mary gave a puzzled smile, one corner of her mouth turned upward.
“Yes, has your family ever mentioned mine?”
“We only mention what we need to do to survive. My sister was bit by a rat last week. You’d think the famine is over, we still see the effects of it.”
"Rumor has it we are headed for another famine."
"Don't say such things. We were having such a pleasant walk."
"I read it in the paper. It's true."
"Even if it's true, you can't control that, William."
"I suppose you're right. But what are we supposed to be doing here, Mary? Bounce around from tenement room to tenement room? When the famine hits we all share a biscuit? Adding nothing to a name that means nothing?"
"That's just life. That's how it goes." She shifts on the wall, pulls her shawl tighter. "My grandpa Moran once told me to focus on the good things and rely on the church. God has always provided for me, even when times were tough."
William shoots her a look. Mouth flat, eyebrows slightly raised.
"Nobody else is coming to save you or me," she continues, and there is bravado in her voice now. "In the meantime, I'll be here, with my sisters and brother, helping others when I can. Mending and washing. It's just what I do."
She pauses and gazes at him.
"And you seem to have found your footing. You're young for a bootmaker on his own, but you seem to be finding your way. Do you see yourself staying here?"
William turned toward the west, where the sun was dropping behind the rooftops. He pointed at it, a casual gesture, half-joking, his finger aimed at the horizon.
"You see that? I'm going to follow that someday. All the way to wherever it goes."
"It goes down, William." Mary's voice is bone-dry. "It goes down every night and comes back every morning. That's what it does."
"Aye, but that's just Dublin's sun. I want to see where it goes at night. The one at the edge of the world."
She looked at him. Her expression softened. Her hand rose and almost touched his arm, the fingers reaching, then stopping, then curling back into her lap.
"That makes no sense. And what'll you do when you find it?"
"I'll send for you."
She shook her head, but she was smiling. She reached out and took his hand. It was the first time they had touched. His palm was rough with calluses, awl marks, knife scars, the map of a trade learned young. Her hand was rough too, cracked from lye and boiling water. For a moment the two of them stand there at the end of Michael's Lane with the sunset dying over Dublin, two pairs of working hands clasped together. Neither one let go.
* * *
Two years pass. The walks continued, from Michael's Lane to the canal, from the canal to the quays and back, through every season Dublin offers, which is mainly rain with occasional concessions. By the winter of 1863, it was understood in the Liberties that William Boog and Mary Moran were a pair. 
In the spring of 1864, William walked to St. Michael's Lane and asked her to spend the rest of her life with him.  There was no well thought out plan. No ring. They were standing in the doorway of the tenement where she lives with her sisters, and she said yes before he finished the question.
The wedding took place at the Church of St. Michael and John's. The same stone walls where William was baptised as an infant. The same narrow stained glass windows. The faint smell of incense lingered, refusing to leave.
The church was nearly empty. On William's side of the aisle, no one. No family to fill the pews. No mother, no father, no uncle, no cousin. Not even Doyle. On Mary's side, a handful of women from the wash house and a few family members. Their faces were scrubbed, and the women had their best shawls on. They sat with the quiet solidarity of women who knew that showing up was the gift.
William stood at the altar in his one good shirt, scrubbed clean, hair combed flat with water. He was twenty-three. For him, the church was a formality. He loved Mary but had never been fond of the institution, the Latin, the incense, the promises extracted in exchange for blessings he was not sure he needed. Why would a loving God give him such hardships early on in life? He felt abandoned and the church didn’t help.
The boots he was wearing were his own work. The best pair he had ever made, saved for this day, the leather oiled to a deep chestnut shine. He stood the way he always stood, upright, certain, but with that restless quality in his eyes that said he was already thinking about what comes next.
Mary walked up the aisle steadily. Her father Joseph was there to give her away. She wore a simple dress, nothing white, nothing new. But she had done something with her hair, pinned it in a way that changed the shape of her face, and there was a small sprig of wildflowers at her collar. Not roses. Not lilies. The scrappy, stubborn kind that grows between the cobblestones on Stephen Street. She chose them herself.
The priest performed the ceremony. It was brief and unremarkable. Two poor young people in a mostly empty church, making promises that the city of Dublin had no reason to believe they can keep. The priest had done this a hundred times. His voice carried the flattened cadence of repetition. To him, this was Tuesday.
But William's hands were steady when he took Mary's. His eyes did not wander to the door or the window. He did not tear up at the sentiment. He was entirely present, a rare thing for a man who was always calculating, always measuring the next move. For once, she had him in his tracks.
"Do you, William, take Mary to be your lawful wedded wife?"
"I do."
"And do you, Mary, take William to be your lawful wedded husband?"
Mary looked at him. Her eyes moved over his face, scrutinizing the little details. She rarely got to see William sit still and focus on her. Her stomach tightened.
"I do."
The priest blessed them. No music. No reception. No rings; they could not afford them. William took Mary's hands and held them in the same way a craftsman held his tools: firmly, carefully, knowing what they were worth.
They walked out of St. Michael and John's into the street. Dublin did not notice. A cart rattled past. A dog barked. A woman emptied a chamber pot from a window above, and the liquid arced through the gray air and splashed on the stones. The world was unchanged by the fact that William and Mary Boog now exist.
They walked in opposite directions. Mary back to her tenement on St. Michael's Lane. William went back to his room on Stephen Street. They were married, but they could not yet afford to live together. The distance between their two doors was less than a quarter mile, and it might as well have been the Atlantic.
 

  
    Chapter Five
Number Seven
The year was 1865.
The tenements were behind them, the narrow lanes, the hanging blankets, the damp and the dark. They walked north to the quay. The River Liffey pushed gently through the centre of Dublin. Along its banks the great department stores rose, the buildings Dubliners call the Monster Houses. Their interiors lit by gas and stocked with goods from every corner of the Empire. Horse-drawn carriages thundered past. The quay hummed with commerce, ambition, and the energy of too many people wanting too many things in too small a space.
William and Mary walked through this world like immigrants in their own city. Mary carried a bundle of their belongings, everything they own wrapped in cloth. William carried a toolbox in one hand and the weight of determination in the other. His eyes were wide. Mary was visibly pregnant, her dress straining at the waist. She walked with the careful, flat-footed gait of a woman whose centre of gravity had shifted.
It was their first home together.
William stopped in front of a narrow shopfront wedged between an iron worker and a tea warehouse. The number seven was painted above the lintel in faded white. The window was dirty. The door hung crooked on one hinge, its bottom edge scraping the stone. A faded TO LET sign curled in the glass.
William looked at Mary. She looked at the shop. She looked at him.
"This is it, then? Number 7 Aston's Quay? Our first place together is here?"
"This is it."
She surveyed the grime. The filthy glass. The crooked door. The black mold creeping along the lintel. "It's filthy."
"It'll clean up."
"The door's broken."
"I'll fix it."
A long silence. Mary looked at the quay, the carriages, the noise, the sheer scale of commerce roaring past their tiny, broken shopfront.
"I don't know. The tenements cost us next to nothing. It's what we know. We understand how things work there. It's just so busy up here. It’s such a change. It feels as though we don't belong. I just feel..."
"Hey!" William grins, wide and sudden. "You've got a husband now. Let him lead you about a bit, would ya?"
A hint of a smile cracked Mary's expression. "Well, fix the door first. I'm not having our first customer think we live in a barn."
"And what’s the harm in a barn? In you go, little lamb!"
"Enough of that. Besides, we can’t just walk in uninvited. Who owns the place?"
"Some guy named Joseph. He's out of town by now. But I already gave him the first month's rent, so we have no choice. We're staying in this barn."
He smiled again.
"We live upstairs, shop is downstairs. I'll grab my shop supplies and make my sign and layout my things down here. I'm a simple man, just throw my stuff upstairs and I can sort it later."
"I'm well ahead of you. And I'll see to those foul garments of yours. They smell of something terrible..." She pauses, narrows her eyes. "Wait a moment... perhaps you do live in a barn. That would explain the smell!"
She was laughing now. William laughed with her. They pushed each other on the footpath like children, jostling and nudging. Her hand found his chest. His arm caught her waist. Their faces drew near until they were a breath apart.
* * *
They transformed the space. William adjusted the crooked door, rehung it on new hinges until it swings true. Mary scrubbed the floors on her hands and knees, her pregnant belly pressing against her dress, her arms working in the same relentless rhythm that wrung sheets in the wash house on Stephen Street. William built a workbench from scavenged wood, scraps from the iron worker next door, a plank salvaged from a broken cart on the quay. He measured with a makeshift ruler, a small plank with hand cut notches in it. He cut with a saw that needed sharpening. He fit the joints with the same patience Doyle taught him, testing each one with his thumb before he slams the nail.
He painted a new sign. Clean block letters on fresh board: W. BOOG — BOOTMAKER. He carried it outside and hung it above the door of number seven Aston's Quay, and then he stepped back and looked at it. He’d done this before.
The sign hung straight. His name, in full, above a proper door on a proper street. Not a stall on Stephen Street, not a corner borrowed from Doyle. His. He reached up and pressed his palm flat against the painted letters. The paint was dry. The wood was solid. “Hrmm.” A slight grin shows, as he knows he isn’t done yet.
He touched the sign for a moment and stared. Good to go, time to get to work.
* * *
The shop opened. William stood at the counter in a clean shirt, his bench stocked, his tools laid out with the precision of a surgeon's tray. His first customer was a dockworker with cracked boots and the apologetic expression of a man who knows he has waited too long. William shook his hand warmly, examined the boots, turned them over, tested the sole with his thumb. William was bold like Doyle with his customers, but always found the silver lining with them.
Through the window, the quay bustled past. Carriages, walkers, the constant traffic of a city in motion. Inside the shop, William worked in quiet focus. The only sounds were the pull of thread through leather, the tap of a hammer, the scrape of a knife edge. He had built an island of calm craft in the middle of Dublin commerce, and the river of people flowed past, and the island held.
Months passed. The shop filled. A few pairs of finished boots lined a shelf. They didn’t last long. A gentleman customer examined a pair and ran his fingers against the stitching. Forties, well-dressed, with the sceptical eye of a man who had been cheated before.
"And these will last through a winter?"
"Sir, those boots will last through three winters, and by then you'll come back not because they've worn out, but because you'll want a second pair for the summer."
The gentleman laughed despite himself. He reached for his money.
William read people the way he judged leather, by touch, by instinct, by the quality of the grain. He knew when to push and when to step back, when to joke and when to be serious, when to let the work speak and when to speak for it. A society woman wanted boots for her husband, and William convinced her that her husband did not know what he wanted until William told him. A sceptical merchant doubted the price of custom soles, and William explained the difference between the cost of a sole and the cost of inconvenience and the way people perceive you. He made a child laugh while fitting his first pair of shoes, and the child's mother ordered a pair for herself before they left.
On the quay, this skill made money.
* * *
Golden hour. The sun danced on the river Liffey. It turned to hammered copper in the late-afternoon. The department stores cast long shadows across the water. The carriages were thinning as the day winds down, the thunder of hooves softening to an occasional clatter.
William stood outside his shop, rolling down his sleeves after a long day. His back ached. He flexed his fingers open and closed, working the stiffness out. Mary came out and stood beside him. She was further along in her pregnancy now, large enough that she moved with his hand bracing the small of her back. She leaned against his shoulder because she was tired and he was solid and the day had been long.
They watched the sun descend over the rooftops toward the mouth of the Liffey, toward the sea, toward the west. The light turned the river to gold and then to something deeper, a color that had no name but existed only in this city at this hour.
"I don't think I've found you just yet," William said. Quiet. Almost to himself. His eyes were on the western sky.
Mary looked at him. "Who are you talking to?"
"I'm not sure."
She shook her head softly and took his arm. They went back inside. William paused at the door. The shop was dim now, the leather and oil smell thickening in the cooling air. He looked at his bench, his tools, the boots lined up along the wall. All of it his. None of it enough.
 

  
    Chapter Six
The Smallest Mark
The room above the shop was sparse but clean, Mary’s influence. A candle burned on the small table by the window, its flame steady in the still air. In a wooden cradle, a baby slept. George. Their firstborn. His face was red and wrinkled, his fists clenched even in sleep, as though he arrived in the world braced for argument.
William sat beside the cradle, doing something he had not done before. He was still. His hand rested on the cradle’s edge, rocking it gently with a motion so slight the cradle barely moves. His face showed something unguarded. Barely visible. Gone if you blinked.
Mary watched from the bed. William Boog, not moving, not planning, not calculating foot traffic or measuring shopfronts. Just sitting beside a cradle in candlelight, rocking his son, and the restlessness that drove him had gone quiet, and what was left was a man in a room with his child.
After a long moment, William rose. He moved to the table by the window and sat. From a drawer, he took out a single piece of paper. Clean, unlined, good enough for a letter. He had spent money on this.
He folded it once down the middle, pressing the crease sharp with his thumbnail. He took his time with the crease, then admired the blank paper for a brief moment. Then he opened it flat.
On the left half, at the top, he wrote in careful letters: MARY.
Below her name, he wrote: George.
He looked at what he had written. Two names. His whole world on one side of a folded piece of paper. The ink was dark and clean on the pale surface. The letters were steady. Not the letters of a man with uncertain hands, but of a man who understands that what he was writing mattered more than any sign or invoice or advertisement he will ever compose.
He folded the paper along the crease. Tucked it into his breast pocket. Returned to the cradle. This was a new job for him.
Mary watched from the bed. She did not ask what he had written. She did not need to.
* * *
George grew. A week became a month, a month became several. The red wrinkled face smoothed and filled. His eyes settled into a steady dark brown, and they tracked William across the room whenever William came up the stairs from the shop. George was exploratory. His fingers found things. Mary’s collar. The edge of the cradle. William’s thumb, which George gripped with a weakness that reminded him that Dublin didn’t give out any favors..
William came upstairs one evening and found George on his stomach on the floor, chin up, arms pushing against the boards. Mary sat nearby, mending.
“He’s been doing that all afternoon. Lifting himself up and looking about.”
William knelt. George’s eyes got a bit wider. His arms shook. He looked at his father and his mouth opened into a wet, toothless shape that was not quite a smile and not quite a word. A sound came out, a single note, high and sharp, aimed at William as if he were supposed to understand it.
“He’s talking to you,” Mary said.
“Maybe he is asking if he’s old enough to help me in the shop.”
“He will, one day.”
By autumn, George pulled himself up on the leg of a chair. His fingers whitened on the wood. His legs trembled beneath him and his whole body swayed, but he held. William watched from the doorway with his leather apron still on and said nothing. George looked back at him, standing, unsteady, triumphant for three full seconds before his legs gave and he sat down hard. He did not cry. He reached for the chair leg again.
William came downstairs. Mary was wiping the counter.
“He stood up.”
“I know. He’s been trying it all week.”
“You didn’t tell me.”
“I wanted you to see it yourself.”
Winter came. George crawled fast across the floor, fast enough to reach the stairs before Mary could catch him. William built a gate from scrap wood, two short boards nailed across the top of the stairwell. George rattled it with both hands and howled at the obstruction. He had opinions. His voice carried through the floorboards and into the shop below, and customers looked up at the ceiling and smiled, and William pretended not to notice.
In the evenings, William rocked the boy. Not in the cradle anymore. George was getting too big for the cradle. William held him in his arms in the chair by the window and rocked with his boot heel on the floor, a slow rhythm, heel down, heel up, and George’s eyes would droop and close, and his breathing would shallow, and his body would soften against William’s chest. William rocked long after the boy was asleep. Mary watched and said nothing.
* * *
In March George was developing new abilities and new sicknesses. He had developed a cough. A small sound, dry, nothing to mark it. George fussed and coughed and Mary held him and it passed. Every child in Dublin seemed to have had a cough that winter. The damp came up through the floors and the wind off the Liffey carried whatever the river carried, and children coughed, and the coughing stopped, and nobody gave it further thought.
George’s cough did not stop. Within a week it deepened, from wet, to raspy, to dry, then back the other way.  The dry bark became something thicker, wetter, a sound that started in his belly and worked its way up through his chest. He coughed in fits, three, four coughs in a row, each one pulling him forward so his small body curled around itself. Then silence. Then the breath in.
The breath in was the sound. Exaggerated. A high, thin whistle on the inhale that came from the narrowest part of his throat. It did not sound like breathing. It sounded like air forced through a space too small to admit it.
Mary held him through the fits. She sat on the floor with her back against the wall and George against her chest, and when the coughing started she pressed him close and braced. His body convulsed with each cough, his face reddening, his eyes wide and wet and terrified. The inhale between fits was the worst. The silence before it lasted one second, sometimes two, and in that silence the room held its breath with him. Then the breath. Then the coughing again.
William heard it through the floor. He was at his bench. A customer was talking. The sound came through the boards, muffled, rhythmic, the cough and then the silence and then the high thin whistle of the inhale. William’s hands stopped. The customer kept talking. William stared at the ceiling.
“Apologies. My son is unwell.”
He closed the shop early. He went upstairs. George was in Mary’s arms, limp between fits, his face blotched red and white. The fits started again and the boy’s body seized, every muscle contracting at once, his back arching, his mouth open, a rope of saliva hanging from his lip. The sound filled the room. William stood in the doorway and could not move.
“He needs a doctor,” Mary said. Her voice was level. Her arms were shaking.
William went for the dispensary doctor. The man came in the afternoon, climbed the stairs without hurrying, listened to George’s chest through a wooden tube, and stood back.
“Whooping cough. The pertussis. Keep him upright during the fits. Steam from boiled water can help the breathing. Feed him what he’ll take. There’s nothing else to be done.”
“How long?”
“Weeks. Sometimes longer. The fever will tell you which way it’s going.”
The doctor left. His footsteps on the stairs were steady, unhurried. He had other houses to visit. Other coughs to listen to.
* * *
The days that followed had a terrible sameness. George coughed. The struggling inhale. He vomited from the force of the coughing. Mary cleaned it and held him, waiting for the next fit. The fits came in waves, sometimes minutes apart, sometimes an hour. The silence between them was not silence. It was a held breath, a room suspended, waiting for the sound to return. It always returned.
William boiled water on the stove and held George near the steam. The boy’s breathing eased for a moment, the wheeze softening, his eyes half closing. Then the cough came back and the easing was gone. William tried again. Boiled more water. Held him closer to the pot. Mary pulled him back.
“Not so close. You’ll burn him.”
“He breathes easier near the steam.”
“Not so close.”
Night was the worst. The coughing came faster in the dark. George’s small body worked through fits that left him gasping, spent, unable to cry. The whoop on the inhale grew louder. It carried through the walls of number seven and into the shop below and out into the street. A neighbor knocked once to ask if the child was all right. Mary answered the door with George on her shoulder, his face pressed against her neck, his breathing rapid and shallow. She said “I don’t know.” She closed the door.
George’s face changed. The redness became a darker shade, a bruised color around his mouth and eyes that did not go away between fits. His lips turned the color of a mussel shell. He stopped reaching for things. His hands lay open at his sides, palms up, fingers curled slightly, and he stared at the ceiling with the flat, exhausted gaze of someone much older. William and Mary both loved the feel of his warmth during snuggles, but George’s warmth now was becoming a warning sign.
On the ninth night, the fits slowed. Not because George was getting better. Because his body was running out of the strength to cough. The inhale grew thinner, higher, a sound that barely had enough air behind it to make itself heard. Mary held him against her chest and could feel his ribs working, each breath a separate effort, a deliberate mechanical act that a body this small should not have to think about.
William knelt beside them on the floor. He put his hand on George’s back. George was shirtless at this time. His ribs exposed. His breathing irregular. Another fit, but this time almost a minute had passed before he got a breath.
“Mary.”
“I know.”
She was rocking. Not for George. George was past being soothed by rocking. She rocked because her body had been doing it for days and did not know how to stop.
The last sound George made was a breath in, with his eyes closed. One final high, thin inhale, the sound of air being pulled through a passage almost fully closed. A weak whistle. Then nothing. The silence that followed was different from the silences between fits. Those silences held the promise of the next breath. This one held nothing.
Mary’s rocking stopped.
William felt the ribs go still under his hand. He did not move his hand. He left it there, on his son’s back, on the small cage of bone that had worked so hard for so many days and now had stopped.
The Liffey flowed outside. A cart passed. A voice called to another voice, and the second voice laughed, and the laughter faded down the quay.
* * *
A dispensary doctor came the next morning. He climbed the stairs without rushing and stood in the doorway for barely a minute. He looked at the cradle. He did not touch the child. He had seen this hundreds of times in this parish alone, and his face carried the flat expression of a man for whom infant death held no power to surprise.
“How old?”
“Eleven months,” William said.
The doctor nodded. He wrote down William Boog, 11 months. He recommended to William and Mary that George be buried at Glasnevin, that is where the poor buried their young. He turned and left, and his footsteps faded on the stairs without slowing.
William carried the boy down the stairs before dawn. The stairwell was cold, colder than the room above, and the stone walls held a chill that pressed through his shirt and into his arms where he held the small body. Mary followed. A neighbor had found a small white box from a coffin maker on Francis Street. William did not ask how much it cost. He did not want to know what charity felt like on a morning like this.
William had made an arrangement for a horse and carriage to take him and his little pine box to Glasnevin, a 45 minute horse carriage ride. “You can sit up here.” The carriage driver suggested. William did not reply. He sat next to the box in the carriage. His calloused hands that were always busy moving now sat still, his left hand pressed on the pine box.
They made their way over the bridge, past the Liffey, and north. William had seen this site many times, a coffin being pulled around town on carriage. He never expected he would be a passenger. Nobody offered sympathy, in fact, nobody looked at him. William was stuck with his thoughts and the persistent bumps in the ride.
At last the high walls of Glasnevin appeared, the iron gates standing open under the gray Irish sky. The father tightened his grip on the little coffin as the cart slowed. He would hand his son over to the gravediggers soon, and then the long walk back alone.
They buried George in a churchyard plot that held no stone marker. The earth was soft from rain, which was easy work for the gravediggers. William stood over the hole with one hand over his mouth. He didn’t cry. He was in disbelief. A priest said a few words that William made an effort to not remember afterward.
The paperwork was minimal, only Glasnevin knew of George’s birth and death dates. For William, George existed on one document only. A folded piece of paper in his father’s breast pocket.
Later. Mary had fallen into exhausted sleep. William sat at the table. He took the paper from his breast pocket. Unfolded it along the crease. The paper was warm from his body, slightly soft at the fold. The crease opened with a faint resistance, the fibres already learning the shape they would hold for decades.
There were the two names. Mary at the top. George beneath.
He picked up the pen. His hand hovered over his son’s name. The nib trembled, a single bead of ink ready to go. A long pause. Mary’s breathing, slow and deep. The candle fluttering.
Then, slowly, he draws a small X after the word George.
MARY. And below it: George X.
One stroke and then another, crossing, and his firstborn son was accounted for.
He folded the paper and put it back. He put his hand flat over it and held it there against his chest, pressing down.
* * *
Months passed. The grief did not disappear. It got incorporated, folded into their life. William stood outside number seven one morning, but he was not looking at his own shop. He was looking one door down at number six, a slightly wider storefront with a proper display window and better signage above the door. A TO LET sign had appeared in its window.
He watched the foot traffic. He counted under his breath. His eyes moved between his door and the one next to it.
That evening, he sat at the table upstairs. Mary mended a shirt across from him.
“Have you seen number 6? Next door?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“The front window is twice the size of ours. You could display six, maybe eight pairs of boots in that window. People walking the bridge would see them before they even reach the door. And the signage, Mary. There’s proper space above the door for a real sign. Not this little board I’ve got nailed up. A proper painted sign that says something.”
“We’ve been here barely two years, William.”
“A year and a half. And the storefront was the problem. I’m losing customers because they walk right past number 7 without a second look. Number 6 has a better front, a better window, and the landlord saw to the upkeep. It’s right next door, Mary. We’d barely have to carry anything.”
Mary set down her mending. She gave him a long, level look, the look she reserved for moments when his ambition was outrunning his sense.
“It’s next door, William.”
“Exactly! We could practically throw our things from one door to the other.”
“Don’t you dare throw my curtains.”
“I’ll carry them like a baby. Both hands.”
Mary was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice had changed. Lower. Thinner.
“I also wouldn’t mind leaving this room. Every time I look at that corner...”
She did not finish. William’s grin faded. He reached across the table and took her hand. George was in every shadow of number seven. In the space where the cradle stood. In the silence that lives in the corner where a baby should be making noise.
“A fresh start, then. Right next door.”
Mary nodded. She picked up her mending again, but she was smiling. Small, private, relieved.
* * *
Number six. The storefront was broader, the display window proper, and the landlord kept the building in good repair. William arranged his best pairs of boots in the window angled to catch the light without clutter. The sign hung above a proper door, twice the size of the old one: W. BOOG — BOOTMAKER. Through the display window, the old number seven was visible one door down, already re-let to an iron worker’s assistant. William had moved one door to the left and called it progress.
The display window worked. Customers stopped. They looked. They came in.
* * *
Austin arrived in 1868. William touched the child’s hand, one finger against the impossibly small fingers, and his eyes carried George, but his face carried hope. Mary watched him hold Austin for the first time and could see him fighting the fear that this one might be taken too.
That night, he unfolded the paper on the table. Wrote Austin beneath George X. The ink was fresh. The X above it was dry.
Mary Margaret was born in 1869. The room upstairs was getting smaller, but louder, warmer. Austin toddled around on unsteady legs while Mary nursed the new baby. William came up from the shop covered in leather dust, scooped Austin up, and spun him until the boy shrieked. Mary rolled her eyes but she was beaming.
Letitia arrived in 1870. Named for William’s adopted sister’s middle name, the only piece of her he can carry forward. Three children under three. Mary managed the chaos with the quiet efficiency of a field general, moving through the cramped room in a choreography of nappies, feeding, soothing, and the occasional sharp word that stops a toddler in its tracks.
The paper grew. MARY at the top. George X. Austin. Mary. Letitia. A family taking shape in ink beneath a name that starts with love and carries death.
* * *
The room upstairs had become a battlefield. Three children were asleep in various configurations. Austin lay sideways on the mattress, arms flung wide. Mary Margaret had kicked her blanket off. Letitia, the newest, slept in a drawer that serves as a makeshift cradle, her tiny fists clenched above the folded dishcloth that passes for a pillow.
William sat on the edge of the bed, pulling off his boots. Mary folded laundry in the only square foot of floor that was not occupied by a child or a piece of furniture.
“I stepped on Austin’s hand this morning.”
“I know. I heard him from downstairs.”
“There’s no room, Mary. I can’t get from the bed to the door without stepping over two children. Austin sleeps with his arms out like he thinks he’s a bird. And the laundry. I’ve got nappies drying over my workbench. A customer watched me pull a nappy off a pair of boots yesterday.”
“Where else am I supposed to dry them? The room is what it is.”
“That’s exactly my point. The room is what it is, and what it is, is too small for five of us. Six, counting the next one.”
Mary’s hands pause on the laundry. She looked at him. “The next one?”
“I’m just saying. At the rate we’re going.”
“At the rate you’re going. Don’t put that on both of us.”
William was quiet. Mary knew this silence, the loaded silence of William Boog working up to something. She stopped folding.
“Oh no. No. William.”
“Number 13.”
“You cannot be serious.”
“Listen to me.” He leaned forward, animated, his hands already describing the shape of the thing he has been building in his head for weeks. “Number 13 is the corner unit, right at the foot of the O’Connell Bridge. Every single person who crosses that bridge walks past number 13. I’ve counted them, Mary. I stood outside and counted. Between two and four o’clock, more people pass that corner than pass this shop in an entire day.”
“You’ve been standing on the street counting people.”
“For three weeks.”
“Three weeks.”
“And the rooms above are bigger. Proper rooms, Mary. You’d have space to breathe. The children would have space to crawl around without ending up under my workbench. And the rent, yes, it’s more, but the foot traffic will more than cover it. Number 13 is where the money is. I can feel it.”
Mary looked around the cramped room. Austin had rolled onto Mary Margaret, who had not woken up because she was used to it. Letitia slept peacefully in her drawer.
“This will be our third home on Aston’s Quay. People will think we’re running from something.”
“We’re not running from anything. We’re running toward the corner with all the money.”
“You’re impossible. You know I don’t like change. I don’t like this.”
“I know. But you married me anyway.”
He smiled. That wide, certain, impossible smile.
“Fine,” Mary says. “But you’re carrying every last thing. And this time, William Boog, if you so much as look at another shopfront on this quay, I will nail your boots to the floor.”
He pulled her close. She let him, her face against his chest, her hands still holding the mending. He gave her a hard kiss on her hairline.
“You won’t regret it,” he said into her hair.
“I already regret it,” she said, muffled against his chest.
She knew this. She had always known this.
She closed her eyes against his chest and held on.
 

  
    INTERLUDE
Grants Pass, Oregon. 1925.
 
William stops talking.
The mountains are still green. The light on the desk has not moved much. They have not been here long.
Hollis watches him. Over a page of notes have been taken. His pen is still. He does not ask a question. He has been an attorney long enough to know when a man is not finished, only gathering what comes next.
A cart passes on G Street below. The wheels grind against packed dirt and the sound rises through the floorboards and fades.
“Do I dare ask how many places you moved to in Dublin?”
William rolls his shoulders once. Settles.
“I’ll get to that. After that, things moved quickly.”
 

  
    Chapter Seven

    The Corner with All the Money
Number thirteen Aston's Quay. The corner unit. 1870.
William was right. He was almost always right about commerce, which was one of the more infuriating things about being married to him. The shop commanded the foot of the O' Connell Bridge, and its display window wrapped around the corner, visible from two directions, the quay and the bridge approach. Every person who crossed from the north side of the Liffey to the south walked past William Boog's boots. Every carriage, every cart, horse powered tram, every gentleman on his way to business and every lady on her way to the department stores passed within arm's reach of his signage. The rooms above were noticeably larger. Mary could breathe.
William hung his sign with the care of a man who believed this was the last time he would hang it. The letters were the same, W. BOOG — BOOTMAKER. But they were larger now. The board was wider, the paint fresh. The sign hung above a corner door that faced two streets at once.
Mary stood in the doorway, holding Letitia on her hip. Austin and Mary Margaret. chased each other around the empty shop floor, their footsteps echoing off the bare walls. Mary looked up at the sign, then back down the quay toward number six, and further still toward number seven. Three shops, three homes, all on the same stretch of Dublin waterfront.
"Your pa has dragged us up and down this quay like a man looking for his hat," she said to Letitia, bouncing her. "And do you know what? I think he's finally found it."
Letitia grabbed Mary's nose. Mary laughed, a real laugh, full and warm.
* * *
Customers streamed in off the bridge. William was busier than he had ever been, two, three customers waiting at a time. He worked with a new urgency and confidence, the confidence of a man who had bet correctly and knew it. The display window showcased his finest work, and people stopped to admire the boots before they even intended to buy. He hired a young lad to sweep and carry. A thin boy with quick eyes and quiet hands, who took the broom without being told twice.
Teresa arrived in 1870. Mary held the new baby while the other three children peer at their sister with varying degrees of interest. Austin poked Teresa's foot. She kicked. He jumped back, delighted.
"She kicked me!"
William stood in the doorway, beaming. "That's a Boog for you. Comes out fighting!"
"She gets that from me, not you," Mary said from the bed, exhausted but smiling.
He unfolded the paper. Wrote Teresa beneath Letitia. Five names under Mary's now. One with an X. Four without.
* * *
William sat at the counter with a piece of paper, writing with the concentration of a man defusing a bomb. Mary came down from upstairs, Teresa on her hip, and found him hunched over the page.
"What are you writing? A letter?"
"An advertisement. For the paper."
She set Teresa down in a small pen William built from scrap wood, four boards nailed into a square with a blanket on the bottom, and came to look over his shoulder.
"An advertisement. In the actual newspaper?"
"The Irish Times. Every man in Dublin reads it. Every man in Dublin needs boots."
"And how much does an advertisement in the Irish Times cost?"
The slightest pause. "It's an investment."
"That's not a number, William."
He read what he had written, his voice taking on the cadence of a man who had rehearsed this in his head a dozen times: "'13 Aston's Quay. Extraordinary Reduction in the Prices of Ladies' and Gentlemen's Dress and Walking Boots. Ladies' Boots from 6 shillings 6 pence to 11 shillings 6 pence. Gents' Dress and Walking, from 10 shillings 6 pence to 12 shillings 6 pence. Our Best Dress Boots, Walking Boots, and Watertights, from 13 shillings 6 pence to 16s shillings."
He looked up at her, proud. She was listening. He saved the best for last.
"'We keep nothing but our Own Manufacture, as we don't Encourage Northampton Trash.'"
He grinned. Mary stared at him.
"Northampton Trash?"
"Northampton Trash. That's what it is and that's what I'll call it. English factory boots falling apart after a fortnight. I won't have it in my shop and I won't have it on this quay."
"You're putting that in the paper? 'Northampton Trash'?"
"In bold, if they'll let me. 'William Boog, 13 Aston's Quay. Near O' Connell Bridge.'"
"You're going to start a war with every English bootmaker in Dublin."
"Good. Let them come. I'll make them a proper pair of boots and they'll never go back."
She kissed the top of his head. "You're mad. Put it in the paper."
He folded the advertisement carefully and tucked it into his jacket.
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The Irish Times - April 7th, 1870
* * *
William Jr. arrived in 1871. Mary held him up and gave William a look. Finally a living second-born male, one who can carry on the first name.
William took his namesake and held him tight to his chest. He opened his mouth to speak, and nothing came. For once in his life, William Boog was out of words. The terror, the pride, the weight of giving a child his own name, the knowledge of what that name has meant and what it might yet mean.
"You're out of words, and I'm out of energy," Mary said from the bed, dead tired. "My body needs to rest. I need to rest."
She raised her voice to the room. "Boog family, you'll have to put up with foul-smelling garments for a while."
William laughed, a real, full laugh that filled the room and startled Austin, who toddled over to inspect his new brother with the curiosity of a cat.
That night, William sat at the table and added William to the paper beneath Teresa. Six names now under Mary’s. One with an X. Five without. He folded the paper along its slightly-worn crease and put it away.
* * *
William Junior grew through the winter and spring. He was stronger and thicker than George and Austin was, which was a relief for William and Mary this time.
By summer he was sitting up; by August he was pulling himself along the floor on his belly. He pulled himself near to anything bright or forbidden, especially the lamps. His grip was slightly stronger than George's. Maybe that was evidence of the Boog family being more nourished and better off at this time. William noticed this but never said anything about it. 
In the evenings William held his namesake in a chair and rocked him, just as he’d done with his previous two boys. The motions were the same, the only thing different were the boys. William studied his boy, envisioning what his life would be like without struggle when he gets older. The creaking sound on the floor was haunting. It was a part of life. It was a sign of life.
Even though William now had a 4, 3, 2 and 1 year old, he finally had his namesake. Austin would put funny things on William Junior’s head and giggle. Mary Margaret tagged along in the fun. Letitia would get jealous at the attention, and in turn, put her attention toward Teresa, who herself was so young she had no idea what was going on.
By October, the Boog house had a hum to it. A lot of noise. A schedule. A routine. Sometimes meals, sometimes no meals. Church. A community. Health and sickness. Teresa had caught a stomach bug, which was likely caused by her putting anything she could find in her mouth. Within a week, she fought it off and recovered.
Shortly after, William Junior was trying to eat food early in the day. Noisy, alert, healthy. He sat on Mary’s lap and flung porridge. A normal day in the Boog house. He got sick shortly after as well. 
By midday, his skin was hot. Not just hot, this was a fever the Boogs had never felt before. It was almost as if William Junior had hot coals under his skin. The smell came next. William Junior’s body emptied itself in waves. Mary kept changing the diaper cloths and they would soak through. She was running low on cloths. The room above the shop filled with a smell that was sweet and foul all at once.
William came up from the shop. He stood in the doorway. The smell hit him, and while normally he would make a joke about it, something inside of him stopped himself.
“How long has he been like this?”
“Since late morning. He won’t take water. I’ve tried.”
William knelt beside them. The boy’s face had changed. The normal strength he’d expect to see was gone. Junior’s skin was pale, lips were cracked, and his hot skin tried to cool itself with tiny beads of sweat that were of no use. William immediately sent his other children to be with a neighbor. He couldn’t risk more than what was already happening.
They sent for the dispensary doctor. He couldn’t make it until morning. The three of them slept through the night, hanging on to any sliver of hope they had. The candle had an audible flicker and danced shadows on the wall. The rest of the room was still. Junior’s eyes were staring into nothing. His eyes slowly closed as he fell into a sleep. They all needed sleep at this point, and within 10 minutes, all three of them were in their dreams.
They awoke with a knock on the door. It was the dispensary doctor. William looked at Mary and Junior, still sleeping, and went to the door. He told the doctor the symptoms and hurried him up the stairs. When they got to the room, Mary was awake. She was not saying anything.
“Mary, the doctor is here.”
She didn’t look up from William Junior. A tear ran over the curve of her cheekbone, dripped off her chin, and onto William Junior's lifeless body. 
“Mr. Boog, I’m sorry for this. Diphtheria is ruthless. I have to see it far too often. It’s very common unfortunately.”
The doctor proceeded to analyze William Junior, without emotion. His conclusion stood. He had many more appointments to get to.
William went to his lifeless boy, and laid his hand on him. He felt guilt and embarrassment. Austin would now be his focal point. His son who could pass on the Boog name. For now, William had arrangements to make.
William knew the road this time. He knew the carriage would be waiting. He knew how the pine box felt under his hand, the rough grain, the nails not fully countersunk. He sat next to it again, his hand pressed flat against the lid, and the carriage pulled north over the bridge, past the Liffey, through streets he had traveled five years ago carrying a box the same size.
The same bumps in the road. The same silence from the driver. The same indifference from the city, the carts and pedestrians and dogs that did not look up when a small coffin passed. The only difference was a burnt orange sunrise that fought through the morning fog. 
The high walls of Glasnevin appeared. The gates stood open under the gray sky. William tightened his grip on the box as the carriage slowed. The gravediggers were waiting. He handed his son to them.
They buried William Jr. in the same section as George. No stone. The ground was soft, same as before. A priest said words. William did not try to remember them. He had already forgotten this priest’s words once and the effort of forgetting a second time did not require effort at all. He wanted this over with. He wanted to go back and protect Austin.
He walked back alone. Forty-five minutes on foot. He did not hire a carriage for the return. He walked south through streets that looked the same as they had looked when George died. The Liffey was the same, the shop was the same, and the sign above the door still read W. BOOG — BOOTMAKER, none of it had changed, yet two of his sons were in the ground behind him.
That evening, Mary grieving on her own and managing the kids, William sat at the table. He took the paper from his breast pocket. Unfolded it. The paper. still fresh, was getting more use than William wanted it to. He found his namesake. William. He picked up the pen. He prepared himself for another surrender.
Two sons. Eleven months each.
He drew the X.
MARY. George X. Austin. Mary. Letitia. Teresa. William X.
He folded the paper. Put it back. He did not press his hand against it this time. He sat at the table and stared into nothing until the candle burned itself out.
* * *
A different flow to life happened at number 13. William worked before dawn and after dark, his bench lit by candle. He was not just surviving anymore. He was trying to build something that outlasted him, while running from the death that was haunting him.
The newspaper advertisement brought new customers. A man walked in one morning holding a clipping from the Irish Times, the advertisement circled in pencil, and asked for a pair of watertights. William caught Mary's eye across the shop. She gave him the smallest nod, a concession so restrained it barely qualifies as acknowledgement. He would be insufferable about this for weeks.
Once in a while, in the lull between customers, William stood at the shop window and watched the boats on the River Liffey. These boats were small since the bridges were so close to the water.  His eyes followed them until they rounded the bend and were gone.
* * *
A low-ceilinged pub off Aston's Quay. The year was 1872. The air was thick with pipe smoke and the sour sweetness of spilled stout. William sat at a table with two Irish laborers he had befriended through boot repairs, a dockworker with hands like shovels and a second man, wiry and sceptical, who questioned everything including the quality of his own pint.
William sipped his Guiness. Once it hit his tongue, a dark, rich flavor that was sweet accompanied the very slight carbonation. After a hard day's work, it went down a little too smoothly.
"You heard about O'Malley, right?" the dockworker said.
"Which one, there's tons of em."
"Patrick! You know, walks with a gimp... patchy beard... Sean's brother."
"What about him... that he was caught stealin?"
"There's more to it than that. We know he stole a snuff box, wanting to enjoy a pipe like the rich folk. Apparently Mayor Bulfin set down his snuff box in Stephen's Green and stepped away shortly. O'Malley stole THAT!"
"He's a dead man," William said. "And he'll never find work again. Poor bastard. Ha!"
It felt good to joke around with friends to William. His life had pulled him down to places he didn’t want to go to.
"No difference here, work around here is dryin up anyways!"
The dockworker leaned in. "My cousin wrote from New York. Says there's work for any man with hands and a backbone."
"Aye, and half the ones who go end up in the same slums over there. Just with an American accent."
"But it's different, isn't it? Over there, they don't care where you're from. You work, you eat. You don't work, you starve. Same as here, except there's more to eat. No famines like we got here."
William listened. He was quiet, unusually so. He turned his glass slowly on the table, the stout leaving a dark ring on the wood. He looked left, then right, down at the ring, then back to his friends.
"No famines? How much for passage?"
Both men looked at him.
"Mr. Fancy Boots here wants to go to the United States!"
They laughed, loud, loose, deep in their cups. William smiled, but the smile did not reach the part of his brain that was already doing arithmetic.
"Nah, I have four kids..."
He stood motionless.
"...that are alive, anyways. Besides, I'm plenty busy at work. But... it would cost a fortune."
"Fancy boots, City of Paris. Remember the name. There's the ship City of Paris. I've seen it. But you'd have to travel down to Cork to catch it. That ship... it's slow, but if you save enough, it's affordable. For you, Fancy Boots, I've heard that first class tickets can be as low as 15 to 20 pounds!"
They laughed again. William laughed along.
"We wouldn't consider first class. Don't they just pile you up underneath? People are leaving here in droves. It can't be that expensive."
The dockworker's face changed. He looked at William carefully. This man realized the joke was no longer a joke.
"William, that's... well let's just say you better start savin'. You've got plenty of kids and a wife. I think last I heard was 6 to 7 pounds per person."
William took a slow drink. Set the glass down.
“You’re considering this, aren’t you?”
"Aye, do the Irish earn more money there?”
“At least ‘tree times as much. At least. My cousin says he once made 80 United States dollars in a month.”
“It’s no paradise, be warned. People still get sick and die. They are still slums. And you have to deal with a different culture. A lot of folk aren’t too fond of the Irish. You’d really have to charm your way around if you want to survive. It might be rough here but we’ve got family. That’s a big gamble to go to a place that doesn’t welcome you with open arms.”
William sat with that. The numbers are what stood out to him the most.
“Eighty dollars in a month? Then I'd better start saving tonight. Looks like you'll be buying the next round!"
The pub swallowed their laughter. Three men at a table, pints between them, voices lost in the noise. But one of the three was not laughing the same way anymore. One of the three was counting.
* * *
Late night. Number thirteen, upstairs. The children were asleep, four of them arranged across the room. Austin lay sideways. Mary Margaret had thrown her blanket off. Teresa and Letitia were tangled together.
Mary sat on the bed, mending a shirt by candlelight. William sat across from her on a stool. The candle threw long shadows.
He was gathering himself. Mary sensed it. She had been married to this man long enough to read the silence that preceded his biggest ideas, the stillness before the plunge.
"Say it, then."
"America."
Mary's hands stopped moving. She did not look up. The needle held still, mid-stitch, and the silence that followed pressed against the walls and changed the air in the room.
"When?"
"When I can pay for all of us. A year. Maybe two."
"And go where?"
"New York first. Then wherever there's work. I've heard Boston has Irish by the thousands. I could keep my craft. If not, I know there are farm hands, painters, laborers. I could learn a new trade. Start fresh."
Mary finally looked up. Her face held everything at once. Fear. Exhaustion. Anger.
“Six of us on a ship.”
“Six of us in America.”
“How are you so certain that you can pull this off?”
“A man can do whatever he sets his mind upon.”
Mary looked toward the corner where the children slept.
“George is buried here, William. Junior is buried here.”
It landed. William absorbed it in brief silence. A crease deepened between his eyes. He looked at his hands.
“I know. I cannot bury a third. I will carry them with us. Every mile.”
Mary set the mending down in her lap. She did not go back to it. She looked at him with the steadiness she had carried since Stephen Street. Not anger. Not surrender. A woman drawing a line.
“No.”
William opened his mouth. She stopped him.
“I have followed you from Michael’s Lane to Stephen Street to this quay and to that quay and to the next one. I have scrubbed floors pregnant and wrung sheets until my hands bled and buried two children and bore five more. And I have said yes every time, William. Every time you stood in a doorway with that look on your face I have said yes.”
Her voice was steady. Her hands were still.
“I can’t live with change like this. We have a community. I have a family. You keep asking me to change. It scares me, William. You are impossible! I’m sorry, but the answer is no. We have four children asleep on that floor and I will not put them on a ship because you saw the ships on the river and started counting.”
William held her gaze. He had no answer for this. Everything she had said was true.
“Then we stay,” he says. “We stay in Ireland.”
Mary picked up the mending. She made three stitches. Neither of them spoke. The candle guttered and steadied. William pulled off his boots and lay down on his side of the bed with his back to the room. Mary sewed until the shirt was done, folded it, set it on the chair. She blew out the candle and lay in the dark, listening to the four small bodies breathing on the floor.
She did not sleep.
* * *
Three days passed. William did not mention America. He worked in the shop. He hung a new display in the window. He repaired a pair of boots for a solicitor on Parliament Street and charged him two shillings over the usual rate because the man had been rude to Mary the last time he came in. He did not watch the ships.
Mary watched him not watching them. She saw the effort it cost him. The way he kept his eyes on the bench when a vessel passed the window. The way he swept the floor a second time rather than stand at the glass.
On the third morning, Mary left the children with Austin in charge and walked out of number thirteen alone. She did not tell William where she was going. He was at his bench. He heard the door close and looked up, but she was already gone.
She walked west along the quay, past the shop fronts and the carts, past the coal barges tied at the wall, to where the river widens and the last of the bridges gives way to open water. The wind off the Liffey was cold and smelled of salt and tar and the wet stone of the quay walls. She stood at the railing and watched a ship move slowly toward the harbor mouth, its hull low in the water, its wake spreading in a dull V behind it. Gulls followed the ship and then gave up, one by one, peeling off and circling back to the quay.
She had never stood here like this. She had walked past this spot a thousand times carrying water, carrying laundry, carrying children. She had never stopped. She had never watched where the ships go.
The river bent south toward the bay. Beyond the bay was the Irish Sea. Beyond the sea is the Atlantic. She could not see any of this. She could only see the gray water and the gray sky and the gulls circling back to the same stretch of quay they always circle back to.
She stood there for a long time. A dockworker passed behind her and glanced at her once and kept walking. A woman with a basket of fish on her arm nodded. Mary nodded back but did not move.
She was not thinking about William. She was thinking about the quay wall under her hands and the fact that she had touched this same stone for fifteen years and never once looked over the edge to see what was past it. She was thinking about the wash house on Stephen Street, the tenement on Michael’s Lane, the three shops on this same stretch of waterfront. She had moved from door to door to door, always within sight of the same river, and every door had been William’s door.
The wind changed. She pulled her shawl tighter. She watched one more ship round the bend and disappear.
She walked home. She came in through the shop door. William was at his bench, cutting leather. He looked up. She stood in the doorway with the cold still on her face.
“I walked to the end of the quay,” she says.
He waited.
“I’ve been looking at that river for fifteen years and I’ve never once watched where it goes.” She pauses. Her hands gripped the shawl at her chest. “I’ll go, William. I’ll take the children and I’ll get on whatever ship you find and I’ll go.”
William set down the knife. His face opened.
“But I’m not going because you’re chasing the sun. I’m going because I’ve been standing on this quay long enough, the ghosts of the boys have found me too.”
She held his gaze. He did not speak. There was nothing in that moment that required him to speak.
“Fix the trunk,” she said. “The latch is broken.”
William exhaled. He nodded once, got up, and went to the trunk in the corner. The latch was broken, as she’d said. He turned it over in his hands, examining the hinge.

  
    Chapter Eight
Westward
The mathematics of escape were brutal. It was counted in coins on a workbench by candlelight, in boots finished before dawn and repaired after dark, in every job that comes through the door of number thirteen accepted without hesitation. William worked with the focused intensity of a man building an ark in dry weather. The rain was coming and the boat had to be ready.
Mary took in washing. Her hands, already cracked from years at the wash house on Stephen Street, split and bleed and heal and split again. She wrung sheets with the same fierce strength that first caught William's eye through the steam a decade ago, but now the strength was aimed at something. Each sheet wrung was a fraction of a pound, each bundle carried was a step closer to a dock in Cork. Even the children helped. Austin, six years old and as serious as a magistrate, carried bundles of mended clothes through the streets with the grim determination of a boy who has absorbed, through some osmosis of the blood, his father's refusal to be still.
William sold a pair of boots to a wealthy customer and got a better price than expected. He allowed himself a moment. A pause, standing at the counter, the coins warm in his palm. Then the moment passed and the arithmetic resumed.
Behind a loose brick in the wall of the shop, a small tin. William added coins. Counted. Not enough. He added more. Counted again. The seasons changed outside the window. Rain, gray skies, a rare burst of sun that turns the Liffey gold for an hour before the clouds return. The tin filled.
He counted the coins one final time. His face changed. He looked at Mary across the room. She was watching him. She knew.
* * *
April 1873. The room above number thirteen was nearly empty. Their belongings were packed into a battered trunk and several bundles. The children slept in a pile on the bare floor, tangled together for warmth, their breathing the only sound in a room stripped of everything that made it theirs.
William sat by the window. Mary came and sat beside him. The city hummed outside, Dublin doing what Dublin did, indifferent to who stayed and who left.
He sat in the quiet. Four of them were breathing in a pile on the floor behind him.
"I won't miss the smell," Mary says.
William laughed. Quiet, genuine. "The River Liffey at low tide. That's God's honest punishment."
"I'll miss the light, though." She pauses. "The way it comes through in the afternoon, just before it rains."
Her eyes drifted to the window. Her hand found William's arm. She held it, not too loose and not too tight. In the holding was everything: the life they built here, the child they buried here, the version of themselves that existed on these streets. The boy at the furniture-maker's window. The girl in the wash house steam. The young couple walking in opposite directions from a church.
"There's light where we're going, Mary. Different light. Wider."
"You don't know that."
"No. But I believe it."
She rested her head on his shoulder. They sat together in the dark. Outside, the gas lamps flickered on Stephen Street, on Aston's Quay, on all the places William Boog once stood and dreamed of something more.
* * *
Pre-dawn. The street was empty. The gas lamps still burned, making wet cobblestones appear as if they were glowing. William loaded the trunk onto a hired cart while Mary gathered the children. They were half-asleep, bundled in too many layers for the journey south, their small faces puffy and bewildered. On her way out for the last time, Mary grabbed the door frame and leaned into it.
William took one last look at his shop. He left some of his tools as well as his now empty tin. The sign, W. BOOG — BOOTMAKER, still hung above the door of number thirteen. He did not take it down. He did not reach up and touch the letters the way he did when he first hung it, the way he did at number seven, the way he did on Stephen Street when the paint was still wet and his name existed on something fixed in the physical world for the first time. He just looked at it. Then he turned away.
The cart pulled out. The family rode south through streets they will never walk again. The cobblestones of Dublin passed beneath the wheels. Stephen Street, where he was born, where he watched the furniture-maker through the glass, where Mary wrung sheets in the wash house steam. Michael's Lane, where she took his hand for the first time. Aston's Quay, where his name hung above three different doors. All of it sliding past in the shade of a Dublin morning that did not know it was the last.
* * *
Queenstown. County Cork. A hundred and fifty miles south of Dublin and a different Ireland entirely.
The harbor opened like a mouth to the Atlantic. The town climbed the hillside in rows of painted houses. Yellows, blues, pinks. Cheerful colors that feel almost cruel against the mood of the people below. The quayside was packed with emigrants. Hundreds of them. Families clutching bundles, old women weeping, young men trying to look brave and failing. A priest moved through the crowd offering blessings to people who may or may not want them. Children ran between legs, not yet understanding what was happening.
And dominating the harbor, the City of Paris. A three-masted steamship, her hull black and massive against the gray water. She was not beautiful. She was functional, built to carry human cargo across three thousand miles of Atlantic. Smoke curled from her single funnel. Eight hundred and sixty-three souls would board this ship.
William led his family through the crowd toward the gangway. A clerk sat at a small table, ledger open, pen in hand, recording names as passengers boarded.
William encouraged Letitia and Teresa to run up to the front. They were the smallest ones who could walk on their own, Letitia four, Teresa three. Letitia gripped her younger sister's hand and stepped up to the clerk with a composure that belonged to a much older girl. She faced the clerk with the same steady gaze that Mary once leveled at William through the wash house steam.
The clerk dipped his pen. "Names?"
"Letitia Boog. And this is Teresa."
The clerk wrote. Two names. The first two entries on a manifest of eight hundred and sixty-three. Passengers number one and number two on the City of Paris were a four-year-old girl and her three-year-old sister, and neither of them was crying.
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Letitia and Teresa were the first two to board the City of Paris in 1873
 
Mary followed with Mary Margaret. holding her skirt and Austin beside her. She was pregnant again, her belly forming a tiny bump against the fabric of her dress, and she walked forward with her eyes fixed on the ship.
William watched them and followed up later. Caught in the shuffle, separated by the tide of bodies pressing toward the gangway. The clerk had already moved on. William did not care about ledgers.
They passed an old woman sitting on a stone wall, rosary beads wound through her fingers, watching the emigrants board. She had watched this scene a thousand times. Sons, daughters, grandchildren, all walking up that gangway and vanishing into the hull of a ship and never coming back. She caught Mary's eye and crossed herself.
William stopped at the base of the gangway. He set the trunk down. For the first time, he was not looking forward. He was looking back. Not at Dublin, which was far behind them now, but at Ireland itself. The green hills above Queenstown. The spire of St. Colman's Cathedral, half-built, rose above the town.
His brow tightened. George and William Junior stayed in Ireland. The rest of them went west.
The sun was rising behind them. East. They were heading west.
He turned to Mary.
"Ready?"
Mary adjusted her dress. She looked at the City of Paris, this enormous, smoking, terrifying machine that would carry them away from everything they had ever known. She looked at him.
"I think I was ready since Michael's Lane."
William picked up the trunk. The family walked up the gangway. The children's small feet on the wooden planks. The creak of the ship. The cry of gulls. A captain called out orders from the deck above. Somewhere below, the engine rumbled to life, a low, steady vibration that climbed through the planks and into their bones.
Six figures ascended a gangway against the morning sky. Smallest to largest, silhouetted, moving toward something none of them could see and all of them were choosing.
The ship pulled away. Queenstown receded. The painted houses grew small. The green hills of Cork dissolved into mist. The old woman on the wall watched until there was nothing left to see.
The City of Paris pushed through the mouth of the harbor and into the open Atlantic. Behind her, Ireland. Ahead, three thousand miles of gray water. The morning sun caught the wake, a golden road on the surface, pointing west.

  
    PART TWO
The Dark Crossing & Boston
 
1873 – 1878
 

  
    Chapter Nine
The hold with blinking creatures
 
 
Darkness. Then the sound.
It came from everywhere at once, a low, constant groan of timber and iron as the ship moaned against the sea. Water dripped from the ceiling in steady, patient drops that found the back of a neck, the edge of a blanket, the bridge of a sleeping child’s nose. Coughing echoed through the hold. Whimpering. The muttered cadence of a man praying in Irish Gaelic somewhere in the dark.
The smell was the first thing you noticed. Unwashed bodies, bilge water, vomit, and something older that clung to the wood from every crossing before this one. The smell of human cargo, repeated and absorbed into the grain of the ship itself.
Steerage was a long, low hold divided by rough wooden bunks stacked three high. Hundreds of people packed together because that is, functionally, what they were. Families huddled in tight clusters. A child cried somewhere far down the row. A woman retched into a bucket. The bucket was already full.
The Boog family occupied a middle bunk. Mary lay on her back with one arm around Teresa, who was small enough to tuck against her ribs. Her other hand rested on her pregnant belly, the slight new bump pressing against the fabric of her dress. Her face was a mask of endurance. The older children pressed together in the bunk like a litter of pups. Austin, six, had his arm slung across Mary Margaret, five. Letitia, four, slept with a smile and calmness on her face.
William sat on the edge of the bunk, awake. His boots were off because there was nowhere to go. He stared into the dark hold, watching the shapes of eight hundred other human beings who had made the same impossible bet he did. His mouth was a tight line. He did not look afraid. He looked like a man running numbers he already knew the answer to.
The ship pitched. Everything slid. A tin cup rolled across the floor with a high, wandering note. A woman gasped. The timbers screamed in their joints.
William steadied his family with one hand against the upper frame, the other braced against the bunk rail. Mary Margaret’s eyes found his in the dark. He gave her the smallest nod. She closed her eyes.
 
*  *  *
 
The crossing unfolded in fragments. There was no narrative to it, no arc, no beginning and middle and end. There were only days, each one indistinguishable from the last, counted not by sunrise but by the quality of the light that filtered through the hatch.
Dawn. William carried Austin up the narrow steps to the deck. The boy’s eyes went wide at the sight of the open ocean. Water in every direction. No land. No end. No edge. Just the gray Atlantic rolling toward a horizon that never arrived. William held his son and said nothing. What would he say?
Below, Mary distributed hardtack, porridge and water to the children. She broke the biscuit into precisely equal pieces with her rough hands. Letitia gave half of hers to Teresa without being asked. Mary saw this and her eyes welled up, but she turned away before anyone noticed.
A storm came on the fourth night. The crew sealed the hatch and steerage became a coffin. The ship rolled until the world tilted sideways and the screaming started. Buckets overturned. Children wailed. In the chaos, William braced his family in the bunk with his body. Arms spread, back pressed against the upper frame, his legs locked against the rail. A human wall between his children and the pitching dark. Mary held the little ones against her chest and closed her eyes. She waited for it to pass or to kill them. It passed.
The calm sea returned. Fresh air and color poured through the open hatch and reached down into the hold like a hand. Austin couldn’t resist and with William’s permission, he headed above. Austin sat on deck with his legs dangling over the edge, watching the wake trail behind the ship in a white road that dissolved into blue. He was six years old and the world he knew had disappeared. He did not know that yet. He only knew the water was very blue.
Night again. The hold had a rhythm now. The sick coughed. The well slept. The ship groaned underneath all of it. Mary lay awake and took William’s hand and pressed it to her belly. He felt the baby kick. In this terrible place, in the stinking dark of a ship’s bottom, new life insisted on itself.
William lay in the bunk with his eyes open, looking up through the hatch at a stripe of night sky. Stars. The first clear night in weeks. His hand moved to his breast pocket. The paper was there, damp from the crossing, softening at the crease, but there. His lips moved in the dark. It’s doubtful he was praying to God. But he was saying something when no one was around. He might have been counting. He might have been reading names to the stars.
 
*  *  *
 
On the ninth morning, the hatch opened and passengers surged onto the deck, blinking like creatures emerging from underground.
And there it was.
New York. The harbor was a forest of masts and smokestacks. Castle Garden loomed on the shore. And beyond it, the city itself, a jagged, impossible skyline that looked nothing like anything these people had ever seen. Brick and stone and iron, packed tight along the shore, the buildings crowding each other for room. Immense and indifferent and unlike any place on earth they had been taught to imagine.
William stood at the rail with his family. Mary stared with her mouth open. The children crowded against the gunwale railing of the boat deck, craning to see. Even Austin, who had been quiet for days, was wide-eyed.
Around them, other passengers wept. Men performed the sign of the cross. Women fell to their knees. A woman held her baby up toward the shore. The baby squinted against the light.
William did not weep. He watched. His eyes moved across the skyline, the docks, the chaos of arrival, sizing it up the way he had once sized up a street in Dublin. Looking for the angle. The opening. The place where a man could plant his feet.
“Mother of God,” Mary whispered.
“We’re not staying here,” William said. His voice was steady. “This is the door. Not the house.”
 

  
    Chapter Ten

    Welcome to America. Next!
 
The cavernous rotunda of Castle Garden swallowed them whole.
The noise was overwhelming. Multiple languages at once, crying babies, shouting officials, the shuffle of thousands of feet on stone floors. Immigrants moved through lines that seemed to lead nowhere and everywhere at the same time. The air was thick with humidity and the sour smell of people who had not bathed in weeks.
The Boog family waited. The children sat on the trunk. Teresa had fallen asleep against Letitia, her small body curled sideways and perfectly trusting. Austin watched a German family arguing with an official, their hands flying, their voices rising. Mary Margaret held her mother’s hand and did not let go.
When they reached the front of the line, a processing clerk sat behind a small table with a ledger open and a pen in his hand. He did not look up.
“Destination?”
“New York or Boston,” William said.
“Work?”
“I was a bootmaker. Now looking for laborer work, perhaps a painter.”
“Laborer it is.” The clerk still had not raised his eyes. “Got any money?”
“What do you want with my money?”
The clerk looked up for the first time. His expression was flat. The face of a man who had asked these same questions since morning and would ask them again until dark.
“Your pounds are useless here. Hand over your money and we’ll convert it to real American money, or step aside and go play with your fantasy money.”
William hesitated. He reached into his coat, slowly, and produced the remainder of his savings. He placed it on the table. The clerk counted it, scratched a number in the ledger, and pushed a small pile of American bills and coins back across the surface.
“After conversion you get fifty one dollars and twenty cents. Welcome to America.”
The stamp came down. The clerk was already calling for the next in line before the ink was dry.
A clerk processed the Boog family into America in under two minutes.
 
*  *  *
 
Outside the depot, chaos wore a different face. Runners, hustlers, and con men circled the dazed immigrants like gulls around a fishing boat. Signs in six languages advertised boarding houses, train tickets, labor agents. Hands grabbed at sleeves. Voices called out promises in accents from every corner of Europe.
William pushed through the crowd, away from the hundreds of Irish who had been on that ship. He found himself surrounded by voices and accents he had never heard. He nodded at anyone who looked his way. Hat tips everywhere. “How do you do?” “Afternoon, sir.” He watched the Americans greet each other and joined in. Mary and the children watched him do it.
During these moments, with one hand on the trunk, the other reaching back to keep Mary close, a hand grabbed his arm. William turned, fist ready. But the man who held him was Irish. Broad-faced, missing teeth, wearing a well worn coat. His accent was pure Cork, softened by years in America.
“Easy, brother. I can hear the Dublin on ya from ten feet away. Just off the boat?”
“What’s it to ya?” William kept his fist half-raised.
“Nothing to me, I come in peace. God and Mary be with you.”
The Cork man released his arm and stepped back, palms open, showing he meant no harm. William shoots a brief look, ‘don’t give me this God business’.
“You stood out to me. Lovely family you’ve got. I was you, four years ago. Standing right where you’re standing with the same look on my face.” “Listen. You a tradesman?”
“Bootmaker. I had my own shop on the Liffey. I heard I could make a better living with painting. I will take a chance on that.”
“Have you gone mad? This place will chew you up and spit you out.” The man leaned in and lowered his voice, not out of secrecy but out of something closer to kindness. “Americans are not too fond of us Irish. The dream is dead for us, I’m afraid. I’m going back to our homeland. You should consider the same.”
William looked at Mary. She stood behind him holding the baby, surrounded by children, standing in the middle of a country she had never seen. She gave him the smallest nod. Wherever you go, I go.
“We’re going to Boston. How do I get there?”
“Grand Central Station. That’s where you need to go. Get on the train to Boston. It’ll take you six, seven hours. $5.20 per passenger, they may cut a deal for your little ones.”
William reached into his coat and counted the American bills. The arithmetic was quick and grim. 
“I can afford it.”
“You’re a brave man.” The Cork man clapped his shoulder. “Prince Street, the North End. Ask for any Irishman. They’ll sort you. May the Lord keep you in the hollow of His hand.”
He disappeared into the crowd. William watched him go, then turned to his family.
“Boston.”
 

  
    Chapter Eleven
Slums again, but with an American accent
 
Boston, Massachusetts. 1873.
Prince Street sat four blocks west of the harbor in Boston’s North End, close enough that the salt air reached the tenement windows on mornings when the wind came off the water. The street was narrow, brick-walled on both sides, and dense with Irish families who had arrived in waves since the Famine years. By 1873 the neighborhood had its own parishes, its own mutual-aid societies, its own ward bosses who could deliver votes and favors in the same handshake. The Irish had built themselves a village inside a city. They had also built themselves a cage.
William walked Prince Street for the first time carrying nothing but the trunk and whatever remained of the money from Queenstown. Mary walked beside him, looking skeptical. The older children trailed behind. Austin had Teresa by the hand. Mary Margaret walked alone. Letitia stayed close to her mother.
The cold hit first. Dublin had rain and damp, a gray chill that settled in the lining of a coat. Boston’s cold was something else. It came off the harbor and struck the face with blunt authority. The children had never felt wind with their actual teeth. Letitia pulled her collar up and kept walking. Teresa grabbed at the air as if she could catch it between her fingers.
South of here, the Great Fire had burned through whole blocks the previous November, and now the noise of reconstruction carried into the residential streets all day. Prince Street itself had not burned. What lived here was older damage. Tenements three and four stories high with barely eight feet of sky between them. Wooden staircases bolted to the backs of buildings. Clotheslines strung between windows so thick with sheets and undershirts that the sun lost its way before reaching the street. An Italian grocer had set up on the corner of Prince and Salem, his hand-painted sign in a language none of the Irish could read. The smell of garlic drifted into the evening cabbage air. The neighborhood was changing. Not yet. Soon.
Mary saw it all. Her face fell, just slightly. She recovered fast, because she always did, but William caught it.
“It’s temporary,” he said, low, just for her.
“That’s good, temporary is all you know anyways.” she said without looking at him.
That landed. William did not respond. They kept walking.
*  *  *
On their first Sunday in Boston they walked to St. Stephen’s on Hanover Street. The church sat between two tenement buildings. Its brick facade rose above the rooftops with a quiet authority that the surrounding architecture lacked. A bell rang from the steeple and the sound carried down Prince Street and into the alleys where the Irish were pulling on their best clothes and herding children toward the door.
Mary had pressed the children’s shirts with a flat iron borrowed from the woman next door. She had combed their hair with water and a wooden comb missing three teeth. She had scrubbed their faces until they shone. William wore his one good coat and a collar that Mary had starched stiff enough to hold a shape. He looked uncomfortable in it. He pulled at it twice on the walk over.
The church was full. Standing room along the back wall. The pews held Irish families packed tight. Men with thick hands folded in their laps. Women in shawls that had crossed the Atlantic. Children wedged between adults and told to be still. The priest was Irish himself, County Mayo by the sound of his vowels, and he spoke in English with occasional phrases of Latin that the older women mouthed along with him.
Mary knelt and performed the sign of the cross. She closed her eyes. Her lips moved. The children followed. All except William. He sat when others knelt. He was last to stand when others stood. He went through the sequence a half beat behind everyone else. He was here for Mary. She knew it. He knew she knew it. The arrangement had been in place since Dublin.
After mass the families spilled onto the footpath. The Irish network operated here the same as it had in Dublin. You arrived, you were absorbed, you were given directions to the nearest grocer and the name of a man who might have work. An older woman from Galway gripped Mary’s hand and asked where they were from and how many children and where they were living. Two men in paint-spattered coats shook William’s hand and asked what trade. A boy Austin’s age appeared and the two of them sized each other up and said nothing and ran off together toward the end of the block.
William watched the crowd thin. He noticed the men. The ones with trades moved differently from the ones without. A man with a skill had a certain set to his shoulders. A man looking for day labor kept his eyes lower. William had been reading bodies since Dublin.
Mary noticed the women. The ones who held their children close. The ones who held their children loosely. The ones whose children were already gone. She could read the losses in a woman’s face. The depth of the lines. The particular emptiness in the eyes. She saw two women standing apart from the group with expressions she recognized. She did not approach them. She simply saw them. She filed it away.
They walked home through the narrow streets. Children filled the gutters and chased each other between the carts. One boy stood on an overturned crate and pretended to be a preacher. His congregation was a stray dog and two smaller boys who pelted him with chestnuts. The dog took a chestnut in the mouth and trotted away looking satisfied.
Letitia watched the boy on the crate. She tugged at Mary’s hand and pointed. Mary looked. She did not smile but something behind her eyes softened for half a second. The children of Boston survived the same as the children of Dublin. Noise and motion and the refusal to acknowledge that anything was wrong.
*  *  *
Two rooms this time, a luxury by their standards. The building was brick, which felt sturdy after Dublin’s crumbling plaster. The hallway stank of cabbage and chamber pots, and the walls were thin enough to hear every argument, every prayer, every sneeze, every cough.
Mary set up the space with practiced efficiency. She had done this before. Michael’s Lane, Aston Quay, the ship, now this. Each time she built a home out of nothing. Blankets arranged just so. The children’s sleeping spots designated. A corner for cooking. Her hands did not pause. There was no surveying the room, no standing in the doorway deciding where things should go. She already knew.
William stood at the window. Outside, Prince Street pulsed with life. He watched a house painter across the street, up on a ladder, rolling whitewash onto a building facade. William studied the man’s technique. How he loaded the brush. The economy of his strokes.
His bootmaker’s hands flexed at his sides. Learning. Always learning.
*  *  *
Mary left the children sleeping before dawn. She had been awake for an hour already, listening to the building breathe, listening to the rats negotiate the walls, listening to window panes shutter from the wind, thinking of the similarities.
She took the basket and went out alone. Prince Street was mostly empty at this hour. A lamplighter was finishing his rounds on the opposite side. His pole tapped each lamp and the gas flames went dark one by one. The sky was still black but the horizon held a thin line of gray above the rooftops.
She walked toward the public pump on the corner of Salem Street. Two other women were already there. They nodded at Mary. She nodded back. The pump handle was stiff from the cold. Mary worked it with both hands until the water came. It was cloudy. She looked at it. Filled her jug anyway.
She continued up the block toward the small market that opened early for the women who came before their husbands woke. The vendor was an old Irishman from Cork who sold potatoes and turnips and whatever else he could source from the farms outside the city. His prices were fair. His produce was not always fresh. He did not pretend otherwise.
“Morning, missus.”
“Morning. Have you any oats today?”
“I do. They came in yesterday from a farm in Concord. Still good.”
Mary picked through the oats with her fingers. She pressed a few between her thumb and forefinger. Dry. Clean. No mold. She bought a measure. She bought two potatoes and an onion. She counted her coins in her palm before paying. William had left her a small amount for the week. She could stretch it. She had been stretching money since before she could read.
On the walk back she passed St. Stephen’s. The doors were open though mass had not begun. A candle burned in the vestibule. Mary stopped. She stood in the doorway for a long moment. The church was empty. The altar was plain. The air smelled of incense and cold stone. She did not go inside. She stood at the threshold with her basket on her arm and looked at the crucifix above the altar from twenty feet away.
She had not prayed in a while. Not properly. She had gone through the motions at mass. She had folded her hands and bowed her head because that was what a Catholic mother did. The words had stopped reaching whatever they were meant to reach. The line between her and God had gone slack. She could feel it hanging there. She did not know how to tighten it and she was not certain she wanted to.
“I am still here,” she said to the empty church. A prayer. A statement of fact. She said it aloud because she needed to hear her own voice in a space larger than the two rooms on Prince Street. The change was a lot for her, and she did not know if she was pleading or taunting. She paused and only heard her echo back. The guilt reaches her instantly. She performs the sign of the cross, puts her hands together, and genuflects. She slowly stands, and a peace settles over her. She smiles.
She turned and walked home. The street was filled with early morning workers. A man pushed a cart loaded with ice blocks toward the fish market. Two boys carried buckets of coal between them. A woman swept her front step with a broom that was missing half its bristles.
Mary walked through all of it. Straight and forward with her shoulders square. She was not lost. She knew exactly where she was. She was in Boston. Her children were upstairs in a tenement that smelled of cabbage. Her husband was sleeping on a floor he would leave before the sun was fully up. Her dead sons were in the ground in a city across the ocean.
She climbed the stairs. The building was waking up around her. She set the basket down and began to cook. The oats went into the pot. Water from the jug. A pinch of salt. She stirred.
Letitia was the first to wake. She came to the kitchen corner without being called. She did not speak. She picked up the small broom that Mary kept behind the door and began sweeping the area around the stove. The broom was too tall for her. She gripped it halfway up the handle and worked it with short deliberate strokes. The strokes didn’t lead anywhere, it was just cute. Letitia was just imitating what she had seen before.
“You were up early, Ma.”
“I was.”
“I peeked out the window. You walked toward the church. Did you go to the church?”
Mary paused her stirring. “Yes, dear. I didn’t stay, I stood at the door.”
Letitia swept in silence for a moment. Then she said something that Mary would carry for years.
“Seems like a good door to stand in.”
Mary looked at her daughter. Five years old. Standing in a Boston tenement with a broom she could barely manage. Saying profound things. The blurb and splat sounds emitted behind her. She turned back to the pot. The oats were thickening. She stirred them and did not speak.
Letitia went back to sweeping. The broom scraped the floorboards in short, even passes. She made a few small piles of dust and debris before she moved on. From the other room came the sound of the younger children shifting in their blankets, the small negotiations of bodies waking in a cramped space.
William came through pulling on his shirt. He looked at Mary. He looked at the pot. He looked at Letitia sweeping with a broom that reached past her head.
“Mmmm, it smells good,” he said.
“Sit down,” Mary said. “It will be ready soon.”
He sat. Mary ladled oats into a bowl and set it in front of him. She did not sit down herself. She stood with her back to the stove and watched the window where the first gray light was beginning to separate the rooftops from the sky. The church bell at St. Stephen’s rang once. A single low note that hung in the cold air and faded. Mary’s hand rested on the edge of the pot. She was listening to something. Not the bell. Not the children. Not the street. The space after the bell had rang.
* * *
A Saturday, weeks later. The children were with Austin in the room. Mary told William she was going to the market. She did go to the market. She bought oats and a turnip and a small piece of salt pork wrapped in paper that was already going translucent with grease. Then she kept walking.
She walked south through the narrow streets, past the tenements, past the storefronts with their hand-lettered signs, past two women arguing over a clothesline strung between their windows. She walked until the buildings thinned and the harbor opened up in front of her.
She had not been to the water since they arrived. The harbor was loud with commerce. Ships at the wharves, men hauling rope, carts loaded with barrels and crates. The smell was fish and salt accompanied by the stink of low tide. Nothing like the Liffey. Bigger. Rougher. The wind came off the open water and carried a cold she could feel in her bones.
She walked to the end of a wharf. The planks were slick with brine and she set her feet carefully. She stood at the edge with her basket on her arm and looked east across the harbor, past the islands, toward the open Atlantic.
The ocean she had spent nine days crossing was out there. Ireland was on the other side of it. George and William Junior were on the other side of it. Her family were on the other side of it. Every door she had ever walked through before this year was on the other side of it, and she was standing here in Boston with salt pork in a basket and no one beside her.
She stood there long enough for the cold to soak through her shawl. A fisherman mending a net on the next wharf looked up at her and looked away. She was another Irish woman at the waterfront. There were hundreds of them.
On the walk back she passed a cart selling apples. A farm cart, the man up from the country with a load of Baldwins, small and red and hard. Mary stopped. She looked at the apples. She counted the coins in her palm. She bought one. Not for the children. Not to cook with. She bought it and she ate it standing on the corner of Prince and Salem, the juice running cold over her fingers, the apple so tart her eyes watered. She ate it down to the core and threw the core in the gutter and wiped her hand on her skirt.
She picked up her basket and walked home. Her fingers smelled of apple all the way up the stairs.
 

  
    Chapter Twelve
Don’t Tempt Fate
That first week William walked to the harbor alone. Prince Street led east to the wharves in ten minutes. He followed it until the buildings thinned and the smell changed. Fish guts and brine and the black tang of coal smoke off the steamers. The harbor opened before him gray and wide and busy.
Long Wharf was loud with commerce. Men hauled cargo off ships in teams, shoulder to shoulder, the work governed by a foreman named Kennedy who stood on a crate and called names from a manifest. If you moved too slow, the next man took your place. William stepped closer. He picked up a crate from a stack near the gangway and carried it to the line. Nobody stopped him. He set it where the others were setting theirs and went back for another. The crate was heavier than it looked. Salt fish, packed tight. The brine had soaked through the wood and the rough planks bit into his fingers. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and tasted it. Sharp and mineral, nothing like the sea air off the Liffey. He carried three before Kennedy looked at him.
“Who are you with?”
“Nobody. Just got here.”
Kennedy looked at his hands. Bootmaker’s hands. Not dock hands.
“I ain’t payin ya today. Come back Monday. If you’re lucky, I’ll see what I’ve got.”
William walked home with his palms stinging and the smell of fish salt still on his skin. He flexed his fingers. The work was blunt. Lift, carry, set down, go back. No skill to separate one man from another. Just a body and a willingness to ruin it. He thought of Mary scrubbing his hands each night in Dublin. How she could read his whole day in the cuts and calluses. If he worked the docks, his hands would tell her nothing. They would be sore.
A steamer was tied at the far end of the wharf. Passengers were boarding. Going east. Back to wherever they had decided America was not for them. A woman carried an infant up the gangway without turning around. William watched her until she disappeared into the ship. He did not envy her. He envied her certainty.
He kept walking. The Cork man had said this would be tough. For the first time, William tried something physical and wasn’t certain about it. He wanted to quit. He also felt the sting of a trade that really didn’t want him back.
The neighborhood ran on paint. Every crew he had passed since Prince Street had brushes and ladders and work. He would find one by morning.
*  *  *
He entered the painting trade the same week. He approached a crew working a brownstone on the next block. The foreman was in his fifties, Irish, slender build and a sceptical eye. He looked William up and down. William did not flinch. The foreman shoved a brush into his hand and pointed at a wall.
William painted. Badly at first. Drips, uneven coverage, brush strokes visible in the dried surface. The foreman shook his head. William stayed late, scraped the wall clean, and repainted the section. Better. Not good. Better.
His hands learned a new language. The same hands that had stitched leather, that had held a dying child, that had counted coins by candlelight in a room above Aston’s Quay. He watched an older painter mix pigments. Lead white ground in linseed oil, thinned with turpentine until it ran smooth off the brush. Turpentine was what made the paint work. Too much and the coat went thin, chalked within a month. Too little and the brush dragged and the surface dried rough. The old man showed him the ratios. William memorized them the way he had once memorized stitching patterns. Not by writing them down, but by doing them until his hands remembered.
He came home at night with paint in his hair, under his nails, ground into the lines of his palms. Mary scrubbed his hands over a basin. The water turned white, then gray, then clear. It became their nightly ritual. His hands in hers over a tin basin. The day’s work dissolved in the water between them.
She studied his hands while she cleaned them. They had changed since Dublin. The bootmaker’s calluses were fading. New ones had formed along the palm where the brush handle pressed. The knife scars from leatherwork were still visible but they were being covered over by paint stains that never fully washed out. His hands were becoming a different instrument. She cleaned them as she had always cleaned them. With care. With attention to the details that told her where he had been and what he had done.
One evening she found a cut on his thumb. He had not mentioned it. She pressed the cloth against it and he flinched.
“When did this happen?”
“The scaffold joint. A nail was poking out. I caught it reaching for the brush.”
“You should wrap it.”
“It will heal on its own.”
“I said you should wrap it.”
She tore a strip from an old shirt and wound it around his thumb. Tight but not too tight. She tied it off with a knot so small it nearly disappeared into the fabric. William looked at the bandage. Then he looked at Mary. She was already drying her hands. The conversation was over. The thumb was wrapped.
He went to bed with the bandage still on. In the morning it was gone. Mary had removed it while he slept and replaced it with a cleaner strip. He did not ask how she had managed this without waking him. He knew better than to question the domestic operations of Mary Boog.
Weeks passed. His strokes grew confident. Clean lines, no drips. The foreman watched from below and nodded.
William received his first full week’s pay. He stood in the hallway of the tenement and counted the bills. More than bootmaking. More than Dublin. He allowed himself a moment. Then he folded the money, put it in his coat, and went inside to his family.
The painting crews gathered each morning on the corner of Prince and Commercial. Foremen came by in carts and called out the day’s jobsite. Men who had been hired stepped forward. Men who had not stood against the wall and waited. The wall had a certain population. It grew on rainy days when exterior work stopped. It shrank in summer when every hand was needed.
William stood at that wall for three mornings before the foreman took him on full time. He watched the other men. Their techniques. Their shortcuts. One painter mixed his white lead too thin. The coverage looked acceptable wet but chalked within a month. Another applied primer over damp wood. The paint bubbled by August. William filed these observations away. He learned as much from poor work as from good work.
The economy was turning. The Panic had hit in September. Banks collapsed. Shipping slowed. Dock jobs thinned out. Men who had unloaded cargo in August were standing against the same wall as the painters by October, and there were fewer walls to stand against. William watched the dock workers drift into the neighborhood looking for anything. He kept his head down and kept painting. A man who could finish a job clean and on time was harder to replace than a man who could lift a barrel.
He painted a row of townhouses on Beacon Hill that autumn. The neighborhood sat above the harbor on a steep incline. Walking from Prince Street to the jobsite took him through a different Boston. The streets widened. The buildings straightened. Brick facades gave way to brownstone. Iron railings replaced wooden fences. The people on Beacon Hill moved at a different speed. They carried parcels instead of bundles. Their shoes had been resoled by someone who cared about the work.
William noticed the shoes. He always noticed the shoes. He could tell a Northampton factory boot from a hand-lasted Irish pair at twenty paces. On Beacon Hill the shoes were American-made. Good leather. Proper heels. He missed the trade. His hands missed the awl and the last. Paint was what Boston offered and paint was what he would master.
From the top of his ladder on Beacon Hill he could see the harbor. The forest of masts. The steamships trailing smoke. The water was gray most days. Occasionally the sun broke through and the harbor turned a color that reminded him of the Liffey at golden hour. Not the same. Close enough to sting.
*  *  *
A rare evening of warmth. The family was together in the two rooms on Prince Street, and for once the walls were dry and did not feel like they were closing in. Mary had made a proper meal. Nothing extravagant, just pea soup and sausages, but real food cooked on a real stove. The smell of it filled the rooms and pushed back the cabbage and damp that lived in the hallway.
The children ate at a small table. Austin enjoyed how Mary added salt to the sausage, its savory salty juices squirted out on some bites. Otherwise, the pea soup was a standard for the Boogs.
Austin chimed in. “This morning I saw a dog chasing a cart down the street. It never stopped barking! Woof! Woof!” He dropped to his hands and knees, imitating the dog, fast and barking. He barked all the way across the room.
Mary Margaret, who was becoming quiet and serious like her father, smiled. The girls laughed at Austin. Austin made his way back to the table. Laughter and play was not a currency the Boogs were rich in. The air in the room shifted with it.
William sat back and watched his family. He had more opportunities here. The children were fed, laughing and alive.
Mary caught his eye across the table. She raised an eyebrow. Don’t tempt fate.
He raised his cup slightly. I know.
Outside, the harbor wind found Prince Street and pressed against the window glass. Somewhere below, a door banged open and a man’s voice called a name William did not recognize. The voice called again, sharper. Then nothing. Mary’s eyes moved to the window. She held them there a beat too long before turning back to clear the plates.
 

  
    Chapter Thirteen
Something in the Water
Mary was in labor again. By now she knew the rhythm of it. The pain, the waiting, the final terrible push. A neighbor woman helped. The older children had been sent to the hallway.
They lined up on the stairs outside the door. Austin, Mary Margaret, Letitia, Teresa. They sat in a row, listening. Austin put his arm around Teresa. The younger ones did not fully understand what was happening on the other side of that door. Austin did.
A baby’s cry came from inside the room. The children looked at each other. Letitia beamed ear to ear.
William entered the room a moment later. Mary held the newborn, a boy. She was exhausted but present. This was her seventh delivery. Her body knew the cost even if her face would not show it.
“Joseph,” she said.
William sat beside her. He touched the baby’s face. He pressed his thumb against the boy’s palm and gently squeezed. The boy squeezed back.
“Welcome, Joseph,” he said quietly.
He kissed Mary’s forehead. She closed her eyes. For a moment everything was still.
William glanced over by the doorway. Letitia beamed a smile with her eyes shut, and a wet line down her cheek. He paused. Teresa wore a flower in her hair.
That night, after Mary had fallen asleep, William took the paper from his breast pocket and unfolded it at the kitchen table. The crease was deeper now. The Atlantic crossing had softened the paper. On the left half, under MARY: George X. Austin. Mary. Letitia. Teresa. William X. He wrote Joseph beneath them. Seven children under Mary’s name. Still only two Xs. He refolded the paper and put it back. 
*  *  *
All five children were in the tenement on a cool afternoon, the noise of them filling the rooms to the rafters. Austin and Mary Margaret nominated themselves as leaders.
“We’re going to play London Bridge.”
“London Bridge is broken down, broken down, broken down...”
“Ma, what’s after that?”
“We used to call it High Gates. You bring your arms down on ‘my fair lady’ and capture whoever is underneath.” She proceeds to grab and squeeze Mary Margaret in a playful manner.
Austin brightened. “Then you build it with iron and steel, keep building the bridge with materials, until you capture everybody!”
“Precisely. Then you have teams for your next game.”
“Like Tug of War!”
William called from the doorway. “Be gentle. Don’t be breaking anything.”
Mary touched his arm and nodded toward the door. They left Austin and Mary Margaret in charge.
They walked the streets of the North End, side by side, as they had once walked Michael’s Lane in Dublin. Mary spoke first.
“How often do you think of Ireland?”
“Let’s start with you,” William said. “How often do you think of Ireland?”
“Every day. Of course it’s every day.” She pulled her shawl tighter against the Boston wind. “I have family there. We started this life out of nothing there. We buried our son there. We found success there. The atmosphere, the rain, the Liberties, the Liffey. It was a way of life. This is a big change.” She paused. “I do miss my sisters and brother.”
William was quiet for a long time. They walked half a block before Mary nudged him.
“I answered. Now it’s your turn.”
“I’ve never really been one to look backward,” he said. “Never had a reason to. I’ve always looked at what’s ahead of me.” He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I do think of Doyle every now and then. Wondering if he’d be proud of me.”
Mary took his hand. They walked on together, their voices dropping to a murmur as the streets of Boston carried on around them.
*  *  *
Mary walked down Prince Street one morning with Joseph in her arms, a basket in the other hand. She stopped at the water pump shared by the block and worked the handle with her free arm. The water came out cloudy. She looked at it. In Dublin, bad water was a known enemy. Here it wore a different disguise.
She carried on to a milk vendor. A man sold from a large can on a cart. Mary bought a measure. She sniffed it. Something was off. She looked at the vendor.
“This is fresh?”
“Fresh enough,” the man said, already turning to the next customer.
Mary looked at the milk. Looked at Joseph. She needed to feed her children. She paid and walked home.
Behind her, the water pump dripped.
Mary kept a close eye on the children, including Joseph, to make sure they stayed healthy.
*  *  *
Seven months later Joseph lay in a makeshift crib, burning with fever. His tiny body shivered and sweated at the same time. His crying had become a weak, constant mewling, the sound of a baby who was losing the strength to scream.
Mary held a damp cloth to his forehead. Her hands were shaking. Not from cold.
William paced the room. He had already been to find a doctor, who did not need much time to look at Joseph. The doctor touched his skin and shook his head. William tracked him down in the hallway and they talked quietly. He did not want the children to hear. There was nothing to be done. The doctor said he dealt with infant and young child death all too often in this neighborhood. Said it without flinching, like a man reporting the weather. Cholera.
“There must be another doctor,” he said. “That man was a fraud. We need another opinion. I don’t care if I don’t have the money today. Let’s take him to church. Maybe they can help. Somebody has to know someone. Somehow, we have to find someone who...”
“Stop!” Mary said it sharp and without looking up. Her voice stopped him like a hand on his chest.
William stopped. He looked at his wife. She was holding their dying child. The other children were in the next room. They could hear everything.
“Sit with us,” she said. Controlled. Barely.
William’s eyes welled up as he sat down beside her. He put his hand on Joseph’s chest. The baby’s heartbeat was fast and faint.
In the hallway, the other children sat in silence. Letitia had her arm around Teresa, calm. Austin stared at the floor. Mary Margaret pressed her face into Austin’s shoulder so she could not see.
Behind the closed door, the mewling grew quieter. Then stopped.
A long silence. Then Mary’s voice, a single raw sound that she caught almost immediately and stuffed back down. And then nothing.
Joseph was only 7 months old when he passed away.
*  *  *
William stood rigid at St. Mary’s Church, his arm around Mary, who was perfectly still and perfectly upright. She could not afford to be any other way.
William lingered after the others had moved away. He stood alone, staring at the ground.
“I brought you all this way,” he said. Barely audible.
He could not finish the thought. He put his hat on and walked away. Austin was fresh on his mind again.
The Boston tenement was hot and still. Late August, and the air in the rooms had thickened into something that clung to skin and clothes and would not move. The windows were open but nothing came through them. From the hallway, the smell of every family on the floor: boiled cabbage, tallow, sweat, the sour tang of waste from the shared privy in the yard below. Mary sat in the chair by the stove, upright, awake, staring at the wall. She had not moved since they came back from St. Mary’s. She had not spoken. William did not try to make her. He waited until the children were asleep. Then he pulled the paper from his breast pocket and unfolded it on the table. No candle. The room held enough light from the street, a thin gray beam through the window that turned the ink on the paper to shadow. Joseph. The newest name. The freshest ink.
He picked up the pen. His hand did not want to do this. His hand knew what the X meant. It meant the name was finished. The story was over. The boy was in the ground in a city that did not feel like home. He wrote the X after Joseph. Small. Deliberate. Another son.
George X. William X. Joseph X.
Three X’s now. Three small crosses on the left half of a piece of paper. He folded it and put it back in his breast pocket. The paper wasn't as stiff anymore as William’s body heat had softened it over the years. It held its own shape.
 

  
    Chapter Fourteen
Merry Christmas
October turned the trees along Prince Street into a brief, bitter beauty that nobody in the tenements had time to notice. The sky hung low and gray over Boston, the kind of gray that pressed down on a person’s chest and stayed there.
William stood on a ladder outside a brownstone on Hanover Street, painting trim in a cold rain that had started as mist and thickened into something with weight. His brush moved in long, even strokes. Mechanical. Precise. The kind of painting a man does when the alternative to working is thinking, and thinking is not something he can afford.
Below him, the foreman called up. “Boog, come down. We’re done for the day. Rain’s too heavy.”
William did not come down. He loaded the brush and pulled another stroke across the fascia board. The rain ran down his forearms and dripped off his elbows. The white paint thinned and streaked.
“Boog.”
He came down. Slowly. He cleaned his brush against the ladder rung with the care of a man who had nothing else to care for at that moment. The other painters on the crew watched him from under the eaves. They gave him space. They had heard. Everyone on Prince Street had heard.
He walked home through the rain without hurrying. His boots found the cobblestones by memory.
When he opened the door of the apartment, the silence met him first. Mary stood at the stove, her back to him, stirring something in a pot. The motion was correct. The rhythm was correct. The woman performing it had retreated to some interior room that William could not reach.
“I’m home,” he said.
She did not turn around. “Supper’s nearly done.”
He hung his wet coat on the hook. Water pooled beneath it. In the next room, the children were arranged in a style of quiet that no child their age should have mastered. Mary Margaret sat on the floor with a piece of string, weaving it between her fingers in a pattern she had invented. Letitia sat beside her, not doing anything, only being near. Teresa scurried across the rug and stopped at William’s boots and looked up at him with a face that expected nothing and wanted everything. 
Mary used to sing while she cooked. Irish songs, old ones, the melody filling the apartment and drifting into the hallway until neighbors paused on the stairs to listen. She had not sung since Joseph. The apartment was smaller without her voice. The children did not ask about it. They lived in silence and waited for it to end.
Austin appeared in the doorway. He was six now, nearly seven years old, and something in his face had aged past his years. He carried a bucket of water he had fetched from the pump without being asked.
“I got the water, Ma. And I walked the girls to Mrs. Flanagan’s this morning. Mary Margaret didn’t want to go but I told her she had to.”
Mary looked at her eldest living son. She opened her mouth to thank him but the words snagged on something. She nodded instead. Austin set the bucket down and took his place at the table and served himself without fuss. He had learned that filling silence with noise was worse than letting it be. He was becoming his father’s son without anyone teaching him how, absorbing William’s rhythms through osmosis.
Mary Margaret clung to Austin during the long hours William worked. She watched how he handled the younger ones, how he broke bread for Teresa without being asked, how he asked if he could help. She tried to carry herself the same, this six year old, squaring her small shoulders as if the posture alone could hold everything together.
Letitia was the quietest of them. She watched more than she spoke, and when one of the younger ones cried she was the first to reach them, a hand on a shoulder, a kiss pressed to the top of a head. Teresa was the opposite. She explored everything, went places she should not have gone, put things in her mouth that should not have been there. She made Austin and Mary Margaret earn their authority every day. 
Letitia had begun collecting useful things. Not toys or trinkets. A spool of thread she found on the stairs. A bent nail she straightened with a rock on the front step. A scrap of fabric she folded into a square and kept in her pocket. When Mary Margaret tore the hem of her dress on a doorframe and sat crying on the floor, Letitia knelt beside her and held the torn fabric together with both hands until Mary came with a needle. She was five years old. She could not fix it. She could hold it.
Mary repaired the handle on the water bucket when the wood split. She wound it tight with cord and sealed the binding with a bit of candle wax she scraped from the table. The handle held for months. When a draught came through the window frame she stuffed the gap with rags she had cut to the exact dimensions of the crack. She did not announce these repairs. She simply noticed what was broken and fixed it.
*  *  *
William came through the door one evening with a grin the children had not seen in months. He was carrying something behind his back.
“Austin, set the table. Mary Margaret, bring that extra seat from the other room. Make sure everyone has a place to sit.”
Mary looked up from the stove. William Boog had never once in their marriage cared about table settings.
“Tonight we do something new,” he said. “An American tradition. Thanksgiving.”
Mary stared at him.
“What are you now, a Protestant? We celebrate the feast days of the saints, William. Not holidays invented by governments.”
“We are in America. People here do this. And we don’t have a single tradition of our own. Not one. We could use one.”
“And what are we supposed to eat? We can’t afford a turkey.”
“I’m well ahead of you.”
The children heard his voice before they saw what he was holding.
“I was on a jobsite today, moving lumber around, getting the scaffolding ready. Dording was sitting there, taking his break, eating crackers, and he dropped a few out of his pocket. This goose walked right up to eat them. Didn’t see me coming.”
He came back into the room holding a goose by its neck. He lifted it high and showed it to the family with the biggest smile he had worn since Dublin.
“Then, whack! I smacked it with a board! I got us a proper dinner!”
The kitchen went loud all at once. Austin was transfixed. Mary Margaret was horrified.
“We’re eating that?”
“We are. Turnips too. We have stale breadcrumbs and an onion. Goose with stuffing. A real American meal.”
Mary was in disbelief, but only for a moment. She studied the bird and imagined the size of her pots and pan. Then something old and competent switched on inside her. She knew exactly how to make the stuffing. She had watched her grandmother do it with whatever scraps were available, and the knowledge had lived in her hands all this time, waiting.
Austin helped William with the bird. William called the girls away from the table.
“Girls, look away. Austin, come here.”
William had been waiting for hours to do this with Austin. He laid the goose on a board and picked up a dull cleaver. His eyes went wide. He sucked in a breath and brought it down hard.
The head came off clean. Austin swore he saw the wings move. Mary Margaret screamed from across the room. The boys defeathered the goose. Feathers blew everywhere. Teresa collected them and stuck them in her hair and mouth. Letitia watched from the corner, skeptical and amused.
William and Austin plucked and burned what was left. Then came the part William had been waiting for all day.
“See where I cut? Reach in there and pull out the innards.”
Austin put his hand inside the bird. His face went through several expressions at once. Within seconds he had forgotten entirely about dinner and was playing with the guts, stretching them between his fingers and chasing Mary Margaret around the room. She had been crying and pouting since the cleaver came down. Mary ignored all of it and stuffed the bird with her breadcrumb mixture. She and William cooked it together over the stove while the children settled.
At the table, they joined hands. This was new. Nobody had asked them to. The room went quiet. Then Letitia spoke up in her small voice.
“Lord bless this food and bless our bodies.”
A pause. Then everyone ate. Mary Margaret would not touch the goose. Stuffing and bread would do for her tonight. Teresa ate with her feathers still in her hair. Austin ate like a boy who had earned his meal.
William did not eat. He sat at the head of the table and watched his family. His plate was full, but his hands were in his lap.
“I’m thankful for my family,” he said. “I never had a moment like this. Not once. Maybe this is what it means to be a Boog. Making something out of nothing. Being together.”
Mary set down her fork. “You’re going to pray and give thanks when the American government tells you to? This is not how we were raised, William.”
“I’m not bowing to the government or anyone else. I’m saying we can sit at this table and be thankful. Not because someone told us to. Because we have each other and that is enough.”
Mary looked at him. She looked at the children. Teresa with feathers in her hair. Austin with goose grease on his chin. Letitia sitting straight in her chair with a smile. Mary Margaret pouting but present. 
She picked up her fork and went back to eating. She did not agree with him out loud. She did not need to. The table was full and the room was warm and for one evening the Boog family was loud and whole and alive.
*  *  *
The evenings returned to what they had been. William worked late. Mary held the house together.
One night in early December, Teresa lay on her mattress with her breathing thick and labored. It felt like slime had formed at the back of her throat. You could not see it, but you could hear it in every raspy breath. Her neck was swollen on both sides. Other children on the floor had it too.
Austin at first tried to help Mary care for her, but he caught what Teresa had. Now two children needed Mary’s help.
Mary Margaret caught what they had. The apartment looked like a sick bay.
Mary examined Teresa by candlelight. Her face was calm but her eyes betrayed her. She had seen this before. Not this disease specifically, but this trajectory. The arc of a child going from fine to not fine.
“Get the doctor,” she said to William. Steady. “Soon.”
William did not ask anything back. He was already moving.
The doctor was different from the one who had come for Joseph. Older, tired, with the worn look of a man who had been making house calls in the tenements for too many years. He examined Teresa, pressing her tongue down with a wooden stick and looking at her throat. His face told them everything.
“I’ve seen this in this building. Diphtheria, I’m afraid.”
The word hung in the air. Mary closed her eyes. Opened them.
“How long until she is better?”
“The membrane in her throat is what does it. If it closes over, she can’t breathe. We try gargling with lime water, steam. Sometimes it helps. Some survive, some don’t. She’s far along.”
“What do we do?”
“I suggest praying. And keep other children away from her. Has anyone else been in close contact?”
“Mary and Austin. They’re laying over there.”
The doctor examined those two briefly.
“They have it too. Just keep the others away from her. Clean everything she’s touched. Get that membrane under control. Godspeed.” He packed his bag. At the door, he paused and looked back. “All three. They all stay separate. Keep others away from them too.”
William and Mary looked at each other. The room contracted around them. William looked again at Austin. His heart sank.
*  *  *
Within days the room had been divided. On one side, Teresa lay in her bed, her breathing a horrible wet rasp. On the other, Austin and Mary Margaret, just far enough apart. The same throat sounds. The same swollen necks.
Mary moved between them. She pressed cool cloths to their foreheads. She spooned water between cracked lips. She whispered to them constantly, words that could not be heard from the doorway but that never stopped.
She had not slept in two days. Her body moved on something older than energy. She boiled water on the stove and carried it to each bedside in a basin. She soaked cloths and wrung them and laid them across foreheads that burned under her touch. She scraped lime from a block she had purchased from the chemist on Salem Street and mixed it with warm water. She held the cup to Austin’s lips and tilted it until he swallowed. She did the same for Teresa. She did the same for Mary Margaret.
Her hands did not shake. They had wrung sheets in a wash house since she was fifteen. They had scrubbed floors on Aston’s Quay. They had pressed cool cloths to Joseph’s forehead in this same city. These hands knew the choreography of a sickroom.
In the quiet hours between midnight and dawn she allowed herself one minute. She stood at the window with her back to the room and pressed her forehead against the cold glass. The street below was empty. A single gas lamp burned at the corner and its light fell on the cobblestones in a circle of yellow. She looked at that circle of light. She breathed. She counted to sixty. When she reached sixty she turned around and went back to work.
Letitia appeared in the doorway at four in the morning. She was five years old. She held a cup of water she had filled from the kitchen. She walked across the room and set it on the table beside her mother without being asked. Mary looked at her. Letitia looked back. No words. The child returned to the other room. Mary picked up the cup and drank.
William sat between the beds, equidistant from all three children, as though his position alone could somehow balance the scales. His hands hung between his knees.
The other children had been sent to a neighbor’s apartment. Through the neighbor’s cracked door, they huddled together, listening to the sounds that came through the walls.
*  *  *
December 18, 1874. One week before Christmas. Snow fell outside the window, visible in the gaslight, each flake catching the glow for a moment before it vanished.
Austin lay in his bed. His breathing had changed. It was shallow now, each inhale a negotiation between his lungs and the membrane that was slowly closing them. He was thirteen years old. His eyes were open.
William sat beside him. He held his son’s hand. Austin’s hand was hot and small in his father’s paint-stained grip.
“Pa.” Austin’s voice was a whisper, ruined by the disease.
“I’m here.”
“Are we going to move again?”
William could not speak for a moment. He swallowed hard.
“We might.”
Austin smiled. The ghost of a smile, thin and brief, but real.
“Good,” he said. “I liked it when we moved. Something new to see. More birds to eat.”
William held his son’s hand tighter. He smiled and his eyes got wet. Austin looked at the snow falling past the window. His eyes followed a single flake down.
“I kill every bird in the world for you, Austin James. Right now, I need you to fight, okay?”
Austin looked back at the window. His eyes slowly closed. His breathing slowed.
“Damn it Austin. Fight!”
A gentle squeeze from Austin’s hand is all the reaction William got. The squeeze quickly lost its strength until Austin’s hand went limp. 
“It’s not supposed to be like this! You can’t leave us! We need you! I need you…”
His breathing slowed. Slowed. Stopped.
William did not let go of his hand. He sat there, perfectly still, as the snow continued to fall.
In the other bed, Teresa, still fighting, coughed. Mary Margaret lay in silence.
*  *  *
William had become far too comfortable with burying his kids. Within days, their situation was sorted. Someone had stripped Austin’s bed. His things were gone. The space where he had slept was an open wound in the room. 
Teresa lay in her bed, worse now. Mary had not left her side. Her eyes were red-rimmed and sunken. She held Teresa’s hand and sang to her. A lullaby in Irish, the words worn smooth by centuries of mothers singing them to children who might not survive the night.
Hush, O child, and do not cry, God’s own angels are hovering nigh...
William stood in the doorway. He had come from the cemetery. Snow covered his coat. Dirt was under his fingernails from where he had helped dig his son’s grave because the ground was frozen and the gravediggers wanted extra money he did not have.
He watched Mary singing. He watched Teresa’s small chest rise and fall.
Outside, somewhere on Prince Street, carollers sang. The sound drifted in through the thin walls. Silent Night, in English, then in Italian from the next block. Christmas Eve in Boston.
Teresa’s breathing changed. Mary stopped singing. She looked at William. He walked across the room and knelt beside the bed.
Teresa opened her eyes. She looked at her father, then her mother. She was three years old. She did not have words for what was happening. Her face told more than any words could.
Mary pulled her daughter close. William wrapped his arms around both of them.
The snow fell. The carollers continued, their voices muffled and distant. 
“Silent night… Holy night… All is calm…:
The distance between the joy in those carols and the pain in the room was too much to bear.
 
Austin Boog died December 18, 1874. Teresa Boog died December 24, 1874. 
Mary Margaret had survived.
*  *  *
The apartment was dark. Mary was asleep. The depleted, involuntary sleep of a body that had nothing left. William sat at the table.
He took out the paper. Unfolded it. The crease was deep and soft now. This paper had been folded and unfolded too many times. The left half, under MARY: George X. Joseph X. Austin. Mary. Letitia. Teresa. William X.
He picked up the pen. Two X’s to write tonight. He had been putting this off for six days. Since Austin. Since the frozen ground. Since Christmas Eve.
He wrote the X after Austin. His only living son. The boy who had put his arm around Teresa on the stairs. The boy who had asked if they were going to move again. The only one who could carry on his name. The X was slow. His hand was slow. He had to press to finish the second stroke.
Then Teresa. The pen hovered over her name. She was three years old. She did not have words for what was happening. 
He wrote the X.
George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X.
Five X’s. The right half of the paper was still blank. He wondered if death would follow him on that side too. He folded the paper, put it in his breast pocket, and sat in the dark.
 

  
    Chapter Fifteen
The rocking of a chair
The room after. Two beds gone. Mary Margaret, Letitia. Two remaining out of seven. The math was the math.
Mary sat in a chair by the window. She was present but vacant. The singing had stopped entirely. She performed the functions of a mother. Cooking, cleaning, dressing the children. Some essential light behind her eyes had dimmed. She was doing the work of living without being fully inside it.
William came home from work. He stood in the doorway and took in the scene. The reduced family. The missing beds. His wife in the chair. He set his paint bucket down.
“Go and play outside for a bit,” he said to the children. Gently.
The children left. William approached Mary. He knelt in front of her. She did not look at him.
“Mary.”
Nothing.
“Mary, look at me.”
She did. Mary Boog stood without her armor. Her face was open and raw. She was not crying. She was past crying, past the place where tears come from. She was a mother who had buried five children, and she was looking at her husband for a reason to keep breathing.
“How many more?” she whispered.
William had no answer. He put his forehead against her knee and held her. Her hand found the back of his head. They stayed like this in silence while the winter continued to take over the room. Broken but still together.
“You are the best mother any child could ask for. Don’t you ever give up. Boogs don’t quit.”
“I don’t need that. I need space. I need to heal.”
*  *  *
William did what he could. He came home from painting and cooked. Badly. The potatoes were hard in the centers and the broth tasted of nothing, but he put it on the table and served the children and cleaned the dishes after. He swept the floors. He folded the washing, clumsily, the creases all wrong, the shirts inside out. He did it anyway. Mary sat in her chair and watched him work through the domestic rituals that had always been hers. Her face changed. She was seeing him do something he had never done. Not for himself. For her.
One evening she stood up from the chair. William was at the stove, burning something. She walked over and took the spoon from his hand without a word. He stepped back. She stirred the pot and adjusted the heat and added a pinch of salt. She did not look at him. She did not need to. The act itself was the message.
The next morning she dressed the children. The morning after that she went to the market. Slowly, in increments so small they were nearly invisible, Mary returned to the surface of her own life. Not the same woman. The singing was still gone. The hands were working again and the eyes were open, and that was enough for now.
Mary Margaret tried to match her father’s resolve, though she was only six and her brother Austin had been her whole world. She cried in the mornings. She cried at meals. She cried at night with her face pressed into the mattress so no one would hear, but Letitia always heard. Each time, Letitia would slip across the gap between their sleeping spots and press herself against her sister’s back, one arm draped over her, saying nothing. Just warmth. Just presence.
Spring came. Mary gave birth again. The arrival was quick and unremarkable, or as unremarkable as the arrival of a new life could be in a house already haunted by so much death. A boy. John. Named after the saint.
William looked at the child. He should have felt the complicated joy from before, the dread mixed with hope. This time his face was different. It was protective, and the protection bordered on desperate. He looked at this baby as if he already knew he might lose him. Boston took no prisoners. Maybe his friend in Dublin was right.
Tiredness had settled into Mary and would not leave.
“John,” she said. “After the saint.”
William nodded. He did not trust himself to speak.
*  *  *
Three months later. They had been here before. They knew this scene. The baby was sick. The same symptoms. The same terrible sounds that had taken Joseph. Mary looked at the water jug on the table. She looked at the milk. She touched neither. The heat was bad. July in Boston, the air in the tenement was so thick and warm it felt like breathing through damp cloth. The smell of the drains rose up through the building. Flies circled the window and could not be kept out.
Mary sat in the chair by the window. She held John. She was rocking. Not singing, because she had no songs left. Just rocking. Back and forth, back and forth, the chair’s runners creaked against the floor in a rhythm that sounded like the only prayer she had left.
William stood behind her, his hand on her shoulder. He was looking at the ceiling. His mouth moved. No sound came.
The baby was still.
Mary continued to rock.
Outside on Prince Street, the water pump dripped. Boston did not care.
 
John Boog died in the summer of 1875. He was three months old.
*  *  *
The apartment was dark. The remaining children were asleep. Mary Margaret. Letitia. Two out of nine pregnancies. No sons. That was the math now.
William sat at the table. He took out the paper. He unfolded it along the crease that had become as familiar as a scar.
The left half. MARY at the top. Below her, the names of every child she had given him: George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John.
He picked up the pen. He wrote the X after John. His hand shook. He set the pen down and pressed both palms flat on the table and held them there, fingers spread, until the shaking stopped.
Six X’s. Two names without. Mary Margaret. Letitia.
He folded the paper and put it in his breast pocket. A sigh of disgust escapes him.
 

  
    INTERLUDE
Grants Pass, Oregon. 1925.
 
The office is quiet.
William has been silent for nearly a minute. He is not gathering himself. He is past the place where gathering helps. He is sitting in the aftermath of what he has just told.
Hollis opens his mouth. Closes it. His pen lies across the page at an angle. He picks up his water glass. Sets it down without drinking.
“Six,” he says. The word comes out flat. He did not intend it to sound that way.
“Six,” William confirms. The way you say a street address or a price per gallon.
Hollis has a daughter. She is nine. He tries to understand what William went through. He looks at the man across his desk and knows he understood nothing.
He does not say any of this. He picks up his pen.
“Mr. Boog, if you need a moment.”
“I don’t need a moment.” William’s voice is not unkind. It is practical. “Grief doesn’t excuse you from lacing your boots the next morning. It doesn’t make your children who are still alive any less hungry. You get up. You go to work. You paint the wall in front of you.”
He adjusts his collar.
“That is not bravery, Mr. Hollis. That is just taking care of what’s in front of you.”
The cloud passes. Light returns to the room. William looks at the desk and notices a tax assessment.
“An assessment. If you’re not prepared for an unplanned expense, it can ruin you,” William continues. “However, if you’re lucky enough, an unplanned expense can make you consider your options.”
“You were renting in Boston. You shouldn’t have had any assessments.”
“I didn’t. But an unplanned expense started a trajectory I never saw coming.”
 

  
    Chapter Sixteen
Irish ghosts
Boston, 1876.
A landlord stood in the doorway. He was neither cruel nor kind. He was a man who owned property and needed more money for it.
“Rent goes up the first of the month. Two dollars more.”
“I’ve buried four children in this city, three in this building,” William said.
The landlord shifted his weight. Uncomfortable but unmoved. “I’m sorry for your trouble, Mr. Boog. But the cost of the building is what it is.”
William stared at him. “Get out.”
The landlord left, muttering that he would be back shortly. William turned to Mary.
“I’ve heard there’s room in the West End. Garden Street. Other Irish have gone.”
“Fine,” Mary said. Flat. Automatic. She was packing before he finished the sentence. They had done this so many times that leaving was muscle memory.
*  *  *
Garden Street Court. West End. Half a mile from Prince Street and a slight step up, though you had to squint to see the improvement. A narrow dead-end alley tucked behind the main street, accessible through a passageway barely wide enough for a cart. Brick row houses, slightly better kept than Prince Street. A different cage.
The court had its own economy. Mrs. Flanagan on the ground floor took in washing. Mrs. Reilly across the passage mended clothes. A widow named Brennan kept chickens in a coop out back and sold eggs at three cents apiece. The children ran errands for pennies, carried messages between houses, fetched coal from the yard, and held horses for delivery men who came through the passage twice a week.
In fair weather the women sat outside in the passage with their work in their laps. They shelled peas while their children chased each other in the dirt. The older women talked in Gaelic Irish when they did not want the children to understand. The younger ones spoke a hybrid English that belonged to neither country. Mary fell in with them quickly. She was a washer by trade and a mother by occupation and both carried weight in Garden Street Court.
She took in washing again. Her hands returned to the rhythm of wringing sheets. The calluses that had softened during the tenement years came back. She worked beside Mrs. Flanagan in the shared yard and the two women wrung in tandem without speaking.
Mary Margaret helped. She carried the folded wash to the lines and pinned each piece with patience and precision. She spaced the garments evenly. She tested the tension of the line before hanging anything. She adjusted each pin until it held without marking the fabric. She was still a young girl. Mrs. Flanagan watched her and said to Mary, loud enough for the whole court to hear, that this one was born with her head screwed on straight.
At night the court went quiet. Gas light from the street reached only the passage entrance. William sat on the back step and smoked a pipe he had bought for a nickel from a man on Hanover Street. The tobacco was cheap. He smoked because the act of it gave his hands something to do during the hours when his body was finished but his mind was not.
He could hear the harbor from here. The foghorns. The clank of chain against iron hull. The harbor never stopped working. Even at midnight the docks were alive with men loading cargo under lantern light. William listened to the sounds and tried to calculate the cost of passage back to Ireland. Not because he wanted to go. Because the number was a measure of distance. The further the number was from what he could afford, the further he was from the life he had left behind. The number was large. He found comfort in that.
William carried the trunk through the passage. Mary followed with the children. The neighbors, Irish mostly, watched from windows and doorways. They recognized their own. A woman on the front step nodded at Mary. Mary nodded back.
*  *  *
In this new phase of life in Boston, William threw himself into painting with a fury that bordered on self-punishment. Something was changing. He was not just learning the trade anymore. He was mastering it.
He mixed his own paint in the kitchen. Linseed oil, white lead, pigments ground fine. He experimented with ratios and wrote notes on scraps of paper. Mary watched him from the bed. It was the first flicker of curiosity she had shown in months.
He painted a church interior, standing on scaffolding alone in the vast space, his brush moving with precision and something close to grace. A priest watched from below, impressed. He visited a paint manufacturer, a small operation in a warehouse, and asked questions the owner had never been asked by a painter. How is it made? What makes it last? What makes it fail? The owner, amused, showed him.
His notebook filled with pages of formulas, observations, and sketches. It was not the notebook of a laborer. It was the notebook of a man who was beginning to understand that knowing how things work is worth more than most people think.
He took on side jobs. A brownstone here, a shop facade there. He developed a reputation. The Irish painter on Garden Street who does clean work and does not overcharge. Referrals came. He stayed busy.
Mary Margaret, now about eleven, helped her father carry paint cans. She watched her father work with the same focus that a young William had once watched the furniture maker through the window on Stephen Street. Some things are hereditary.
*  *  *
At the Boston Common, Irish immigrants filled the room. This was where they all gathered. Where they helped each other. William sat at a table with two Irish painters he had befriended through the trade. Their coats were still spattered from the week’s work.
The first painter introduced himself.
“Good day, mister...”
“Boog,” William said. “William Boog.” He pronounced the last name the way he always had, so it sounded like “Boag.”
“That’s an unusual last name,” the second painter said. “Never met a Boog before. How do you spell it?”
“As it sounds. B-O-O-G. And yes, I’ve never met another Boog either. It’s a bit unusual. All I know is that my family changed the spelling over the years. Dad was from Scotland. Never met him.”
“Aye, I never knew my father either. James Murphy.”
The second painter chuckled. “We all have messed up families. But at least James has a normal last name. William, you’re a far ways from Ireland, my friend. You’re in America now. Saying your last name like ‘Boag’ and spelling it with two O’s works in Ireland. Here? Nah. You’re confusing people.” He took a long sip of his coffee and grinned. “People are going to start saying it like what’s on your foot. A boot.” He deepened his voice and made a theatrical ghost noise. “Big O... Boooooo. Like a ghost! BoOOooo-g!”
The first painter leaned in with a silly laugh of his own. “Booo-g! BoooOOOoo-g!”
“Real funny, fellas,” William said. “Keep it up and I’ll give you something to be scared of.” He chuckled and shook his head. “You’re right, though. People keep pronouncing my last name that way. Is that how people will keep pronouncing it?”
“Yes. I say run with it,” the second painter said, his voice turning serious for a moment. “You’re here for a fresh start.”
That landed. William sat with it, head tilting, mouth about to open, but nothing came out.
The first painter broke the silence. “Speaking of fresh starts, my brother-in-law went to St. Paul. Minnesota. He writes like he’s found the Garden of Eden. Says the sky goes on forever and the land is so cheap you could buy ten acres for what a room costs here.”
“And freeze to death in winter,” the second painter said. “They say the cold there will kill a man standing.”
“He says they are building everywhere. Houses, barns, schools, churches, businesses. A lot of them need paint.”
William listened. That particular stillness he got when something had caught his attention.
“How many painters out there?” he asked.
“Does it matter?” the second painter said. “First you have to save up the dollars. Me, I don’t want to blow a bunch of money to go freeze my...”
“There’s not enough,” the first painter interrupted. “That’s the point. Half the men going west are farmers. Some chase gold. There are not a lot of painters and most aren’t willing to move for that. Every house needs paint, William. Every barn. Every fence. There’s a fortune out there for a man who shows up with a brush and a brain.”
William took a slow drink of his coffee. Set the glass down. Looked at his hands. Paint in the creases. Always paint now.
“Every barn, you say.” He laughed to himself. “You should have seen one of our first places. The door was falling off and was stuck open. Mary used to say she didn’t want people to think we lived in a barn.”
“You married well, my friend,” the first painter said.
“Honestly though, why not?” William said, and something shifted in his voice. “Why not build an actual barn? A real one. With land around it and sky above it and no one on the other side of the wall telling me my rent is going up. Freedom. Room.”
The other men laughed, good-naturedly, because they understood the dream even if they would not chase it.
“And with frozen balls and an empty wallet!” the first painter retorted.
They all laughed. A hearty, wholesome laugh that belonged to the space around them. William laughed too. His eyes did not. His eyes were already in Minnesota.
 

  
    Chapter Seventeen
Westward again
The children were asleep. Mary sat mending by the lamp. Always mending. William sat across from her. The same positioning as Dublin, all those years ago. The same man, with the same impossible proposition. Older. Heavier. Carrying more.
William was silent for longer than usual. He sat still. Mary noticed and stopped mending. She did not ask him anything. She just looked at him. She had been married to this man long enough to read the silence that preceded his biggest ideas.
“Minnesota,” he said.
Mary’s hands stopped. For a moment her face was unreadable. It could have been fury. It could have been exhaustion. It could have been something else entirely.
“Oh, William.” Her voice carried the weight of ten years and five graves. “How far?”
“Far enough to get away from this place. A thousand miles, maybe more. By rail.”
“And you’ll do what there?”
“Paint. Build. Buy land. Start my own business. Not working for some foreman, but my own.” He leaned forward. “Mary, I know the trade now. I know how the paint is made. I can charm anyone. I can do this.”
A long silence filled the room.
“Mary, you should know by now that we can accomplish whatever we set our minds upon.”
“You said Boston would be different from Dublin.”
William’s eyebrows went up. “I was wrong.”
“You said America would be different.”
“It will be. Just not this America. Not the one crammed between brick walls where the water poisons children and the landlords bleed you dry. There’s another one, Mary. West of here. Open. Wide. They say the sky doesn’t end. Lots of Irishmen there.”
Mary put down her mending. She looked at him for a long time. This man who would not stop. This man who buried his children and got back up. This man who had looked at a sunset over the Liffey and made a promise to follow it. She should have hated him for it. She should have screamed at him for dragging their family across an ocean and into a graveyard.
She did not. Because she had married him knowing exactly who he was. The boy who stood in the rain outside the bootmaker’s shop. The one who was wired differently.
“Six of our babies are in the ground, William.” Her voice was quiet. Steady. It was not an argument. It was a fact delivered from a place beyond argument. “Four in this city. I’ll go anywhere you want to go. But I need you to know something.”
“What?”
“If we bury another child, I won’t survive it. Not my body. My body seems fine.” She paused. Her voice had thinned. “Me. Whatever part of me is still standing. I can’t bury another child. I just can’t.”
William looked at his wife. The woman who had crossed an ocean pregnant, who had held dying children without flinching, who had built a home in every miserable room they had occupied. He nodded.
“I understand. I’ll provide.”
He paused mid-sentence, his eyes darting around the room in thought. Already scheming.
“Then go find where the sun truly sets, William.” Mary’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Find what you’ve been looking for. We’ll be by your side.”
*  *  *
The same ritual. Bags packed. Trunk loaded. Children assembled. This time it was different. The family was smaller. Two children instead of four. The weight of absence was physically felt.
William led them through the narrow court passage for the last time. A neighbor woman stood on her step, watching them go. She held up a hand. Mary held up hers. No words needed.
*  *  *
The family stood on the platform at the Boston train station. A westbound train idled, breathing steam. Other passengers boarded, families and single men looking for work, a few with the haunted eyes of people running from something.
William held the tickets. Four. Not ten. He counted them anyway.
Mary looked back toward the city. Boston. The place that had taken four of her children. She did not say goodbye. She turned her back on it with the deliberate finality of someone closing a book she never wanted to read again.
Letitia looked up at William. “Pa, where are we going?”
“West.”
“What’s west?”
William looked at the sky. For the first time since Joseph died, something stirred in his face. Not hope exactly. He was too damaged for that. Something lower. More durable. Determination. The same force that had put him outside the bootmaker’s door in the rain when he was twelve years old.
“Everything. Look over there, hun. We are going that direction.”
He lifted the trunk onto the train. The children boarded. Mary took his hand on the steps, the same gesture from Stephen Street, a lifetime ago.
The train began to move. Boston slid past the windows. The brick, the narrow streets, the church spires, the graveyards. All of it falling away.
William sat by the window. Mary leaned against him, eyes closed. The children settled. The train picked up speed, heading west. Fields replaced buildings. Trees replaced brick. The sky, gradually, impossibly, opened.
William watched the land flatten and the horizon push back until there was more sky than he had ever seen in his life. He pressed his hand flat against his breast pocket. The paper was there. The names were there. The train kept going.
 

  
    INTERLUDE
Grants Pass, Oregon
 
Hollis sets his pen down.
“That’s quite a journey, Mr. Boog.” He turns back through his notes. “Dublin to Boston. Six children lost. And still you kept the family together. Got them on that train.” He pauses. “Two children still with you. A wife. A trade. And the whole country ahead of you.”
He says it with a kind of reverence. He believes he is hearing the hard part of a story that ends well.
“Aye, yes, two children on that train,” William says. 
He looks at Hollis.
“Mr. Hollis, you are writing a will. So I need you to understand who gets what and why. And I need you to understand that the list of my children’s names is longer than what I’ve told you so far.”
“Longer.”
“Longer.”
Hollis takes in a breath, shoulders go up and down. His head does a brief disbelief shake, eyebrows go up. He looks at William and shoots a small smile.
Outside, a train whistle cuts through the afternoon. The sound reaches the office and hangs there, trailing west.
William listens to it pass.
“We took that train a thousand miles it seems…”
 

  
    PART THREE
The St. Paul Ascent
 
1878 – 1887
 

  
    Chapter Eighteen
The open sky
 
 
The train cut through the prairie and the world outside the window became something none of them had ever seen.
Grass. Miles of it, running to the horizon in every direction without a wall or a building or a chimney to break the line. The land so flat and the sky so wide that the two seemed to meet at a seam stitched in gold. No alley. No rooftop. No scrap of gray overhead rationed between brick walls. Just the full, unchecked reach of a sky that went on until looking at it hurt.
Letitia stared with her mouth open. Mary Margaret watched from her seat with her hands, eyebrows tense. She was old enough to see that all this space had no walls around it, and that what felt like freedom could just as easily be a trap.
Mary sat beside William. She had not spoken since the last town, a grain stop where a man had loaded sacks of flour onto the platform and the warm, dusty smell of it had filled the car. She was watching the sky. Her face had loosened. That was the only word for it. The set of her mouth, the line between her brows, the way she held her shoulders, tight and forward, as if the world might strike at any time. All of it had gone slack, undone by the sheer amount of air on the other side of the glass.
“You can breathe out here,” she said quietly. Not to William. Not to the children. To no one.
William heard her. He turned from the window and looked at her face and saw something he had not seen since Dublin. Her eyes were wet. Not from grief. From relief. He took her hand. He did not say anything. He could feel her pulse against his palm, steady and unhurried, and he sat with her in the silence while the prairie did not stop.
The children fell asleep to the rocking of the car. Mary leaned against his shoulder. Her breathing slowed. The smell of coal smoke drifted in through the window seam, and beneath it the raw green scent of cut grass and turned earth, unfamiliar, too clean. William kept his eyes on the horizon. The sun was ahead of them, high and bright, and the train followed it west as if it were the only direction left.
 
* * *
 
The St. Paul Union Depot rose around them when they stepped off the train. Noise hit first. Voices layered on voices, English and German and Norwegian and Irish, bouncing off the vaulted ceiling and mixing with the hiss of steam and the clang of luggage carts on the stone floor. The building smelled of cigar smoke and roasted peanuts and the sweet chemical bite of coal tar leaking from the rail yard beyond the platform.
“St. Paul Globe! Get your morning paper! Custer’s scouts reporting from the Black Hills!”
“Fresh oysters! Pickled tongue! Hot coffee for the ride!”
“Cigars! Fine Havana leaf, two for a dime!”
“All aboard for the St. Paul and Pacific! Stops at Anoka, St. Cloud!”
A vendor near the entrance was frying sausages on a flat iron. Grease popped and spat. The smell reached the children before they reached the vendor. Letitia pulled at Mary’s sleeve. She shook her head without looking down.
William bought a copy of the St. Paul Globe from a boy working the platform. He folded it under his arm and steered the family through the crowd to a bench along the far wall where they could sit and take stock.
William saw another vendor selling all sorts of trinkets and navigation items. William purchased a folded map. A compass and pocketwatch also caught his eye. 
“Will you throw in the compass?”
“No. This is fine quality, US made.”
“I’ll paint you a sign for your business, it will work so well, you’ll wish you’d have done it sooner. What can we do so I walk away with that compass?”
“Interesting proposition, sir, the answer is no. You’d have to pay for it. However, come back with the sign, if I like it, I will cut you a great deal. Does that work?”
William continued to haggle over the compass with the broker. He stomped off, only the map in hand.
While he was gone, Mary had walked to a vendor booth in the corner, a local woman selling brooches and small jewelry laid out on a piece of dark cloth. Mary Margaret and Letitia followed. The brooches were nothing fine, tin and paste, a few pieces with chips of colored glass that caught the light. Mary Margaret touched one of them, a small oval with a red stone that could have been garnet or could have been bottle glass.
“Ma, look.”
“Your pa handles the money, and we are in no place to spend it on jewelry.”
Mary Margaret put the brooch down. She did not argue. Letitia walked away. Mary Margaret stood there another moment, looking.
William came back with the paper. Mary Margaret took his hand and pointed at the brooch and smiled up at him and told him he was the finest pa there ever was.
“No,” William said. He said it soft and stern. He walked away. Mary Margaret’s face did not fall. It held its position, as if she had expected this and had already accepted it. She was a child who understood money.
Mary lingered at the booth. She spoke quietly to the woman behind the cloth. A few coins passed between them. No one else saw. When Mary caught up with the family, she pressed the brooch into Mary Margaret’s hand without a word. Mary Margaret closed her fist around it and looked at her mother. Mary looked straight ahead.
William led the family through the depot and out onto the street. The air outside was cold and dry and tasted faintly of woodsmoke, a taste the children had never encountered. Not the chalky, sulphurous burn of Boston coal, but actual wood, pine and birch, burning in stoves across the city. 
The street beyond the depot was unpaved in places, mud and gravel and wooden planks laid over the worst of the ruts. Wagons and horse-drawn streetcars filled the road. The streetcar bells clanged at every intersection, sharp and tuneless.
William stood on the sidewalk holding the newspaper. He had not opened it yet. He looked north up the hill and then south toward the river. He could see construction on many blocks in both directions. The sound of hammers carried from everywhere, and a fine layer of brick dust had settled on the windowsills and railings and the shoulders of men’s coats. The city was building itself fast and it did not much care how it looked while it did it.
He opened the paper. Wanted sections. Jobs sections. For sale notices where anyone could place an ad and reach the whole city for a few cents. Real estate. Painters wanted. He ran his thumb down the columns, reading fast. His lips moved.
He folded the paper and looked at Mary. She was watching the depot crowd with careful, measuring eyes. Eyes that had seen too many new cities to be impressed by one more.
“I need to find us a place,” he said. “And I need to find a shop.”
“In that order, William.”
“In that order.”
 
* * *
 
He walked the city the next morning. He left Mary with the children in the rented room they had taken for the night, a boarding house near the depot where the sheets smelled of other people and the floor pitched slightly toward the window, and he went out to read the streets.
St. Paul sat on two levels. Down near the river, the rail yards and the coal smoke and the tight rows of immigrant housing that looked familiar enough to close his throat. Up above, along a ridge called Summit Avenue, red sandstone mansions stood in a line where lumber money had planted itself. The higher you climbed the bigger the houses got. William stood in Lowertown and looked straight up the bluff. He had seen this arrangement before. Dublin had it. Boston had it. The poor on the flats, the powerful on the hill. The difference here was the space between them. In Dublin that distance was measured in stairwells. In Boston, in city blocks. Here it was measured in acres, and the gap between the bottom and the top was filled with open land that did not yet belong to anyone.
He passed a half-built cathedral. The scaffolding was enormous. Stonemasons worked the face of it, their hammers sending chips of limestone into the air. A fine white dust covered everything within fifty feet. William stood and watched them work and could smell the mineral sharpness of fresh-cut stone mixing with the horse manure drifting from the street.
He walked east along Seventh Street, running his hand along a storefront railing. The paint was peeling. He checked two more buildings on the same block. Shoddy work, or no work at all. He rubbed flaking paint between his fingers and let it fall. Every surface that needed a brush was a job waiting to be claimed.
 
* * *
 
They found rooms on Ramsey Street, west of downtown. The house was nothing remarkable. Narrow stairs, low ceilings, other tenants on the floor above. But it was clean. The windows faced west. In the afternoons the light came through with a warmth and directness that Boston’s windows had never managed, a light that reached across the floor and touched the far wall and stayed there, unhurried, as if it had nowhere else to be.
Mary hung a curtain. She set the table. She arranged the kitchen in the order she had carried in her head through three cities and a crossing. Within a day the room was theirs.
That night William stood at the kitchen window. The sky over St. Paul was enormous. Wider than any sky he had known, deeper than seemed possible, its color draining from blue to copper to a violet so dark it was nearly black at the top. He could see stars appearing in the east while the west still held the last of the light. Two skies at once. He stood there a long time, his hands on the sill, watching the dark come in from the edges.
Yet still, something wasn’t quite right.
 

  
    Chapter Nineteen
Roots and frost
 
 
Letitia found the garden plot within a week of arriving. A square of packed dirt between the back steps and the alley fence, choked with weeds and broken glass. She cleared it with a kitchen fork and her bare hands. A neighbor woman gave her seeds in a twist of brown paper. Letitia pressed each one into the dirt with her thumb.
By midsummer the plot held basil and parsley and a broad-leafed green the neighbor called sorrel. Not everything took. One row never sprouted at all. Letitia pulled those sticks and replanted without ceremony.
She watered the rows from a cup each morning before the house woke. She was nine years old and she liked dirt. That was enough.
One evening she brought a handful of basil and a fistful of parsley through the back door and set them on the counter beside the stove.
Mary was stirring a pot of broth with potatoes and the end of a salt pork joint she had gotten from the butcher on West Seventh for twelve cents. The kitchen smelled of boiled meat and not much else.
Mary picked up the basil. She held it to her nose.
“Where did this come from?”
“Out back. I grew it.”
Mary looked at her daughter. Soil on her knees, sleeves rolled past the elbow, a smear of dirt on her chin she had not noticed. Mary tore the basil leaves from the stems and dropped them into the pot. She did the same with the parsley. She stirred once and put the lid on and said nothing.
At dinner William was still in his work clothes, paint on his forearms, a smear of white lead on his collar. Mary Margaret had set the table. She had placed the brooch from the depot on the collar of her dress, where it caught the lamplight each time she turned her head.
Mary ladled the broth into bowls. The smell had changed. The salt pork was still there, heavy and familiar, but now there was something else under it, something green and warm and sharp that none of them could place.
William took a spoonful. He stopped. He looked at the bowl.
"What's different?"
"Letitia grew herbs," Mary said. "In the yard."
The broth was thin, still poor people's food, still stretched to feed five from a pot meant for three. But the basil had gotten into the fat of the pork and released something peppery and sweet that sat on the tongue after the broth went down. The parsley brightened it. The soup tasted like someone had cared about it.
Mary Margaret ate slowly, tearing a piece of bread into small pieces and dipping each one. Letitia ate without comment. She did not look up to see if anyone had noticed what the herbs had done.
"Elbows," Mary said to William. Not about the food. About his arms on the table. He was a little excited about the flavor and forgot his manners. He moved them.
Mary took a second helping. She did not often take seconds. She ate it standing at the stove with the ladle still in her hand, her back to the table, looking out the window at the last of the light.
 
* * *
 
The Sisters of St. Joseph ran a school on the north side of the city. Mary had heard about it from a woman at the parish, and then again from the grocer’s wife, and then a third time from a nun who stopped her on the street and complimented Letitia’s posture. Mary brought it up at dinner on a Tuesday. She set her spoon down and looked at William.
“The Sisters can educate her, William. They have teachers. Books. A proper classroom. We cannot give her that.”
William did not answer. He tore a piece of bread and put it in his mouth and chewed slowly.
“She’s ten years old,” he said.
“She’s ten years old and she can already read better than either of us. She reads the newspaper. She reads the signs on the street. She read the entire immigration form at Queenstown when she was four. What are we going to do with that, William? Have her shell peas until she’s married?”
William looked at his plate. Mary waited. She had learned that his silences came in two kinds. The first was the silence of a man building an argument. The second was the silence of a man who had already lost one. This was the second kind.
“She boards there?”
“She boards there.”
He did not say no. He did not say yes. He went to bed. In the morning Mary packed a bag.
The walk to the school took forty minutes. William carried the bag. It was not heavy. Everything Letitia owned fit inside with room to spare. Mary walked on one side, Letitia on the other. Mary Margaret stayed home with Rose.
Letitia did not ask questions. She walked with her hands at her sides and her chin level, the same composure she had carried through the emigration clerk’s office in Queenstown. She was four then. She was ten now. The stillness had not changed.
The building was stone. A heavy front door. A nun met them in the entrance hall, greeted Mary by name, and took the bag. William stood in the hall and looked at the ceiling. High and clean and cool. It smelled of soap and floor polish and old wood. He could hear girls’ voices from somewhere deeper in the building, reciting something in unison.
Mary knelt in front of Letitia. She smoothed her collar. She did not cry. She held her daughter’s face between her hands and said something too quiet for William to hear. Letitia nodded once.
William stepped forward. He had buried children. He had carried coffins so small they fit under one arm. He had never watched a living child walk away from him. His hand went to her head. He held it there. He could feel the warmth of her scalp through her hair.
“You be good,” he said. His voice was steady. The rest of him was not.
“Of course, Pa.”
She turned and followed the nun down the hall. Her shoes tapped on the stone floor. She did not look back. She had been the first name on the manifest of the City of Paris, passenger number one, four years old and steady at the clerk’s desk. She had always been the one who went first.
William and Mary walked home. The bag was gone. The space between them where Letitia had walked was open now, filled with cold air and the sound of their own footsteps. Neither of them spoke. When they reached the house William went to the back steps and sat down. The garden plot was still there. The basil had gone to seed. Nobody had tended it in a week.
Mary stood in the doorway behind him. She put her hand on his shoulder. He did not shrug it off.
“It’s the right thing, William.”
He nodded. The right thing and the hard thing had always been the same thing in this family.
* * *
The cold came in November and did not leave until April.
It was not weather. It was a crime. The temperature dropped below zero and held there for days, then weeks, the number on the thermometer outside the hardware store on Seventh Street sinking to figures William had never seen applied to air. The inside of the windows grew a skin of ice each morning that he scraped off with a putty knife. The glass beneath was so cold it burned his knuckles.
William had painted houses in Boston through winters that cracked skin and stiffened brushes. Minnesota cold was a different thing. It had weight. It pressed against the walls of the house on Ramsey Street as if it were trying to get in, and some mornings it did, finding the gaps in the window frames and the space under the door and settling on the floor in a current so cold the children’s bare feet left the boards in seconds.
One January evening William came home from a jobsite on the far side of the city. He stood in the kitchen doorway with his coat frozen stiff at the shoulders. His mustache held beads of ice. His eyebrows were white. The skin across his cheeks was the color of tallow. Mary looked at him from the stove.
“You look like a snowman with a mustache.”
“I cannot feel my hands.”
“Come here. Sit.”
She poured hot water into a basin and he lowered his hands in. The warmth hit his skin and he drew a sharp breath through his teeth, a sound that came from somewhere deeper than discomfort. Mary stood behind him and pressed her palms flat against his shoulders. She could feel him shaking through the coat. She kept her hands there. The trembling took a long time to stop. When the color came back to his fingers they were a raw, pink, the nails still white at the edges.
“You cannot keep doing this,” she said.
“I can and I will.”
She did not argue. She poured the water out and refilled the basin warmer.
Mary Margaret found her own terms with the cold. William built a sled from scrap lumber, rushed, imperfect and crooked, held together with nails that poked through the runners at angles that defied purpose. Mary Margaret dragged it up the hill behind Ramsey Street and rode it down at a speed that belonged nowhere near a thing so poorly made. She got along with the neighborhood girls who went sledding with her.
The cold held through February and into March. It became a fact of existence, like gravity, like rent. The family layered every piece of clothing they owned and still the wind found its way to the skin. The stove burned day and night and the wood pile shrank and William split more in the yard with an axe he had borrowed from a neighbor, the blade ringing against the frozen grain of the logs, each stroke sending a crack across the alley that the cold air held and carried.
Spring did not arrive gradually. One morning the snow was permanent and immovable and the world was locked in white from the ground to the eaves. The next morning water ran in the streets. The gutters overflowed. Icicles on the eaves dripped and thinned and fell in long, shattering pieces that broke on the steps below. The smell of thawed earth rose through the city, rich and dark and vegetal, a smell the ground had been holding since October. Crocuses pushed through the mud in yards that had been buried for five months.
The children went outside without coats and ran through the neighborhood with their arms out. Mary Margaret walked behind them picking a clean path.
Mary stood at the kitchen window and watched them go. The sky was doing something she had never seen in Dublin or Boston. Not just wide. Deep. The blue went up and up and up without interruption, no chimney smoke, no brick cutting the line, just color stacked on color until it reached a place too far away to call a ceiling. She opened the window. The air that came in was cold and clean and tasted of snowmelt and new wood from the construction two streets over.
She leaned on the sill and breathed. Another long breath. A long, slow pull that filled her chest and pushed her shoulders down and let something loosen behind her ribs. The knot was still there. It would always be there. Five names with marks beside them, stitched into her body in a place no amount of air could reach. But the sky above this city had room enough for all of it. There was space here for grief to sit beside everything else without swallowing the room.
She stayed at the window. She did not call the children back in. She did not move to start the evening meal or fold the washing or do any of the hundred things that filled her days. The spring air was on her face, but a knot remained in her chest. She stood there, watching the sky go on—wide, deep, indifferent, and beautiful. Each breath slowly loosening that knot by mere fractions.
 
* * *
 
Sunday mornings the family walked to church. The route from Ramsey Street took them past the commercial center of downtown and up the hill toward the cathedral. William walked at the front. Mary walked beside him with Rose on her hip. Mary Margaret followed. She had pinned her hair and pressed her dress and carried herself like a girl who understood that Sunday was a performance.
The walk took twenty minutes. They passed the bakery on West Seventh Street where the smell of fresh bread pushed through the door and followed them for half a block. They passed the livery stable where the horses stood steaming in the cold morning air. They passed men reading newspapers on benches and women hanging washing on lines strung between porches. The city was relentless. Lumber stacked at construction sites. Brick dust settled on window ledges and coat shoulders and the brims of hats. St. Paul had been a town of forty thousand when the Boogs arrived. It would not stay that size for long. Poverty seemed less prominent here.
William noticed everything. He counted foot traffic. He examined paint on storefronts. He assessed the quality of construction on the new houses and found most of it wanting. His mind never stopped working the numbers. Even on a Sunday morning walking to church his eyes were calculating the distance between where he was and where he intended to be.
Mary walked beside him and let her mind go quiet. She had learned to find rest in motion. The sound of the children’s shoes on the boardwalk followed behind them. The church bell was calling from the top of the hill. For twenty minutes each Sunday morning the family was together and moving in the same direction and nothing was required of her except to be present. She had not felt this since Ireland.
William was content with their place at Ramsey Street. Ramsey sat close enough to downtown that he could walk to work in 10 minutes. Far enough west to breathe. The rent was reasonable and the neighborhood was filled with tradesmen and their families. He could see the logic of the city from here. The commercial center clustered along the river, the residential streets fanning outward. Room to grow. Room to build.
That winter Mary grew quiet in a way William recognized. She held her belly when she thought no one was watching. She ate differently. She slept on her side with a pillow between her knees. William said nothing. He had watched this before, too many times. He did not ask because asking made it real, and real things in this family had a habit of ending badly.
On the fourth of February, 1878, a midwife came to the rooms on Ramsey Street. William stood in the hall, rolling a pencil between his palms. The children waited in the next room. Then a cry.
Mary held her and something shifted in the room. You could feel it. This baby was different. This baby was the one born into the promise, not the wreckage.
“Rosellen,” Mary said. Exhausted but with a light in her eyes that had been absent for years.
“Rose,” William repeated.
He touched the baby’s hand. Rose gripped his finger. And for the first time that he could recall, William Boog cried. Not dramatically. Just two tears that tracked down his weathered face before he wiped them away with the back of his paint-stained hand.
Mary saw it. She did not comment. She just reached up and touched his face briefly and then turned her attention back to the baby. Some things do not need words.
That night, William sat at the table and unfolded the paper along the crease. The left half, under MARY: George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John X. He wrote Rose beneath them. Nine names under Mary’s. Six with X’s. Three without. He allowed himself to look at the three clean names. Mary. Letitia. Rose. The names that had no mark after them. All daughters. The names that were still being lived.
He folded the paper with a smile. A real smile. Minnesota was not poisoning his children. 
*  *  *
William found his business partner through the trade. JJ Williams was a local painter, established in the city, who knew the streets and the customers but lacked William’s charm, skill and ambition. They recognized something useful in each other. Williams had the connections. Boog had the hands.
They found a shop for twenty-five dollars and fifty cents, at a spot where several roads tangled together near Seventh Street. The building was rough, wedged between a livery stable and a dry goods store. Cans of paint stacked along the walls. Brushes hung on pegs. A worktable covered in estimates. The smell of linseed oil settled into the wood within the first week and never left.
Williams & Boog. The sign went up and Boog immediately stood on the sidewalk and looked at it. His name on a building in America. Not the first time he had seen his name in print, but the first time it meant ownership. 
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That evening they celebrated at Waldmann’s Saloon on West Seventh. Boog asked for a Guinness and the barman laughed. “You’re in Minnesota now, friend. Hamm’s or Schmidt.” William sipped the Hamm’s. He asked the bartender “Why does it taste like dog piss?” The bartender snorted back “Better than that Irish bog water you boys live off of.” They both grinned and laughed at each other.
JJ and William posted for workers almost immediately. Two painters wanted for steady employment. The ads ran in the Globe within the first month. William was not interested in building slowly. He had crossed an ocean and a continent with a family of six and seven hundred dollars. Slow was not available to him.
Mary watched him leave before dawn and return after dark. She managed the house on Ramsey and the four children and the thousand small emergencies that came with both. She did not complain. She had married a man who ran toward things. Her job was to hold steady while he ran.
The family ate dinner at a real table. Not a shared tenement table, not a borrowed surface. Their table, in their rented rooms on Ramsey. The children were loud and present. Mary served food. Mary Margaret said grace, brief and genuine, not performative. When William opened his eyes he looked around the table at his living children and his wife, and his face said everything that words could not.
William had started keeping his estimates in a leather-bound notebook he bought at the stationer’s on West Seventh. Each page held a different job. The address at the top. Below it the measurements. The square footage of each wall surface. The number of windows. The condition of the existing paint. He noted the direction the house faced because south-facing walls took more punishment from weather. 
He showed Mary the notebook one evening. She turned through the pages and studied his numbers. She could read well enough by now. She had been reading since the tenements. What she did not know about mathematics she compensated for with an instinct for fairness.
“You estimated this man on Carroll eight dollars,” she said. “You estimated this woman on Dayton twelve. The houses are nearly the same size.”
“The Dayton house has ornamental trim. Three colors. The Carroll house is plain white. Plain white is fast work.”
“But the Carroll man is a judge. He could refer you to his friends. Surely there is something between eight and twelve that accounts for the trim without losing the referral.”
William looked at his wife. She was sitting at the table with his notebook open and his business spread in front of her and she was negotiating his prices better than he had.
“Ten,” he said.
“Nine and a half. Leave him with the feeling he got a bargain. He will talk about you at dinner parties.”
William picked up his pen and changed the number. Mary went back to her mending. Neither of them mentioned it again, but the Carroll Avenue judge did refer three neighbors within the month.
The months turned. Business grew. The small house on Ramsey filled with the sounds of a family settling into something that might be permanent. Rose took her first steps in the kitchen while William was mixing paint in the next room. He heard Mary laugh and came through the doorway to find Rose standing on her own two feet, wobbling, one hand on the table leg. He watched her and his chest tightened. Pride and fear lived so close together in him they shared a wall.
By summer Mary was carrying again. She did not announce it. She did not need to. William noticed the way she rested her hand against the small of her back while standing at the stove. He noticed the way she ate less at dinner and more in the early morning. He had watched this ten times now. His body knew the signs before his mind did.
The labor came in the late hours. A midwife arrived. William stood at the far end of the hall. The children were put in the next room. He paced. Stopped. Paced again. The floorboards knew his weight by now.
The midwife emerged from the bedroom. Her face told the story before her mouth did.
“The baby didn’t make it, Mr. Boog.” Her voice was gentle. “A boy. He was already gone.”
William did not move. Behind the midwife, through the open door, he could see Mary lying in bed with her face turned to the wall.
“My wife?”
“She’ll recover. Physically. She’s strong.”
That word. Physically. It hung in the air between them. William walked past the midwife into the bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed. Mary did not turn around.
“Mary.”
“Seven,” she said to the wall.
William understood. Seven buried now. He did not need her to count. He had been counting since Dublin. Wanting her to know his pain, he adds “Most were my sons.” Not helpful.
William put his hand on her shoulder. She did not shrug it off. She did not lean into it either. She just let it rest there. This was a weight she was willing to carry because the alternative was being alone with this.
Outside the window, the Minnesota sky was enormous and full of stars. Neither of them spoke again that night.
Later, when Mary was asleep, William sat at the table with the paper unfolded. He held the pen over the list. The boy had no name. He was already gone when he arrived. Does a name with no life behind it deserve a place on the paper? Does an X follow a name that was never spoken?
William set the pen down. He folded the paper without writing anything. Some losses are too tough even for ink.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty
The ascent
In the following years the tone of their lives shifted.
The painting partnership lasted nearly four years. Long enough for William to learn the city’s rhythms, which neighborhoods were growing and which contractors cut corners, how to bid a job and how to close one. JJ Williams was a good partner and a decent painter, but he had his eye on the fire brigade and a seat on the city council. Boog’s appetite for work outpaced what any partnership could hold. Williams was content to paint a few houses. Boog wanted to paint every house.
The split was clean. A handshake and a nod and two men going in the directions they were always going to go.
William found his own shop downtown. The space was narrow, wedged between a tobacconist and a printer, but it had a display window that faced the foot traffic and that was what mattered. He stood on the sidewalk the first morning and watched the pedestrians pass. Hundreds of them. Every one a potential customer. Every one walking past a window with his name on it. He went inside and started mixing paint.
The first thing he did was visit the offices of the St. Paul Globe. He walked in with his hat in his hand and his best coat on and asked to place an advertisement. The clerk looked him up and down. Paint stains still visible at the cuffs, a faint smell of linseed oil that no amount of scrubbing could remove.
“What’s the text?” the clerk asked, pen ready.
William had rehearsed this. He had written it on a scrap of paper the night before, crossed out half, rewritten it, crossed out more, until the words were as tight as a good coat of primer.
“Calcimining & Tinting. Then add my pricing details. It must say ‘All work guaranteed’. Direct people to send postal cards or to leave orders at my shop.”
The clerk wrote it down. “How long you want it to run?”
“Until I tell you to stop.”
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                The advertisement ran through the summer and into the fall. William bought a copy of the paper the first morning it appeared and sat on a bench outside the shop. He turned to the page and read his own name in print. Not on a sign he had painted himself. Not on an invoice or a bid. In a newspaper that strangers read at breakfast. He folded the page and put it in his coat pocket and carried it there for a week before it fell apart at the creases.
Then came the schoolhouse. A contract to paint the interior and exterior of a new school building on the west side. Three other painters had submitted bids. William walked into the school board meeting in a clean shirt with his estimates written in a careful hand on good paper. He carried two things the other bidders did not: paint samples he had mixed himself, and the absolute certainty that he knew more about paint than anyone in the room.
The board chairman, a thin man with spectacles and the cautious demeanor of someone responsible for public money, studied the samples.
“Mr. Boog, your bid is not the lowest.”
“No sir, it is not.”
“Can you explain why we should pay more?”
William leaned forward. He picked up one of the paint chips and held it toward the window light. “This is what the lowest bid gets you. See the chalking along the edge? Cheap lead filler. It looks fine the day it dries. Give it two years and your building will look like it’s sweating. You’ll repaint in three.” He set it down and picked up his own sample. “This is my formula. I mix it myself. Pure white lead, boiled linseed oil, the right amount of thinner. I can tell you exactly what’s in it because I put it there myself. This paint lasts. Your schoolhouse will still look new in five years. The children will see that every morning when they walk through the door, and it’ll tell them that someone cared enough to do it right.”
The room was quiet. The chairman removed his spectacles and cleaned them on his vest. The other board members exchanged glances.
“When can you start?”
William painted the schoolhouse himself for the first three days, up on the scaffold before his crew arrived, laying the primer with the focused precision of a man who understood that the first coat was where the reputation lived. Then his men took over and he supervised, checking coverage, testing adhesion, running his thumb along every joint and corner. When it was done he stood across the street and blinked once and admired.
The crew grew. Two painters became four, then six. William placed a new notice in the Globe: six men wanted for out of town employment. The line that formed outside his shop the following Monday stretched past the tobacconist next door. He stood in the doorway and looked at it. Men waiting to work for him. He had stood in lines like that himself. He had waited outside Doyle’s workshop in the rain. He had carried a toolbox through the streets of Dublin looking for anyone who would let him swing a brush. Now the line came to his door.
That Monday, William stood at the door and interviewed them one at a time. He looked at their hands. Asked about their experience. Tested their knowledge of materials. He was Doyle now.
He hired six. Shook each man’s hand. Sent them away with instructions to report Monday morning.
Shortly after, William applied for United States citizenship. The office was small. A flag stood in the corner. The clerk behind a desk He had administered this oath to hundreds of men and would administer it to hundreds more. The clerk did not look up when William entered. He was already filling out the form.
“Country of origin?”
“Ireland.”
“Occupation?”
“Painter.”
The clerk wrote it down. He slid the document across the desk and pointed to the line at the bottom. William picked up the pen. He had signed a hundred documents. Invoices, deeds, contracts, estimates. This was different. This was the line that said he belonged to a country. He thought about what that meant. A country that had given him work and land and a second chance. A country that had poisoned his children with its water and buried three of them in its dirt. It was complicated and he knew it.
He signed. Wm. A. Boog. William held it for a moment, tilting it toward the window light. His name, in his own hand, on something issued by a government that now claimed him as its own. “Hrmm.” He nodded and slid it back for the clerk to sign and file it. With a firm handshake, he was on his way.
On the sidewalk he paused. He had signed his name on something a government would keep in a cabinet. This was the first time a country had written his name back.
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*  *  *
The money accumulated. Not fast, not dramatically, but with the slow insistence of a man who spent nothing he did not have to spend. Mary mended his work shirts until the fabric could hold no more thread. He packed his own lunch in a tin pail. He walked to jobsites, even with heavy loads. He stored the coins in a lockbox kept in his desk's bottom drawer. When it grew heavy, he took it to the bank on Wabasha Street for deposit. While standing at the counter, with his hat in his hands, the teller counted the money and recorded the figure. As the number grew in the book, William watched and felt his chest expand.
Summit Avenue. The words alone meant something in St. Paul. The mansions lining the ridge, the sandstone and the copper gutters, the carriage houses set back from the street. William signed his name on the lease for a paint shop halfway up the hill. Five years earlier his office had cost twenty-five dollars. This one cost more than five hundred. He had looked up at that ridge from the bluffs his first morning in the city. The sandstone mansions. The lots with room between them. It had seemed like another country then.
The building sat close enough to the cathedral that he could hear the bells on Sunday. Close enough to the big houses that the men who owned them passed his window on their way home. He mixed his first batch of paint in the new shop and the smell of linseed, which smelled pungent and almost fishy, settled into the plaster within the hour. He stood in the doorway and looked out at the street. Senators, railroad men, lumber money. They all needed their houses painted.
Minnesota had changed his body. The underfed frame from Dublin was gone. Mary’s cooking and the physical labor and the wild birds he shot in the brush country south of the city had thickened him through the shoulders and the chest. His upper lip had disappeared behind a mustache so full it preceded him into rooms. It could have had its own nickname. He wore a proper coat now, bowler hats and top hats, and boots that would have made Doyle weep with pride. He told Mary, “Handsome is as handsome does. In appearance and action.” She rolled her eyes. William adjusted his hat in the hall mirror anyway.
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*  *  *
Seven years after arriving in St. Paul with seven hundred dollars and a family of four, William stood in a field called Bryant’s Park and looked at the dirt beneath his feet.
A developer named Bryant walked beside him. N.L. Bryant was in his sixties, broad and prosperous, with the easy confidence of someone who had gotten to the frontier first. 
“Two lots, Mr. Boog,” Bryant said. “Prime position. You could build, or you could hold and let the value come to you. You buy just one, you don’t know who will live next to you. You buy both and you have options.”
William looked at the two patches of dirt and grass between Oxford and Chatsworth, on an avenue called Evergreen. He saw what Bryant saw. Houses, neighbors, a street that fills up, a community that grows around the investment.
“I’ll take them both.”
“You’re a man who sees around corners, Mr. Boog,” Bryant said, extending his hand. “I appreciate that in a buyer.”
They shook hands. William held the handshake a beat longer than necessary. He was thinking about the tenements on Stephen Street. About the cracked window through which the furniture maker’s shop was visible. About the distance between that boy and this man, standing in an American development, buying land with money he had earned with his own hands.
The transfer closed in August of 1885.
*  *  *
William stood in the middle of the empty lot, pointed at nothing and saw everything. “The barn goes here. House behind it. Garden on the south side.”
“You said barn first?”
“Barn first. That’s where the horse will go, the paint, the tools. We’ll rent a proper shop in town for the business. The family can sleep in the barn until the house is built. We’ve slept in worse.”
Mary looked at the children. Looked at the empty lot. Looked at this man standing in a field in Minnesota, pointing at air and seeing a future.
“Build the house first, William. I’ll not have the children sleeping with paintbrushes for pillows.”
“Barn first. House second. That’s the order.”
“The order is: your wife is telling you to build the house first.”
“Children, would you like a horse of your own? Pa is going to get us a horse. You’d have to stay with him in the barn for a while.”
The children lit up. Mary did not appreciate having them used as leverage.
William looked at her. She raised an eyebrow. He laughed. A full laugh from the chest, the kind they had not heard from him since Dublin.
“House first, then barn, then horse.”
William framed the structure alongside his builders. Not just painting now. Hammering, sawing, measuring. His years in Boston had taught him more than brush strokes. After the builders left for the day, Mary Margaret held boards while her father nailed them in place, the girl squinting against the sawdust, proud to be useful.
The house went up first on Evergreen Avenue. A one-and-one-eighth-story dwelling with six rooms. A real roof. A half-story above for the children. Separate rooms below. Mary walked through the empty rooms and touched the walls. She opened a window and the Minnesota air filled the space, clean and cold and alive. She closed her eyes and breathed.
The barn followed. Rough-hewn and practical, beautiful in its honesty. A place to store paint and tools and equipment, the staging ground for whatever came next.
Seven years in rented rooms on Ramsey Street. Seven years of watching William leave before dawn and return after dark. Seven years of making a home out of whatever space she had. And now this. A house and a barn built by her husband’s hands on land he owned. The tenement girl from Dublin standing in her own home in America. She did not say anything dramatic. She just put her hands on the windowsill and leaned into the light.
She did not say anything more. She stood at the window with the light on her face and her hands on the sill and let the house hold her.
* * *
An evening in late summer. Letitia was home from the Sisters for the week. She and Mary sat on the back steps, shelling peas into a bowl between them. The sun was low. The shadows of the house and the barn stretched across the yard. Letitia worked quickly, her thumb splitting each pod along the seam, the peas dropping with a sound like small rain on tin. Mary worked slower. Her hands knew the motion but they did not rush it.
“Do you remember the harbor in Boston?” Mary said.
Letitia looked at her. “The harbor?”
“I went there once. On my own. Weeks after we arrived. I walked to the end of a wharf and stood there looking east. I could not see Ireland, of course. Just water. Gray water and gulls.”
Letitia waited. A pea pod split in her hands.
“I was terrified, Letitia. Every time your father said we were going somewhere new, I was sick with it. My hands shook. I could not sleep the night before we left Dublin. On the ship I held your brother so tight he cried.”
She dropped a handful of peas into the bowl.
“I stood on that wharf and I thought, I have come to the wrong place. I have let this man take me to the wrong place and I will never see home again.”
“But you stayed,” Letitia said.
“I stayed. And I bought an apple from a cart on the corner and I ate it standing in the street by myself. It was so sour my eyes watered.” She smiled. Not at the memory of the apple, but at the woman who had stood there eating it. “That was the first time since we left Dublin that I did a thing just for myself. Not for your father, not for you children. Just for me.”
Letitia had stopped shelling. The bowl sat between them, half full.
“I would not trade any of it,” Mary said. “Not the ship. Not Boston. Not the cold here that nearly killed your father every winter. I would not trade standing on that wharf or eating that apple or sitting on these steps with you now.” She picked up another pod and split it. “I was so afraid of every change your father put in front of me. And every single change gave me something I could not have gotten by standing still.”
She did not look at Letitia when she said this. She looked at the garden, at the tomatoes bending their stakes, at the basil gone wild against the fence. Letitia looked at her mother’s hands, still moving, still shelling peas, and she filed the words away.
The light faded. They finished the peas in silence and went inside.
*  *  *
William bought a horse and carriage. The horse was a maroon, strong, well-kept animal, worth a hundred dollars by itself. He ran his hand along the horse’s neck with the tenderness rarely shown from the mustachioed Irishman. He had grown up in a place where animals were for work, not for pride. The carriage was lightning on wheels. A smooth and effortless pull for the horse, whom he named Old Red. Handles of the carriage were thin but strong oak, making it easy for William to maneuver himself.
“You and me are going to paint every house in this city, Old Red,” he told the horse. “You ready to work hard?” Then he laughed at himself for talking to it.
Old Red pulled a cart loaded with paint cans through the streets of St. Paul. William sat on the bench with the reins in one hand, his hat tilted against the afternoon light. He tipped it to women on the sidewalk. They smiled. He had become known here. The Irish painter with the good horse and the honest bid. Men called him Boog. Customers called him Old Reliable without knowing what had made him that way.
He drove past the Evergreen lots, past the house he had built and the barn beside it, past the window where Mary stood watching. She raised a hand. He raised his. The horse kept walking. The cart kept rattling. The sun was still hours from setting, and William had three more houses to bid before dark.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-One
Premonition
A normal morning in 1886. William’s horse was hitched outside a building he was painting. The street was busy with carriages, pedestrians, the ordinary motion of a growing city.
Something spooked Old Red. A slammed door. A rat. Nobody ever saw what it was. The horse reared, snapped the hitching post and bolted down the street, dragging a section of post and the paint cart behind it. Cans tumbled and burst. White paint sprayed across the road. People scattered.
William heard the commotion from the scaffold. He scrambled down, but by the time he reached the street the horse was gone.
He found it three blocks away. The animal had collapsed in a heap, tangled in the traces, the cart overturned. A crowd had gathered. A policeman kept them back.
William pushed through. Old Red was down. A carriage had collided with the animal broadside, the full weight of it drove the handle of the carriage into the horse’s flank. He lay on the cobblestones breathing in short, agonized bursts, his side caved in from the impact. Old Red died almost instantly.
William knelt beside the animal. He put his hand on the horse’s neck, the same gesture from the day he bought it. Tenderness. Respect. The acknowledgment of a working partnership that had ended on a Tuesday morning for no reason at all.
He stood slowly. Wiped his hands on his coat. Walked away from the crowd. Then he stomped the ground and flexed his chest, a brief burst of Irish temper that came and went like a match flaring in the wind.
The event caused such a commotion that it ended up making the newspaper. The police and journalists caught the event and reported it to the Saint Paul Globe.
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*  *  *
Less than a year had passed. It was a quiet evening at the house on Evergreen Avenue. The children were settled. William sat at the kitchen table going over business accounts. Mary moved around the kitchen clearing dishes.
William glanced up. Something caught his eye. He looked at Mary. Really looked at her for the first time in a while. Her midsection had grown. She was thicker through the middle. He set down his pen.
“Mary?” A cautious smile formed on his face.
She followed his gaze. Looked down at herself. And there was a moment, brief and fragile, where she let herself smile too. A baby. After Rose, after the stillborn, after everything. Maybe.
“I wasn’t going to say anything yet,” she said, touching her belly. “Not until I was sure. It could be good, William. A new start in a new place.”
William walked slowly to her. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked at her face. She was in her forties. Her body had carried ten pregnancies. She should have been tired. She was tired. But the possibility of life had lit something in her that he had not seen since Dublin.
“It’ll be good,” he said. “I know it will.”
He kissed her forehead. She leaned into him. They stood that way for a while.
*  *  *
A week later, Mary sat at the table. She was larger now, her belly visibly swollen, but something was wrong. Her face was drawn. Her belly was discolored. Her ankles were thick and puffy. Her breathing was labored even sitting still.
She winced. Pressed a hand to her abdomen. A sharp pain, not the familiar rhythmic ache of pregnancy but something different. Deeper. Constant. She shifted in the chair, trying to find a position that eased it. There was none.
“This isn’t right,” she said to herself. “The pain is different.”
She knew the feel of carrying a child. She had done it ten times. This was not that. The swelling was wrong. Heavy, like water filling a bag rather than a life growing inside her. And the pain did not come and go. It just sat there, a dull permanent pressure that sharpened when she stood, when she breathed too deeply, when she tried to eat.
She did not tell William. Not yet. She went to bed and lay on her side with her hand on her swollen belly, staring at the wall. But this time she was not mourning a baby. She was mourning something she did not have a name for yet. She was certain another stillborn was on the way, if not, something worse.
*  *  *
William was concerned about losing another baby. A doctor came to the house. He was in his fifties, spectacled, carrying a worn leather bag. Mary lay in bed, propped against pillows. William stood in the doorway with his hat in his hands.
The doctor examined her abdomen. He pressed. She winced. He moved his hands and pressed again. He tapped with two fingers, listening. The dull flat sound of fluid where there should be none. His expression changed, subtly, professionally, but Mary caught it. She had been reading faces in doctor’s visits since Joseph died in Boston.
“This isn’t good, is it?” she said.
The doctor stood from the bedside. He wiped his hands on a cloth, slowly. The gesture of a man who needed an extra second before he spoke.
“Mrs. Boog, I believe what you’re experiencing is a condition called ascites. It’s a buildup of fluid in the abdomen. A great deal of fluid. It causes swelling and pain and difficulty breathing. It puts pressure on everything inside.”
“Fluid,” Mary said. Flat.
“Yes. It’s not uncommon for women to believe it’s a pregnancy. The presentation can appear similar.”
A long silence. Mary sat with her hands in her lap. She looked down at her swollen belly. The thing she had thought was life, the last gift her body might give, and it was not life. It was the opposite.
“Can you fix it?”
The doctor set his bag on the chair. He spoke carefully, as doctors of that era did. Men who had few tools and knew it.
“I can draw off some of the fluid. It would ease the pressure and the pain. But the fluid will return, Mrs. Boog. It always does. The underlying cause is something inside of you, it could be the heart or liver, and that I cannot treat. No one can.”
William stepped forward from the doorway. “There must be something. A specialist. Someone in Saint Paul, or…”
“Mr. Boog.” The doctor turned to him. His voice was honest and unhurried. “I will not give you false hope. The fluid is a symptom of something deeper and we do not have the means to reach it. I can make your wife more comfortable. That is what I can do.”
The room went quiet. William looked at Mary. Mary looked at the doctor. She had the same look she’d worn in every tenement, beside every dying child. The look that said: Do not waste my time with hope. Give me the truth.
“How long?” she asked.
“A month. Perhaps longer. I cannot say for certain. I’m sorry.”
Mary nodded. She adjusted the blanket over her lap and sat up straighter. Death had taken five of her children. It would not get her dignity.
“Thank you, Doctor. William will see you out.”
At the threshold, the doctor paused and spoke low just for William.
“Keep her comfortable. When the fluid builds again, send for me. I’ll come.”
William nodded. The doctor left. William stood in the hallway. He put one hand on the wall and leaned into it, his forehead against the plaster. The plaster was cool and damp. It gave slightly under his palm the way tenement walls gave, that same soft rot, and he was back on Prince Street for a moment, his hand flat against a wall in a building that was killing his children. He pulled his hand away and looked at it. Dry. Clean. A fine house on a fine street. He pressed his hand to the wall again anyway. From the bedroom, the sound of Mary adjusting her blanket. A cough. Then nothing.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-Two
Where it sets
 
 
The doctor had gone. The house was quiet. William sat on the porch steps. Mary came out and sat beside him. The same geometry as every critical conversation in their marriage. Side by side, facing forward, absorbing the impossible.
William’s hands hung between his knees. He had heard the doctor. He had heard every word. He could have repeated them back. But they had not settled into him yet. Hearing and understanding are different things, and the distance between them is where grief lives.
“There are other doctors,” he said. “We’ll send to Saint Paul. We’ll send to Chicago if we have to.”
Mary took his hand. “William.”
He stopped. She had used his name quiet and final.
“I’ve given this body everything it has to give,” she said. “Ten babies. An ocean. Three cities. I knew before he told me. The pain was wrong. Everything about it was wrong.”
“No.” His voice broke. The first crack.
“Yes.”
“No, Mary. I didn’t bring you all this way. I didn’t drag you across the ocean and through Boston and onto a train and out to this godforsaken prairie so that...”
He stopped himself. He bit down until the muscle in his cheek stood out. The corner where his jaw meets his skull bulged, and a vein across his temple swelled. His face turned a color that was somehow pink yet devoid of any color. His eyes were wet. William fought with absolute refusal to accept what the world was telling him.
Mary watched him. She had watched him fight his entire life. She reached up and put her hand on his face, the same gesture from the night Rose was born. Her voice broke, but it did not falter.
“You didn’t drag me anywhere, William Boog.” Her voice was the kindest sound in the room, in the house, in William’s life. “I came because I wanted to come. Because wherever you looked, I wanted to see what you were seeing. And I’ve seen it. All of it. Dublin and the boat and Boston and this place. This good place with the sky that doesn’t end.”
She paused. She was gathering herself for the hardest part.
“You said once you were going to follow the sun until you found where it set. Well, I found it first, love. And it’s alright. It’s a good place to rest.”
“No.” William’s voice was barely a whisper now. “I can’t go on without you.”
William broke. Quietly, completely. He put his head against her shoulder and she held him. Mary. His Mary. The woman who said yes on Stephen Street and never once asked him to slow down. They sat on the steps until the light was gone.
 
*  *  *
 
The following week, Mary declined. William watched it happen, powerless to alter its direction by a single degree.
He stood in the hallway one night after she had fallen asleep and pressed his fist against the wall. Not hard enough to make noise. Hard enough to feel the plaster resist. He had built this house. He had framed these walls with his own hands. And none of it, not the house, not the business, not the money, not the name he had hammered into this city, none of it could buy her one more week.
He thought of the God that Mary prayed to every night. The God he had tolerated, attended church for, stood beside her in the pew and mouthed the words to hymns he did not feel. That God deserved nothing but contempt. The slow, deliberate contempt of a man who has been keeping count. Six children in the ground. A wife dying in a house he had built with his own hands. And somewhere in the architecture of heaven, a presence that had watched all of it and permitted every bit. His fist pressed harder. His breathing was fast, shallow. He wanted to hit something that could hit back. He wanted an enemy he could see.
He exhaled. Let his hand drop. Went into the kitchen and poured water and drank it and set the glass down. He would not pray. He would not give that satisfaction. He would do what he had always done. He would show up. He would be present when she opened her eyes in the morning and he would be there when she closed them at night. That was his version of prayer. Presence. The only kind he trusted.
Even in her decline, Mary showed herself in precise images. The world did not ask for it, but Mary delivered herself as she always did.
A Sunday. The family at church. Mary in the pew, singing a hymn. Her voice was thin but present. William stood beside her holding the hymnal open for both of them, his arm brushing hers. This ordinary act, standing next to his wife in church, became something holy. She looked at him with a beaming smile, even if he wasn’t as excited to be there.
Mary in the kitchen, reaching for a pot on a high shelf. She could not reach it. She looked for something to stand on. Mary Margaret said, “I’ll get it, Ma” and gently takes it down for her. Mary let her. The concession cost her something, but seeing her daughter glow after melted that away. 
Mary walking in the garden. Slower now. She stopped to rest against the fence. Rose, 9 years old, brought her a flower. Mary took it, smelled it, tucked it behind Rose’s ear. She was pouring whatever she had left into these moments.
She reorganized the kitchen drawers one afternoon. Nobody had asked her to. The drawers were already organized. But she pulled each one out and laid the contents on the table and sorted them again. The knives in one section. The spoons in another. The wooden ladles that William had carved from scrap oak during their first winter on Evergreen. She held each item. She placed it back. The act of touching every tool in the kitchen was not housekeeping. It was an inventory of a life spent feeding people she loved.
She folded the tablecloth and smoothed it flat with both palms. She ran her fingers along the hem where Mary Margaret had mended a tear years ago. The stitches were still tight. Still invisible unless you knew where to look. Mary knew where to look. She had watched those small hands sew the repair in candlelight on a Boston evening. The tablecloth had traveled from Prince Street to Ramsey to Evergreen to Dayton. It held food for every version of the Boog family. It was stained in places that no amount of washing could reach. She folded it and put it back on the table.
William came through the kitchen and found her standing at the window with her hands on the sill. The same posture she had held the day they moved into the Evergreen house. The day she leaned into the light and said it felt magical. She was leaning into the light again. But her weight was different now. She held the sill because the sill held her.
He stood in the doorway. She did not turn around. She knew he was there. She always knew when he was standing behind her. Thirty years of marriage had given her that particular sense. The air in a room changed when William Boog entered it.
"The garden needs weeding," she said.
"I will see to it."
“The basil is too close to the fence. It needs more sun.”
"I will tell her."
She turned from the window. Her face was thin. The bones showed through. But her eyes held the same quality they had held on Stephen Street when she was fifteen and wringing sheets with more force than necessary. Strength that was not about muscle. Strength that came from a place no illness could reach.
Mary knew these were her final moments. Letitia had come from the Sisters the day before, arriving at the house with a small bag and a calmness that belonged to someone older than twenty. She talked with her daughters about it. They discussed the faith aspect of it. Rose looked up to Letitia, and Letitia led a prayer over Mary and the Boog family. Rose followed with one of her own. Mary welled up with tears, but these were tears of pride and joy.
Her hands. The same hands that had wrung sheets in Dublin, that had scrubbed floors on Aston’s Quay, that had pressed cool cloths to the foreheads of dying children. They were thin now. The veins stood out. She intertwined her fingers and folded them in her lap.
William came home from work one evening. He paused in the doorway. Mary was asleep in the chair. Her belly was larger. The room was dim. She looked peaceful, and he was terrified by how peaceful she looked, because peace and death can wear the same expression.
 
*  *  *
 
Candlelight in the bedroom. Mary lay in bed. Her breathing was shallow. Her belly was distended with fluid but the rest of her was thin, consumed. The children had been in and out all day. Letitia sat in a chair beside the bed. Rose slept on a blanket in the corner.
William sat on the edge of the bed, holding Mary’s hand. He had been here before. Beside the beds of dying children. But this was different. This was the woman who had made every version of his life livable. The constant. The one who had said yes on Stephen Street.
“William.” Her voice was faint.
“I’m here.”
“The children.”
“I’ll take care of them. Every one.”
“Don’t stop chasing whatever it is you are, William. Don’t you dare stop. It’s not in you to stop and it’ll kill you if you try.”
He could not speak. He held her hand tighter.
The ghost of a smile crossed her face. “And for God’s sake, hire someone to do your laundry. You’re hopeless with the wash.”
A small, broken smile from William. The last smile Mary would make him make.
She opened her eyes and looked at him. She looked at the window. The Minnesota sky was dark now, but she was not seeing the dark. She was seeing every sunset from Dublin to here. Every sky they had shared. Every horizon he had pointed at and said there. She saw it all at once, a lifetime of light compressed into a final moment.
“I see it, love,” she whispered. “And I hope to see you there too”
Her eyes closed. Her breathing slowed. Her hand relaxed in his.
William sat beside her in the dark. The candle burned. The room was silent. Letitia performed the sign of the cross and prayed silently. Rose and Mary Margaret slept.
Outside, the prairie wind pushed through the grass. Somewhere far away, a coyote called. The stars were bright and infinite. On November 11, 1887, Mary was gone.
William did not move.
 
*  *  *
 
A better funeral. Not the desperate, wind-swept affairs of Boston. The St. Paul Irish community arrived. Neighbors, business associates, members of the parish. These services were in the Saint Paul Cathedral. William stood rigid in a dark coat. His children surrounded him. The priest spoke, but William was not there. After the services, the closest people to the Boogs showed up at Calvary Cemetery.
William’s body was at the graveside but the rest of him was somewhere else. Dublin. Boston. The gangway of the City of Paris. The porch steps where she told him. The wash house on Stephen Street where she held his gaze for the first time.
The dirt fell on the coffin. William watched each shovelful. When it was over, the mourners filed away. Mary Margaret and Letitia led the children home. William stayed.
He stood at the grave alone. It was in the poor section of Calvary Cemetery. They didn’t have money for a proper headstone. At this point, William didn’t think they were necessary anyways. He took the paper from his breast pocket. Unfolded it along the crease. The left half. MARY at the top. Her name, the first thing he had ever written on this paper, the night George was born in Dublin. Below her, the column of their children: George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John X. Rose.
He read them all. Slowly. Then his eyes returned to the top. To her name. MARY. The name that had anchored this paper since the beginning. The name without an X.
He stood at her grave and he knew what he had to do. He had done it for children. Six times. Six small crosses, and each one had nearly killed him. But this was different. This was the name at the top. This was the heading. This was the woman who had made every other name on this paper possible.
He did not have a pen. He folded the paper and returned it to his chest. Put his hat on. With a knot as large as Minnesota in his stomach, he walked away.
 
*  *  *
 
That night, William sat alone at the kitchen table. The house was quiet. The children were asleep. Mary’s chair was empty. Her apron hung on the hook by the stove. Her reading glasses rested on the windowsill where she had left them.
William stared at these objects. He did not touch them. He did not move them. They were evidence. Proof that she had been here. That she had been real.
The paper was unfolded on the table. A pen lay beside it. He had been sitting here for a long time, looking at her name at the top of the left column.
He picked up the pen. His hand was steady. Not because he was strong, but because he had done this so many times that his hand had learned to betray nothing even when the rest of him was in ruins.
He wrote the X after MARY.
MARY X. The first name. The last X he ever wanted to write. Below her, the column of names, and now the name at the top carried the same mark as the children it sheltered.
He set the pen down. He did not fold the paper. He just looked at it. This single piece of paper that had traveled from Dublin to Boston to St. Paul, folded and unfolded a hundred times, carrying everything he loved and everything he had lost, and now the anchor of it all had an X after it.
He poured himself a whiskey. Drank it. Poured another. And another. He reached his limit and set the glass down without drinking.
He began to sing. Off key, softly, to the empty chair. “Mary… you have a space in my heart… oh Mary…”. No more words can come out. His head dropped into the crook of his forearm. No intelligible words proceeded. Just sobs. He had no choice but to stay there.
The glass sat where he left it. The paper lay open on the table. Outside, a wind moved through the yard and pressed against the house, and the timbers ticked in the cold the way they always did. The kitchen held the sound of his breathing and nothing else.
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    Chapter Twenty-Three
God’s walls
William did what William did. He worked.
The winter after Mary died, his crew finished a job on Wabasha Street. A church interior. Vaulted ceilings, long walls, plaster that had been waiting years for a proper coat. His men packed their brushes at dusk and filed out into the cold. William told them he would lock up.
He did not lock up.
He lit two lanterns and hung them from the scaffold rails. The wicks caught and steadied and threw a warm uneven light across the nave. He climbed back up with a loaded brush. The scaffold planks bowed under his weight. He could feel the grain of the wood through his boot soles, worn smooth by his crew’s feet over the past week.
The church was empty. The pews sat in rows below him, dark and ordered. The altar at the far end was draped in white linen that had gone gray in the lantern light. He could smell the place. Cold stone and old candle wax, the faint sweetness of incense that lived in the walls no matter how many times they were scrubbed. Linseed oil from his own cans cut through all of it, sharp and clean, the one smell in the room that belonged to him.
He dipped the brush. The paint was the good formula, his formula. Pure white lead and boiled oil mixed to the consistency he wanted, heavy enough to cover in one pass, thin enough to lay flat without ridging. He drew the brush along the wall in a long stroke. The wet paint caught the lantern flame and turned amber. The wall behind it was still the dull chalky gray of bare plaster. The line between the two was clean and sharp. Done and undone. He worked his way across the section, overlapping each stroke by a finger’s width.
His shadow moved on the opposite wall. Enormous. Wavering. A dark shape with a brush arm that stretched from floor to ceiling, painting alongside him. He stopped once and looked at it. The shadow stopped too. He turned back to the wall.
The silence was consuming. No street noise reached through the stone. No wind. The only sound was the brush loading, the wet drag of the stroke, the tap of bristles against the can rim when he wiped the excess. Load. Stroke. Wipe. The rhythm had not changed since Prince Street. Since the brownstones of Boston. Since his first day with Doyle in Dublin when the old man put leather in his hand and said nothing and watched him figure it out. The rhythm was the one thing in his life that had never betrayed him.
He worked through two sections. Started a third. The lantern on the left rail guttered in a draft from somewhere he could not see, and the shadows on the wall jumped and resettled. He set the brush across the can.
He stood on the scaffold, twenty feet above the pews. His chest was moving but his body was not. He could see the altar below. The white linen. The brass candlesticks. The crucifix on the back wall with its wooden Christ hanging in the same position he had hung in for a hundred years, head down, arms wide, suffering on permanent display.
Mary had believed in this. She had believed with a deep down faith. She prayed every night on her knees on whatever floor they lived on, tenement or rented room or the house he built her. She dragged him to Mass every Sunday and he went because she asked and because he loved her more than he resented the asking. She sang the hymns and meant them. She taught the children to say grace. She told Rose that God watched over them even when it did not feel like it, and Rose believed her because Mary believed it herself.
And God had watched six of her children die and then killed her too.
A sound came out of William. Low, guttural. It started below the ribs, behind the sternum, a place he could not reach with his hands. His jaw clenched until his back teeth ached. He looked at the crucifix and the contempt that moved through him was not hot. It was cold. Slow and specific. The contempt of a man who has kept a careful count.
He was painting God’s house. He was standing on a scaffold in the dark, alone, applying his best formula to walls that would hold hymns and prayers and the breath of people who believed in the thing that had ruined him. And he was doing a perfect job. Because that was what he did. The work was the work. He would not punish the wall for what the God behind it had done.
He picked up the brush. Loaded it. Drew it across the plaster.
His hand remembered Mary’s hand. Not all of it. Just the weight of it in his, the specific weight, lighter than it should have been at the end. He remembered that weight in his palm and his arm kept moving. The stroke did not waver. He went on to the next section.
He came home past midnight. The children were asleep. The kitchen was dark. He sat at the table and did not eat and did not drink. Mary’s chair was across from him. Her apron hung on the hook by the stove, the cotton faded to a color that was once blue. He had not let anyone move it. Letitia, who had stayed on after the funeral, tried gently to fold it away. He told her to leave it.
The next morning he was up before dawn. On the scaffold before his crew arrived. He laid primer with the focused silence of a man who understood that if he stopped moving he would have to sit in that kitchen again with that chair and that apron and the smell of a house that still carried her in its walls. His men thought he was driven. He was not driven. He was running.
* * *
In October of 1889, Bryant met him at the corner of Dayton and Western. William climbed down from his carriage and stood in the lots. They were larger than the Evergreen parcels. Two long rectangles that faced south with mature elms along the boulevard. The leaves had turned. Gold and copper and a dried-blood red that only Minnesota produced, color so saturated it looked artificial. The ground under his feet was soft from recent rain. Black topsoil, not the sandy fill you got closer to the river. He could smell the wet earth, and beneath it, the faint rot of fallen leaves already breaking down.
Bryant unrolled the plat map on the hood of his buggy and weighted the corners with stones.
“Eleven hundred for both. Same terms as Evergreen.”
William walked the property line. He paced it north to south, counting steps. He looked south toward the river bluffs, then turned and looked north toward the avenue. A woman passed on the sidewalk pushing a pram. A boy rode past on a bicycle. The elms threw long shadows across the grass.
“I’ll take them.”
Bryant rolled the map. “You’re collecting dirt faster than most men collect debts, Mr. Boog.”
William did not explain himself. He did not need another lot. He needed to keep moving. He needed to pour money into dirt because dirt did not die. It did not leave. It did not swell with fluid and thin to nothing in a bed he had built. The boy from the tenements who had grown up owning nothing was filling his name with deeds, and he could not stop, and he did not intend to.
* * *
He tried to stay busy to avoid dealing with his past. He ran the shooting gallery at St. Luke’s Fair that autumn. The man who had chased geese out of gardens as a boy in Dublin, killed one with a plank in Boston, who hunted birds in the Minnesota brush with a twelve-gauge, now stood behind a booth at a church fair calling out scores and loading rifles for parishioners. Steady hand. Sharp eye. The children ran between the booths, and he watched them and kept working.
At a ceremony that same month, William stood on a small stage and presented a bell to Archbishop John Ireland. He held the bell with both hands and said a few plain words. The archbishop received it. The crowd applauded. William stepped back. He looked out at the faces. His eyes moved across the crowd and stopped, briefly, on nothing, then moved on. He stepped off the stage.
He went home. Looked at his children. Mary Margaret was grown now, with her mother’s sharp face and direct way of standing in a room. Letitia was a young woman now, behind convent walls, quieter than ever, with a stillness that made people trust her. Rose was still small. They needed him. The business needed him. The community needed him. He could not come apart.
Late at night, after the children were in bed, William sat at the kitchen table with his account books. He was still good at this. The numbers, the bids, the costs, the margins. His mind worked even when the rest of him had gone hollow. He finished the books and closed them. The kitchen was quiet. Mary’s chair was still empty. Her apron still hung on the hook by the stove.
He sat there. He did not get up. He did not pour whiskey or sing or weep. He just sat in the chair across from the empty one, in the kitchen of a house he had built, in a city that knew his name, with a little money in the bank and three living children asleep down the hall. All of it. All of it, and this was still the shape of his evenings.
The apron hung on its hook. He looked at it until the lamp burned low.
 

  
    INTERLUDE
Grants Pass, Oregon. 1925.
 
Hollis sets his pen down. He does not pick it up again.
The clock on the wall reads half past two. They have been at this for over an hour.
William is looking at the window. His hands are flat on the arms of the chair. He has just finished talking about the apron. The hook by the stove. He has not spoken for nearly a minute and Hollis has not pushed him.
Hollis turns back three pages in his notes. He reads something. Reads it again.
“Mr. Boog.”
“Hollis.”
“You brought Mary across the Atlantic. She was a girl from a wash house. She had never left Dublin.”
“She had not.”
“You moved her into a tenement on Prince Street where the water was poisoned. Four of the children she bore died in that place or because of it. You moved her again to St. Paul. She carried ten pregnancies in twenty years. She was in her forties when the fluid took her.”
William’s jaw tightens. Blinking is not happening on William’s side.
“You said you followed the sun. Dublin to Boston to St. Paul. Always west. Always the next place. And Mary went with you every time.”
“She chose to come.”
“She chose to come because you asked. And you asked because you needed to go. Every time you felt the ground getting soft under your feet, you moved. New shop, new city, new lot to buy. You said so yourself. The dirt doesn’t die. The dirt doesn’t leave.”
William has gone still. His breathing has changed. Hollis can see the old man’s pulse in his neck, visible above the collar, faster than it was a minute ago.
“What are you asking me, Hollis?”
Hollis folds his hands on the desk. He has the decency not to look away.
“Was the life you were building the thing that wore her out?”
The skin around William’s eyes tightens. His mouth sets into a line so hard it could be cut from stone. He grips the arm of the chair and his knuckles go white.
He does not leave.
He sits there, gripping the chair, and the silence stretches until the clock’s ticking is the loudest thing in the room.
“Every day,” William says.
His voice is hoarse. Scraped raw.
“Every day since November of 1887 I have asked myself that question. I have asked it in the morning when I put on my coat and I have asked it at night when I take it off. I asked it on the scaffold painting that church and I asked it when I bought the lots on Dayton and I asked it every time I put the pen to that paper and wrote another X.”
He stops. Breathes. His grip on the chair has not loosened.
“You think I don’t know? You think a man drags a woman across the ocean and buries her children in foreign soil and watches her belly swell with fluid instead of life and does not ask himself what he did? I know what I did, Hollis. I know the cost. I have been paying it for thirty-eight years.”
A shadow from the window frame has moved an inch across the desk since they started this part of the conversation.
“She told me not to stop,” William says. His voice is quieter now. “On the porch. The last real talk we had. She told me not to stop chasing whatever I was chasing. She said it would kill me if I tried.” He pauses. “That was her giving me permission to keep going. It was also her telling me she knew what it had cost her. She knew, Hollis. She was not a fool. She was the furthest thing from a fool.”
He releases the chair. Looks down at his hands. Opens and closes them once.
“I loved her more than I have ever loved anything on this earth, and I used her up. Those two things are both true. You can write that down or leave it out. I don’t care which.”
Hollis picks up his pen. He does not write.
“Thank you, Mr. Boog. Your relentless pace helps me shape the structure of this document.” Hollis says. “I am sorry I asked.”
“Don’t be. It’s an honest question. You’re the first person who ever asked it out loud.” He exhales. Adjusts his collar. “Most people hear the story and they think I’m the hero. The immigrant who made it. The man who kept going. Mary knew better. Mary always knew better.”
He is quiet for a moment. Then he straightens in the chair.
“There is more to tell. Are you ready?”
Hollis nods. He turns to a fresh page.
“After Mary died, I did what I always did. I worked. I bought land. I kept the family fed. The children grew up around me and I tried not to ruin them the way I ruined her.” He stops. Opens and closes his hands once on his knees. “Three years I went on like that. Then some woman at a church social decided I looked pitiful enough to need help.”
The corner of his mouth moves. Not quite a smile. The ghost of one.
“She was wrong about that. But I didn’t argue with who she introduced me to.”
 

  
    PART FOUR
The Other Half
 
1889 – 1900
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-Four
A Kansas twister
Three years passed. The grief did not leave. It changed shape, settled deeper, became part of the way he held his shoulders and the way he did not laugh.
In the spring of 1890, a parish social. Conversation, lemonade, children running across the lawn, women in Sunday dresses moving in clusters. The Irish community did what it always did. Gathered, gossiped, connected, sized each other up. William was here because his children had insisted. He stood at the edge of the crowd with a glass of lemonade he was not drinking, watching the proceedings with the detached attention of a man waiting for an acceptable moment to leave.
A neighbor woman approached him. She was in her fifties, broad and purposeful.
“William Boog, there’s someone you should meet. She’s a widow, recently moved to this side of town. Lovely woman. Charlotte Travers is her name, but everyone calls her Lottie.”
“I’m not looking to—”
“Lottie! Come here, dear. This is Mr. Boog, the painter.”
She came over. Charlotte Travers. She was thirty-one years old. She walked with a momentary, almost imperceptible pause between steps. Her hands clasped in front of her, the posture of someone who was not entirely sure this social had been a good idea. She was not Irish. Not from the tenements. Not from any world William recognized. Her dress was clean and pressed but not new, and it hung on her loosely at the shoulders. The hem had been let down recently. The crease of the old hemline was still visible, a faint ridge circling the fabric where the original hem had been. She wore no jewelry except a thin band on the third finger of her right hand, moved there from the left. A widow’s habit. She turned it absently with the fingers of her other hand when she was thinking.
She was pretty. Not Mary’s kind of pretty, which had been fierce and weathered. Lottie’s face was softer. Open. Her hair was the color of new copper, pinned up in a way that was already coming loose on one side. Her collarbone stood sharp above the neckline of the dress. She had lost weight she could not afford to lose and her body showed it in the places she could not hide. She had the look of a woman running a household on nerve and tea and not enough sleep, and the social was costing her effort she did not have to spare.
She extended her hand. William shook it, briefly.
“The painter,” Lottie said. “I’ve seen your advertisements in the Globe.” She said it quickly, as though offering proof she had a reason to be in this conversation.
“You read the advertisements?”
“I read everything. Force of habit.” She paused. The ring turned on her finger. “My father was a lawyer in Kansas. He said if you stop reading, you stop thinking.”
Her voice trailed off. She had intended to say more but the thought had gotten away from her. She looked down at her hands.
William studied this woman. Her accent threw him. Soft Kansas vowels, flat on the a’s, nothing like the voices he had spent his life surrounded by.
“Your husband?” he asked.
“Valentin Travers. He fought in the Civil War. He was one of twelve to survive and defend Fort Sumter. Artillery. Won a congressional medal.” She said this the way people say things they have said many times, with pride that had gone smooth from handling. Then her voice changed. Smaller. “He passed recently. I depended on him for a great deal.”
William felt it. The particular weight of a sentence that has an abyss underneath it. He recognized it because he carried the same one.
He did not reach for it. He stepped sideways, the instinct of a man who was not ready to stand in that room with a stranger.
“It sounds like you found a great man in Valentin.” He exhaled. “I lost my wife a few years ago. She was Irish. We came here fifteen, twenty years ago. Travers is unusual for an American name. I’ve seen it in Ireland, though.”
“He was Irish, as it happens. And a bit older.” She paused. The corner of her mouth turned, as if she were about to say something else. She stopped herself. A flush crept across her neck. She turned the ring again.
The neighbor woman was hovering six feet away with a plate of biscuits and the barely concealed satisfaction of a woman whose scheme was working. William saw her and the scheme at the same time.
“You’ll have to forgive Mrs. Daly,” he said. “She’s been trying to marry me off since the funeral.”
The flush deepened. Lottie’s eyes went to the ground. She had not arranged this. She had walked into it, and now she was standing in the middle of someone else’s plan with no way to step out of it gracefully. Her hand went to her collar. The gesture of a woman checking that she was still buttoned, still composed, still presentable. She was not entirely any of those things.
“I should let you get back to your afternoon,” she said. Her voice had thinned. She was retreating, and doing it badly. William could see the effort it cost her to hold the pleasant expression on her face while her feet were already pointed toward the gate.
“It was very nice to meet you, Mr. Boog.”
She turned and walked across the lawn. Her stride was quick and her shoulders were high and tight, the posture of a woman holding herself together until she could get around a corner. She passed through the gate and was gone.
William stood with his lemonade. He watched the gate for a moment after she had left. Then he set the glass on the nearest table and went to find his children.
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* * *
William was finishing a house on St. Clair Avenue, not far from his own street. Late afternoon. His last man had left early. He worked alone, his legs strong from years of carrying cans up and down ladders. He finished his section, moved the ladder, and finished the next. The autumn sun dropped low. He climbed down for the last time, stepped back, and looked at the house. Blinked once and admired it.
The homeowner came out. “It’s better than I imagined. I hope it lasts forever. How soon until you need to repaint?”
“This formula will outlast your patience. The next time you speak with me, I hope it’s to refer a friend to me.”
He was loading the carriage, his horse standing patient in the traces, when a voice carried across the street.
“I see a streak on the north side!”
His head snapped up. The homeowner had gone inside. Lottie stood on the opposite sidewalk, hat in one hand, the other shielding her eyes from the low sun. She was smiling, but there was a nervousness in her stance, her weight on her back foot, ready to retreat if the joke fell flat.
“Lottie. What are you doing here?”
“I walked to the clerk to discuss bonds, insurance. Those tiresome affairs after a death in the family.” She gestured vaguely up the road. “I was on my way home.”
“What do you think?” He pointed to the house behind him. “Ain’t she a beaut?”
She looked at it. Not politely, the way most people look at a painted house. She looked at it the way he did. Her eyes went to the south-facing wall first, where the weather would hit hardest. Then the trim around the windows. Then the porch rail. She walked a few steps to see the angle of the eaves.
“It needed it. The wood was cracking without it. You can see where the old coat failed at the joints.” She pointed to the corner where two boards met under the roofline. “Your coverage looks solid there. That’s usually where the gaps show.”
William stared at her. She was reading his work the way he read it. Not decoration. Protection. A coat of paint between the wood and everything that wanted to eat it.
“How does a woman from Kansas know how to read a house like that?”
Lottie’s hands unclasped. She was on surer ground now. Here, looking at work she understood, she was not the woman from the social who could not finish a sentence. “My father believed the work itself mattered more than the money. At ten years old he had me on a farm, carrying things, feeding animals, milking cows.” She made a face. “It was disgusting.”
William laughed. A real laugh, pulled out of him before he could stop it.
“By sixteen he had taught me how to paint. My brother James and I worked alongside some rough and smelly men who did the heavy work, while I handled the detail. Trim. Window frames. Anything that required a steady hand.” She held up her right hand, fingers spread. There was a faded callus on the inside of her index finger, the kind a brush handle leaves. “It’s a tough business. Tougher than people think. But when you finish a job and step back and look at it, you can see what you did. That’s worth something.”
William heard his own words coming out of a woman from Kansas, and he did not know what to do with it.
“You’re full of surprises,” he said. “But I have to tell you, your timing is off. Mrs. Daly or no Mrs. Daly.”
“I know my timing is off, Mr. Boog. I’ve been off my timing since Valentin died.” She said it without self-pity. A woman naming the thing that was wrong with her because she was tired of pretending nothing was. “This isn’t the final coat after you cut in the corners and edges. We’re just calcimining now. A first step.”
William shoved his hands in his pockets.
“A first step indeed. How far is your walk?”
“A mile up the road.”
She looked at him. She did not ask. She held her hat against the wind and let the question sit between them. The October chill did the rest.
“There’s room behind me on the bench. It’s not comfortable.”
He shoved paint cans aside and wiped a rag across the seat. She climbed up and they sat back to back, the bench barely wide enough for both of them. He could feel the warmth of her through his coat. The smell of the paint cans mixed with something else, lavender soap or rosewater, he could not tell which. He had not sat this close to a woman since Mary.
The horse pulled them down St. Clair. They could not see each other’s faces. He found it easier to talk this way.
“Miss Lottie, I’m an honest man. If you can’t take that, you may as well find another old Irishman with a mustache.”
Her laugh came from behind him. “Go on.”
“Two things are true. I like you. And I love my kids. They are my everything. I protect them, provide for them. I gave them a name. I want them to have kids of their own and I want grandchildren. Their mother gave her life for them. She can’t be replaced.”
“I don’t want to replace their mother. I am a mother myself. I never told you this, but, Valentin and I have six children.”
The carriage rolled on. William was quiet for a full block. The horse’s hooves on packed dirt filled the silence.
“Are they all alive?”
The question hung. Lottie heard what was in it. Not curiosity. A man who could not ask that question lightly, because the answer had broken him before.
“All six. My oldest, Mary, was born in ’77. My youngest, Clementine, a few years ago.”
“Your oldest is named Mary. So is mine. Born in ’68.”
His thumb traced his knee.
“I have four kids. Living. Three girls and a boy. Three born in Ireland, one here in St. Paul.”
They talked for blocks after that. By the time the carriage stopped outside her house, the air between them had changed. Not romantic. Not yet. But warmer than it had been.
“I’d like to see you again, Lottie.”
“I’d like that very much. Good evening, William.”
She stepped down and walked to her door without looking back. William watched her go. Then he clicked his tongue and the horse pulled forward, and he rode home through the early dark.
* * *
The courtship was slow. 
Lottie had her routines. She rose early. She kept a small journal in which she recorded the date, the weather, and one observation. Not a diary. An accounting of days. She had started it after Valentin died because the days blurred without a record. She wrote in pencil because pencil could be erased and Lottie believed a person should be able to revise her own record.
She read the newspaper front to back. Not just the advertisements that had led her to William’s name. Editorials, court reports, property transfers, shipping news, the agriculture column, because her Kansas girlhood had given her an understanding of soil and seasons that had never fully left. She managed six children alone the way her father had managed his law office. With lists, schedules, and the calm expectation that everything would be done correctly.
She laughed easily. This was the thing about her that caught people off guard. A woman who kept ledgers and managed six children alone should have been severe. She was not. She laughed at her own mistakes, at the children’s inventions, at the absurdity of a world that had given her a decorated war hero for a first husband and was now apparently offering her an Irish painter. The laughter came from a place of warmth, and William noticed that it never had cruelty in it. Not once.
They walked through a park one afternoon. He told her about Dublin and she listened the way few people did. She did not ask how he survived. She asked what the Liffey looked like from his window.
He brought her to his shop. She walked through the space, past the paint cans, the brushes, the invoices tacked to the wall. She opened a can, examined the consistency, ran a brush across a piece of scrap wood and studied the coverage. She held the brush properly, fingers in the right position, pressure even. William watched her test his paint with the care of a professional, and he stood there with his arms folded and his mouth slightly open and no words available.
The girls met Lottie. Mary Margaret was guarded, her mother’s daughter. Letitia, home from the Sisters for the occasion, was cautious but warm. Rose liked the new lady who brought sweets.
One evening Lottie stayed for dinner. She told a story about Kansas, about a twister she had seen as a girl. The sky turning green, her father loading them into the cellar, the sound of it like a train passing directly over the house. She told it well, her hands moving, her voice dropping at the right moments. Even Mary Margaret leaned forward. William watched her face as she told the story. The way her eyes widened when she described the color of the sky. The way she laughed at the end, at herself, at the memory of being small and terrified. He looked at her and felt a loosening in his chest he had not expected and did not trust.
They sat on the porch one night. The same porch where Mary had told him she was dying. He had not sat here since. Lottie was beside him. They did not touch. The stars were out, broken here and there by a thin strip of cloud.
“You don’t have to tell me about her,” Lottie said. “But I want you to know that you can, if you ever want to.”
William nodded. He would. Not tonight.
* * *
“Pa, can I help you again at work?”
“Mary… Do you want to work, or just get free carriage rides?”
“In your crammed and stained wagon, I will take both. You’re gone a lot. I’d like to work with you.”
They rode together toward the first job. Mary Margaret was quiet for the first few blocks. Then he turned on the bench.
“Are you courting Miss Lottie?”
“I don’t think so. I don’t know.”
“Why not? She’s pretty. She tells good stories. She brings sweets.”
“What about your mother?”
Mary Margaret went quiet. The carriage wheels turned. When she spoke again her voice was lower.
“Pa, it’s all right. I don’t like seeing you fight through everything alone. If you let Lottie go, you might not find someone like her again.”
William looked at his daughter. The girl was staring straight ahead at the road, her face making an expression that reminded William of himself at twelve, standing in the rain outside Doyle’s workshop. She had her mother’s courage.
“I’ll bring her over for dinner again.”
* * *
The following week Lottie came to Evergreen Avenue. The table was set unevenly. Something on the stove had been rescued at the last moment. Rose had picked wildflowers and put them in a jar with the sincerity of a child who believes flowers fix everything.
“You went through a lot of trouble,” Lottie said, looking around. “The house is warm. It smells nice.”
“Thanks, Miss Lottie!”
“No need to call me Miss Lottie. You can call me Lottie or Charlotte. I only offer that to people I like.”
She winked. The children caught it.
“We heard you have children of your own. When do we get to meet them?”
William cut in. “Kids, I think Miss Lottie and I should talk about that first.”
“Pa, don’t be such a stick in the mud.”
“Girls, you’re cruisin’ for a bruisin’.” He was grinning. “Okay, okay, I agree, I think we should all get together, but this house can’t hold everyone. We’d have to plan the food—”
Lottie leaned forward. “Como Park. North of here. We can each get there by horse in under an hour. They have a lake and picnic grounds.”
The table erupted. Cheering, questions tumbling over each other.
“Who are your kids? How many? What are their names?”
“Six.”
Gasps. The Boog children looked at each other.
“And Mary Margaret, my oldest daughter is named Mary too.” She paused. “Would you like to know their names?”
Every child at the table leaned in. 
“Mary, Anetta, William, Joseph, James, Clementine. Thirteen, eleven, nine, seven, four, three.”
The children spent the rest of the evening in a state of giddy impatience. William and Lottie sat across from each other at the table, and the conversation moved easily, and the house on Evergreen Avenue held a sound it had not held in three years.
After Lottie left, William cleared the dishes. The children had gone to bed. He stood at the sink with his sleeves rolled and washed each plate and dried it and put it away. Mary’s apron still hung on the hook beside the stove. He had never moved it.
He reached past it for the dish towel. His sleeve brushed the fabric. He stopped. Stood there with his hand on the towel and his arm against the apron and the house silent around him. A rush of anxiety hit him.
He left the lamp burning.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-Five
A swarm of bees
 
The morning they went to Como Park, William was up before the sun. Late summer in Minnesota. The air was already thick, the kind of humidity that stuck your shirt to your back before you finished your coffee. He stood at the kitchen window watching the light come in over the rooftops. He had built things. None of it made him as nervous as today.
He had a phrase he’d carried since Dublin: If you’re early, you’re on time, and if you’re on time, you’re late. He wanted to be the first one there. He wanted to stand in the park with his children and have everything arranged before Lottie arrived. He wanted control over something, because he did not have control over much else.
The girls moved through the house in a contained frenzy. Clothes pulled from drawers, shoes laced wrong, arguments over who would sit where in the carriage. William loaded everything himself. The whole family in one wagon was a burden on the horse and an exercise in load management. He took pride in this: all three of his children, fed and dressed and together, rolling down the avenue behind a horse that loved to work for them.
He turned onto Lexington and the park was close. A few blocks out, he saw them. Lottie’s caravan coming from the opposite direction, her family packed into their own rig, the children’s heads popping above the sideboards like gophers from their holes.
William’s hands tightened on the reins. He leaned forward, clicked his tongue, and worked the horse until it had an ever-so-slight lead. He tipped his hat as they passed. Behind him and behind Lottie, children from both carriages craned their necks, twisting to get a look at one another. The introductions had begun without a word spoken.
 
*  *  *
 
With both horses hitched, the two families stood facing each other in the grass. William and his four on one side. Lottie and her six on the other. Nine children stood in the grass with no script for what came next.
They walked together toward a spot near the beach. The children were drawn to the water all at once. Lottie began setting up the picnic while the kids took turns running through the shallows and disappearing into the treeline, their voices carrying back in bright, scattered pieces.
“Kids, let’s eat.”
William’s voice carried the authority of a man who had run job sites and raised children alone. Lottie’s kids fell in line alongside his own without hesitation. They settled onto a patchwork of blankets. Food was passed around. Rose started eating before everyone had been served.
Letitia saw this. She reached across, took her wrist firmly, and held it there. Her eyes locked without blinking. She pulled her hand down, slow and deliberate. Letitia did not blink.
“What?”
“Let’s wait until everyone has their food and say the blessing.”
Rose sneered at her. She stuck her tongue out. This was a weapon that worked reliably on Mary Margaret. Letitia wouldn’t grant her the same satisfaction, even though she did furrow her eyebrows at her.
Lottie noticed. “Go ahead, Letitia. You can say the blessing.”
“Heavenly Father, please bless this food as it goes into our bodies. We thank you for the farmers and grocers that made this food available to us. We pray for those less fortunate than us...”
She continued. She blessed every person by name. She prayed for the needy. She covered world peace. Rose shifted in her seat. She kept going.
“Amen! Let’s eat,” Rose announced. Letitia was not finished. She bit into her fruit anyway, holding eye contact with her in a standoff neither was willing to lose.
Before the prayer could enter its second act, Anetta leaned toward Letitia and said, “Thank you for a lovely prayer.” And with that, the spell broke. They all dove in.
Lottie leaned toward William while the children ate. “She’s not what I expected.”
“Who?”
“Letitia. You described her as the quiet one. She just held ten children hostage with a prayer and a stare.”
William looked across the blanket at his daughter, who was laughing at something Joseph Travers had said, her head tilted back, her shoulders loose. He could not remember the last time he had seen her laugh like that.
 
*  *  *
 
The questions came slowly at first. Careful, calculated, each one testing the ground before the next. They were very different, these children. One family had crossed an ocean. The other had not. One stood beside a strong, distracted father who worked too much. The other had grown up in the steady warmth of a gentle, sophisticated mother. Every child at that table had lost a parent. Nobody said it.
Lottie’s boys finished eating first. William Travers led. He always led. He wiped his hands on his trousers and stood.
“Everybody follow me. I saw something dead in the woods.”
They followed him into the underbrush, slapping mosquitoes as they went. The bugs were relentless near the lake. William Travers poked at logs and overturned rocks with the confidence of a boy who had never considered consequences.
Mary Margaret spotted it first. A dead tree, still standing, its trunk straight and narrow and tapered to a point like an enormous pencil. Mushrooms climbed its bark in shelves. Ants marched up and down its surface.
“Over here. Look at the pencil tree.”
They gathered around it. The tree was buzzing with insects, lined with mushrooms, crawling with hidden life, a strange irony, all that life around something dead.
“I wonder how many bugs are on the inside,” William Travers said. He studied the tree for approximately two seconds. Then, because he was a boy and because the need to demonstrate strength was hardwired into his blood, he attacked the trunk with his bare hands.
What followed was a sequence of events that unfolded in rapid, irreversible order: a crack, a shift, a low hum that became a roar, and then the air was alive.
“BEES! RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!”
The moment the words left his mouth, William Travers knew he had made a terrible miscalculation. He pivoted.
“Follow me! Bees can’t swim. Everyone, in the lake! Now!”
From the picnic blankets, Lottie watched the stampede. Her children. His children. All of them sprinting toward the water with their arms windmilling and their screams weaving together into a symphony of terror.
“Oh, my children!” She removed her hat slowly, as though considering whether to enter the fray. “Oh dear. William, do something. William!”
It was too late. William had chosen this particular moment to come apart. 
He bent over. Face red. Gasping. He looked toward the children thrashing in the shallows and tried to speak. “Sorry. I can’t.” Another wave took him. He could not even finish the sentence. He could not stop laughing long enough to say he could not stop laughing.
“Watch out kids, I heard that bees can do the backstroke!”
He continued to laugh even harder, hand on his chest. Face was a little red, a tear streak from the good laugh.
Lottie was not impressed.
In the lake, Mary Margaret took charge. She calmed the younger ones, counted heads, and kept order in the chest-deep water. No one was stung except William Travers, who caught a single sting on the back of his neck during the retreat, a wound he would wear as a badge for weeks. 
As they walked out of the lake, a couple nearby brought towels.
“Would you like to use our towels to dry off?”
“Thank you kindly. Mr. and Mrs.…”
“Fitzgerald. Edward and Mollie.”
“Nice to meet you. We ran from a swarm of bees. These towels are great. Thanks again for them.”
William collected himself and talked with the kids and the Fitzgeralds while the chaos wound down.
 
*  *  *
 
Mary Margaret noticed Lottie starting to clean up. She went to help. They worked side by side for a while, folding blankets, stacking dishes, not saying much. Then they both caught themselves looking at the same thing, William. He stood at the edge of the group, arms crossed, rocking on his toes. The children orbited around him, all ten of them interacting now, their voices tangled together, and he watched them with the quiet, satisfied stillness of a man who has built something and is stepping back to see if it holds.
“He’s always quiet when it matters,” Mary Margaret said. “And he’s always loud when it doesn’t.”
She stopped. She had not intended to say that much to a stranger. But something about Lottie, and this afternoon, and the strange new constellation these two families were forming, had loosened a bolt she normally kept tight.
“Do you love him?”
The question stuck. Lottie had not been prepared for it.
“First things first. I can tell you that I am very fond of him.”
“That’s not what I asked.” Mary Margaret’s voice was steady. She was twenty-two years old and she had her mother’s eyes and her mother’s directness and she was not going to let this slide. “It takes a lot to love a guy like him. But if you do, it’s a world you never see coming. One you can’t describe. And one you’d never want to leave. If you don’t love him yet, I understand.”
Lottie held Mary Margaret’s gaze. She did not flinch and she did not rush.
“I’m not saying yes, and I’m not saying no. Here is what I will say, Mary. I cannot replace your mother. I cannot be your mother. And I can tell, from what William has told me and from what I see in you, that she was amazing in every sense of the word.” She paused. Her voice softened but did not weaken. “What I can be is me. Lottie. A woman who wholly admires William and puts her family before herself. That includes her children. Even ones she didn’t give birth to.”
The words settled over Mary Margaret like a hand was on her shoulder. Her walls came down. She had built them from the same material as her father’s: grief, loyalty, the fear of forgetting. “I needed that.” She stepped forward and put her arms around Lottie. The hug lasted a long time. The last woman Mary Margaret had embraced like this was her mother.
 
*  *  *
 
William gathered everyone together. They were buzzing, with bee stings and lake water and the electric, half-disbelieving energy of children who sense that something in their lives is about to change.
“Do you think we should all get together again?”
A loud, unanimous YES erupted from the group. 
“Alright. I think we can arrange that. For now, I’d rather not ride home in the dark.”
William Travers did not miss a beat. “Last one home is a rotten egg!”
Everyone scrambled. Children piled into carriages. Blankets were thrown. Items shuffled. William, because he was William, made sure he was on the road first. He drove ahead and then waited in the distance, watching over his shoulder until Lottie’s carriage began to move. Only then did he push forward.
Lottie, climbing into her seat, noticed something glinting on the ground. A small piece of jewelry, ruby-colored, catching the late sun. She picked it up and placed it on the back bench beside the other belongings. She would ask about it later.
The two carriages rolled north through the fading afternoon, one ahead and one behind, ten children and two adults who had arrived as strangers and were leaving as something else. The sun was low. The road was long and very bumpy. The small piece of jewelry worked toward the edge of the back bench with each gallop. Lottie did not notice.
After the picnic, William arranged a solo carriage ride between himself and Lottie. A covered carriage this time, not his work wagon. He brought a blanket for Lottie. He told the driver to follow the bluffs by the river.
They sat side by side. The Mississippi River curved like a snake between the bluffs. The occasional bird flew by. William was quiet for a long time. Lottie waited. She had already learned that his silences preceded his most important words.
“Charlotte, I want to talk with you about something.”
She looked at him. He had never called her Charlotte before.
“Is everything all right?”
“Yes, it is. And in truth that is what keeps me up at night. Everything is more than well. I was brought into this world with nothing. Now I am sitting in a carriage in the United States with a lovely woman who my children adore. I have money, a successful business and respect.”
He stopped. His hands moved in front of him, searching the air, trying to shape what he meant.
“But this… all came at a cost. Charlotte, I have buried seven kids and a wife.”
She put her arm around him. This broad, mustachioed, impossible man who had crossed an ocean and built a life from dust. She put her arm around his shoulders and pressed her hand against his back. She did not speak. She held him until he was ready.
“I’m so, so sorry to hear that.”
“Things ought not to be well, but they are. Better than I deserve.” He leaned forward and called to the driver. “Please stop here. Lottie, step down with me.”
They climbed down and sat together on a bluff just off the path. The river moved below them. The tree leaves along the bank were turning gold.
“How do you take care of those six kids by yourself?”
“You always get to see the best version of me. But it’s my turn to be honest with you. I struggle. The older ones help out, but not having a man is burdensome.”
“I see.” William turned a thought over carefully before he spoke it. “Would you be willing to put up with a man? Let’s say a man with skeletons in his closet?”
“Only if it was you.”
William put his arm around her. Behind her back, he caught the carriage driver’s eye and gave a thumbs up. The driver nodded and cleared his throat.
“Excuse me, miss? Miss Lottie? I believe you dropped something over here.”
Lottie pulled away from William, irritated at the interruption. “One moment!”
“You may want to look at this. It looks of importance. What is this? Please come here for a moment.”
Lottie sighed and stood, straightening her dress, her face flushed from the moment that had just been broken. She started toward the driver with purpose in her step. Behind her, William turned.
“Charlotte.”
His voice came out deep and certain, the voice he reserved for the moments that mattered most. She stopped. Turned around. He was on one knee in the grass beside the bluff, the river below him, the October sky wide and orange behind him, and his face held everything at once. The boy from the tenements. The man who buried his children. The painter who hung his name above a hundred doors. All of it, compressed into a single gesture on a hillside in Minnesota.
He held out his hands.
“Charlotte, will you take my hand in marriage?”
“Yes. Yes, I will.”
She floated back to him in three steps and took both his hands in hers and pulled him to his feet. He was not graceful about it. His knees had climbed too many ladders. She held his hands and steadied him there on the bluff above the Mississippi.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-Six
Complicated Arithmetic
 
They married in the spring of 1891 at the Cathedral of downtown Saint Paul. The much larger cathedral was still under construction.
The cathedral stood as a sturdy, elegant sentinel at the corner of 6th and St. Peter. While its stone walls didn't reach the dizzying heights of a modern skyscraper, its limestone facade offered a sense of permanence in a fast-growing frontier town. Inside, the light filtered through stained glass to pool on the wooden pews. The cathedral didn't seek to overwhelm a person with its scale, but rather to cradle them in a dignity that felt worlds away from the muddy streets of St. Paul.
William stood at the altar in his best coat and looked up at the windows and the light pouring through them and he thought of another church. St. Michael and John’s in Dublin. The narrow stained glass. The nearly empty pews. Mary walked up the aisle in a dress that was not new and not white, with wildflowers at her collar. The cobblestone kind that grew through cracks in stone. No music. No rings. A priest who had done it a hundred times and could not be bothered to care. The distance between that wedding and this one was the distance he had traveled in his life. 
Lottie wore a simple dress. No white. She was a widow remarrying and she carried that with dignity. Her eyes were bright and certain. She had chosen this man. Not because she needed saving but because she recognized something in him. 
The children sat in the front pew. Mary Margaret had tears in her eyes. Complicated tears. Letitia squeezed her hand. Rose held a flower she was supposed to throw but had decided to keep. Lottie’s brood intermingled with the children.
The priest read the vows. William held Lottie’s hands and meant every word. He had done this before, in Dublin, with a girl from the wash house. That marriage was forged in desperation and love. This one was forged in survival and choice.
They kissed. Brief and honest. They pulled back and looked each other in the eye. The cathedral applauded. They followed up with another brief kiss, then William overwhelmed her with a strong and tight hug. The applause continued.
 
*  *  *
 
That following night, the house was quiet. Lottie was asleep. William sat at the kitchen table with the paper unfolded in front of him. The left half was full. MARY X at the top, and below her the column of children, five X’s scattered among the names like wounds.
He turned the paper slightly and looked at the right half. Blank. It had been blank since Dublin. Twenty-seven years of emptiness on the other side of the crease. William had always feared that death would follow him to the right side of that paper. In fact, it was the opposite.
He picked up the pen. On the right half, at the top, he wrote: CHARLOTTE.
He looked at what he had done. Two names at the top of a folded piece of paper. One on the left. One on the right. One with an X. One without. Two wives. One crease between them. The paper held them both. Not in competition. Not in rank. But side by side, separated by a fold that was also a bridge.
He stared at it for a long time. Then he folded the paper carefully along the same crease and put it away. He smacked his breast pocket with two loud whacks, and moved on.
 
*  *  *
 
The marriage brought arithmetic that no one had prepared for. William’s three girls. Lottie’s six. The Evergreen Avenue house, which had felt spacious when it held one family, now buckled under the weight of two. Six rooms and a barn for nine children. Bedrooms doubled up. Hallways became obstacle courses. Breakfast was a military exercise. Lottie’s children arrived with their own rhythms, their own noise, their own way of opening cabinets and slamming doors, and William’s children watched them settle in with the careful wariness of animals adjusting to a new herd.
Lottie drew up the sleeping arrangements on a piece of butcher paper she spread across the kitchen table. She assigned beds by age and temperament. Her own girls shared the east bedroom. William’s girls took the west. The boys occupied the half-storey above. She posted the arrangement on the inside of the pantry door where everyone could see it. Below the sleeping chart she added a chore rotation. Each child’s name followed by their daily task. The tasks rotated weekly. No one was exempt. No one was favoured.
Her principle was simple. Everyone contributed. Everyone ate. Everyone was treated the same regardless of which parent they had arrived with. She enforced this with a quiet firmness that the children learned not to test.
Mornings were the hardest. Nine children needed to be fed and dressed and directed toward school or chores before eight o’clock. Lottie was a field general.
William observed this operation from the doorway with his coffee and a look that combined admiration with mild terror. He had run painting crews of a dozen men. He had never seen anyone manage nine children before breakfast with less visible effort. Lottie did it while simultaneously packing three lunches and answering a question about algebra and reminding someone to water the garden. She did not raise her voice. She did not need to.
It lasted nine days.
On the tenth morning Lottie came downstairs and found the chore chart torn from the pantry door. The paper lay on the kitchen floor, ripped through the middle. One half still held the tack. The other half was crumpled near the stove.
She picked up both halves. She held them together. The tear ran through the center column, splitting the names. Her children on one side. William’s on the other.
She did not know who had done it. She did not ask. She stood in the kitchen holding the two halves of paper and studied the tear. Clean. Deliberate. Someone had used both hands.
The first week had been noise, adjustment, the ordinary friction of too many bodies in too few rooms. This was different. This was someone saying no. Not to the chart. To her.
That evening she sat on the edge of the bed in the room she shared with William. The door was closed. The children were in the kitchen, loud, arguing about something she could not make out through the wall. She sat with her hands in her lap and the torn chart on the bed beside her and she did not know what to do next.
She had managed six children alone for three years. She had kept the house, paid the bills, buried a husband and started over in a new city. She had never lost control of a room. She had never had a system fail.
William found her there. He came in and saw her sitting on the bed and the chart beside her and he stopped in the doorway.
“Lottie?”
“Someone tore it down.” Her voice was flat. “I don’t know who. I don’t know why. I have been here ten days and I have fed every child in this house the same portions from the same pot and treated every one of them as mine and someone tore it down.”
William looked at the chart. He looked at his wife.
“Don’t put it back up,” he said. “Let the house sort itself out. Mary never had a chart. She just showed up every morning and fought through it.”
Lottie looked at him. Her face went still.
“I am not Mary.”
The words impacted harder than she intended. Or maybe exactly as hard as she intended. William’s mouth closed.
“I did not come into this house to become another woman. I came in as myself. I brought my children and my way of doing things and I hung that chart on the door because it is how I know how to keep a household from falling apart.” She picked up the torn halves and held them in front of her. “Someone tore this down. That is not a sign that I should stop. That is a sign that I need to do it differently.”
William sat beside her. He was quiet. He tried to offer advice but that failed. His chest tightened. He resorted to just looking at her, letting her take the next step.
Lottie looked at the two halves. She turned them over. She studied the tear line. Then she stood, went to the kitchen, and came back with a fresh sheet of butcher paper and a pencil.
She sat at the small desk in their bedroom and did not make a chart. She made a different thing. Not assignments. Pairs. She put one of her children beside one of William’s for each task. Not by command. By partnership. Anetta with Rose on dishes. Mary Margaret with her son Joseph on firewood. The pairs were deliberate. She matched children who had not yet spoken ten words to each other and gave them a shared job that required cooperation.
She posted it on the pantry door the next morning without announcement. The children read it. Mary Margaret looked at Joseph. Joseph looked at her. Neither protested. The structure was too clever to argue with. It did not feel like an order. It felt like it had been their idea.
By the end of the month the pairs had become friendships. William’s girls helped Lottie's children with school situations and friendship advice. Lottie’s kids helped integrate the Boog girls more tightly into Minnesota society. Lottie’s system held because it was built on the thing she understood better than anyone in that house: we’re in this together.
She had not become Mary. She had not abandoned the chart. She had made something new, and the family that grew inside it was hers.
That fall they walked two lots on Roblyn Avenue on an afternoon when the elms along the boulevard had gone gold and rust, the last good color before the branches went bare. The lots were modest. Flat, grassy, bordered on one side by a gravel alley where a delivery wagon sat with its horse blanketed against the chill. Down the block, a crew was laying new water mains, the trench cut into the packed earth, clay pipes stacked at the curb.
William watched the pipe crew work. He understood what fresh water mains meant. Where the pipes went, the families followed. Where the families went, the houses went. He could read a city.
He bought them. Lottie’s name on the deed, as it was on all the deeds now. She had taken over the paperwork without being asked, the way she took over everything that needed organizing. He found the land. She kept the records. Neither of them had discussed the arrangement. It had simply grown between them, practical and solid, requiring no ceremony.
It was Lottie who found the family home. She did not ask William’s permission. She walked him past a house on Dayton Avenue near the corner of Snelling on a Sunday afternoon and stopped on the sidewalk and waited.
Shortly after, William sold the Evergreen house. He wrote the listing himself at the kitchen table while the house slept, his handwriting tight and deliberate. He carried it to the Globe offices the next morning. The clerk at the advertising desk was the same man who had taken William’s first painter’s notice years earlier, though his hair had thinned and his collar had yellowed.
“Selling this time, Mr. Boog?” The clerk did not look up from his ledger.
William set the card on the counter and watched the man copy it into the ledger. The pen scratched across the page and with each word the house passed out of him. The barn he had wanted to build first. The garden on the south side where Rose had picked flowers and tucked them behind her mother’s ear. Mary’s window, the one she had opened on the first day and breathed through with her eyes closed. All of it, reduced to column inches. He paid for a week’s run, pocketed the receipt, and walked out into a morning where the new electric streetcar hummed past on its overhead wire, throwing blue sparks at the contact point. He did not linger. He had built the place, lived in it, lost Mary in it. Nine children needed more room than sentiment could provide.
The new house was a proper single-family home on a proper street. Not a tenement, not a dead-end court, not a narrow shopfront with rooms above. A Queen Anne with clapboard siding and a wide front porch, the kind of house that architects were putting up along the better avenues. Real rooms. A garden. Windows that looked out onto boulevard elms instead of brick. A cast-iron coal furnace in the basement, which meant no more feeding a wood stove at three in the morning. William stood on the sidewalk and felt something he rarely allowed himself to feel. Comfort. The sense that a place could hold him without needing to be outgrown.
“This is it,” he said.
“I know,” Lottie said. “I already spoke with the seller.”
“Of course you did.”
They moved before the first snow. Lottie had already arranged the price. Lottie’s name on the deed, as William often did. The children flooded the house and filled it. Lottie hung curtains. William stood in the front doorway with his hands in his pockets and watched her arranging a life around him, draping fabric over rods, straightening frames on walls. The house on Dayton Avenue smelled like fresh paint and something from Lottie’s kitchen that he could not identify but wanted more of.
 
*  *  *
 
On winter evenings, after the children were in bed, William spread his papers across the kitchen table. He sips a small glass of whiskey that he doesn’t finish. The taste burns on the first sip. On his follow up sips, he could taste the oak from the barrels that the whiskey was made in. The kerosene lamp burned low and his shadow filled the wall behind him. Deeds. Plat maps. A numbness in his mouth. Mortgage documents with the county clerk’s red stamps in the corners. He ran his finger down the columns of street names and lot numbers, checking figures he had already checked, confirming what did not need confirming.
The holdings had multiplied. A lot here, two there, a parcel sold at profit and the money rolled into the next purchase before the ink dried on the receipt. He bought along corridors. Carroll Avenue. Dayton Avenue. Roblyn. He stacked properties on the same streets and put them in family names. Adjacent lots so he could control who lived beside his people. The pattern was deliberate. A man who had grown up in a tenement room twelve feet square, who had watched landlords raise rent on dying families, was building a wall of ownership around everyone he loved. The deeds were the wall. The dirt beneath them was the foundation. Dirt did not get sick. Dirt did not swell with fluid. Dirt stayed.
William had purchased a small house on Carroll Avenue and put it in Letitia’s name. She had been at the Sisters for over a decade. The house was his way of offering her a path back. A deed with her name on it. A garden. A room of her own. Letitia thanked him. She visited the house once. She did not move in.
William did not feel triumph when he signed a new deed. He had felt that once, the first time, when the partnership sign went up on Seventh Street and his name was on a building in America. He had felt it again when he built the house on Evergreen and Mary leaned into the light at the window. Those purchases had meant arrival. These meant something else. Each signature was a small, private act of insurance against a loss he could not name and could not stop expecting. He bought property the way another man might drink. Not for the pleasure of it. For the brief absence of dread.
Lottie leaned in the doorway one evening while he worked through a stack of deeds. “You know, most painters just paint.”
“Most painters work for someone else,” William said without looking up.
*  *  *
 
One afternoon in the early fall of 1890, Letitia came home from the Sisters for a visit. William found her on the back porch with Rose, a jar of water between them and brushes spread on the boards. Rose had a scrap of butcher paper pinned under a rock. Letitia had a board propped on her knees and a saucer of pigment mixed from the set she had brought from the conservatory. They were painting the elm at the back of the yard.
Rose worked fast, her brush loaded with too much water, the color bleeding past every line she tried to hold. Green pooled in the corners. She wiped at it with her thumb and made it worse.
Letitia painted the same tree the way she had been taught at the conservatory. Small, deliberate strokes. Leaf by leaf. Branch by branch. She tested each shade on her fingertip before she touched the board. The colors were mixed with a precision that came from years of practice, not from instinct.
“You’re going to be here until Christmas,” Rose said.
“And yours will be dry by then, which is a mercy. Nobody should have to look at it wet.”
Rose gasped in mock offense. Then she leaned over and flicked water off her brush onto Letitia’s board. A spray of droplets landed across the careful leaves.
Letitia studied the damage. She tilted her head. “That’s actually better. It looks like rain.”
“I am improving your art.”
“You are a menace.”
They painted until the light dropped and the elm became a silhouette. Rose held up her version. The tree looked like it had been caught in a flood. Letitia held up hers. The leaves were precise, individual, each one a slightly different green. The water spots Rose had added looked like morning dew.
“We should do this more,” Rose said.
Letitia cleaned her brush in the jar. The water turned a deep olive. “We should.”
William watched them from the kitchen window. The brush in Letitia’s hand moved with the sureness of a woman who had been trained. She held it the way he held his own brushes, low on the handle, wrist loose. She had learned this somewhere he had never been.
 

  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven
Scattered like bugs
 
Letitia had been with the Sisters for twelve years. She had entered as a girl carrying a bag that held everything she owned. She had become a painter, a student, a woman who carried herself with a stillness that people trusted before she spoke. William still thought of her as the girl who pressed seeds into dirt on Ramsey Street. He was years behind.
A Sunday morning in the late summer of 1891. Letitia was home for the weekend, sitting at the breakfast table in the Dayton Avenue house. She was twenty-two. The children moved around her in their usual noise but she was somewhere else entirely. Her hands were in her lap. Her plate was untouched. Her eyes were fixed on the window where the early light came through in beams and lit the dust that floated in the still air.
William noticed. He noticed her when others did not because she was the easiest to miss.
After breakfast, she found him alone on the porch.
“Pa, I need to tell you something.”
He looked at her. She had Mary’s eyes. Not Mary Margaret’s version of them, which carried heat and stubbornness. Letitia’s eyes were her mother’s at their most still.
That morning before breakfast Letitia had walked the garden. The first frost of autumn had arrived overnight and the basil was finished. She picked what remained and set it on the kitchen counter. She brushed the soil from her knees. She washed her hands at the basin. Then she sat at the table and waited for her father.
She had been at the conservatory long enough now that her hands knew two kinds of work. Oil on canvas and dirt under the fingernails. When she visited, she always checked the garden first.
“I’m entering religious life, Pa. Formally. I’ve been accepted to take vows.”
William said nothing.
“You know this isn’t sudden. I’ve been with the Sisters since I was ten. The painting, the teaching, the prayer. It was never separate things. It was all one path and I’ve been walking it for twelve years.”
William said nothing. He had known this was coming. Knowing did not help.
“My name in the order will be Sister Berissima.”
“That’s not your name. Your name is Letitia Agnes Boog.”
“It will still be my name. It will always be my name. But I know what I’m meant to do. I’ve known since before Ma died.”
William looked at his daughter. She had just described his entire life back to him, and she was right, and he hated that she was right because it meant he could not argue with her.
“Your mother would have understood this,” he said.
“I think Ma is the reason I made this decision.”
She reached into her bag and set something on the table between them. The Carroll Avenue deed. The house he had bought to keep her close, the one she had visited once and never occupied. She slid it across the wood toward him.
A long silence. The Sunday bells were ringing somewhere across the city. They had irritated him for years, those bells. Every toll another knock on a door he had shut. But standing here with his daughter, he listened, and for once the sound did not irritate him.
“St. Catherine’s,” he said. “Is it a good place?”
“It’s a good place.”
He nodded. The nod took a long time. When it was done, he put his hand on Letitia’s head, and held it there.
“You were the first name on the manifest, you know. You and Teresa. Passengers one and two on the City of Paris. Four years old and you didn’t cry.”
“I remember.”
“No you don’t.”
She smiled. “No. But you’ve told me enough times that I feel like I do.”
 
*  *  *
 
Letitia returned to the Sisters before the leaves turned. William drove her. They did not speak for most of the ride. At the gate she stepped down with her bag. She hugged him, brief and fierce, and he held on longer than she expected. When she pulled back his eyes were wet. This was not a departure. She had already left years ago. This was the door closing behind her.
“None of that, Pa. I’ll write.”
“You’d better.”
She walked through the gate. He watched until the door closed behind her. Then he sat in the carriage for a long time, alone, with the reins slack in his hands. Two of Mary’s children remained in the world he could reach. Mary Margaret and Rose. Letitia had been leaving since the morning he carried her bag to the Sisters on Ramsey Street. He had spent twelve years pretending otherwise.
*  *  *
 
The first letter arrived in October. Rose brought it to the kitchen table and read it aloud while William stood at the stove pretending not to listen.
Letitia wrote the way she spoke, warm and specific, with a sharpness that surfaced when you least expected it. The vows had changed nothing about her work. She was painting devotional subjects in oil on canvas and on fired china, and she was teaching younger students at Saint Agatha’s Conservatory. She described the studio where she now had her own table: north-facing windows, rags stained with cadmium and cobalt, the smell of linseed oil. “It smells like Pa’s shop,” she wrote, “except holier and with fewer complaints about the foreman.”
She had started a small garden outside the convent kitchen. Not much. Herbs mostly. She cut flowers from it and arranged them at the foot of a statue of Our Lady of Victory that stood in the corner of her studio. She painted with the flowers beside her. She wrote that the garden and the painting were not separate things. They were the same work done with different hands.
Rose read the letter twice. The second time silently, her lips moving over the words. She folded it and held it against her chest.
“She sounds happy,” Rose said.
William nodded. He did not trust himself to say more.
Rose kept the letter in the drawer of her bedside table. She would read it again in the coming weeks. The part about the studio. The north-facing light. The flowers at the foot of the statue. The sense that Letitia had found a room where her eye for paint and beauty and her faith occupied the same space.
 
*  *  *
 
After Letitia took her vows, William felt the urge to hold his remaining children closer. Rose, his youngest, had him wrapped around her finger. Her words alone could mean nothing and still tug at his heart-strings.
Rose had offered to paint the garden fence and look after the beds. William smiled when she offered.
*  *  *
 
By spring of 1892, Lottie was expecting. She carried the pregnancy the way she carried everything: with lists, schedules, and calm certainty. She rearranged the sleeping chart on the pantry door to account for a crib. She told the children at breakfast one morning, matter of fact, and the table erupted. William sat at the end of the table with his coffee and watched the noise pour over him. A child with Lottie. The right side of the paper, filling in. Perhaps another son was due to come his way.
Charlotte Magdalen Boog was born in June of 1892. Rose picked the middle name. William held the baby. He was older now. His hair had gone mostly gray. His hands were more lined, the knuckles thicker. He looked at this child and the fear was there, the old fear, the one that had lived in him since George died in Dublin. It would never leave. He knew that. He also knew that the hope sitting right beside it was stronger than it had any right to be.
That night, the paper came out again. He unfolded it. On the right half, under CHARLOTTE, he wrote: Charlotte. His wife was so special to him that their first daughter was named after her. Charlotte Magdalen was the first name on the right side to have a child’s weight beneath it. The right half of the paper had begun.
*  *  *
 
Rose and Mary Margaret grew closer. Rose was the youngest of Mary’s children, and she was becoming someone William had not anticipated. She painted. Not houses. Not casually, not as a pastime, but with the same obsessive focus William had brought to leather and paint. Letitia inspired her. She sat at the kitchen table with scraps of paper and a small brush and sketched faces, buildings, trees, the view from the Dayton Avenue windows. Her lines were clean and confident. She had an eye.
William found her one afternoon painting the front of the house. She had captured the porch columns, the angle of the roof, the shadow patterns on the clapboard, all with a precision that startled him. He looked at the drawing, then at the house, then back at the drawing.
“Where did you learn that?”
“I watched you.”
“I’m a painter, Rose. Not an artist.”
“You’re both. You just don’t know it.”
He looked at her. She had Mary’s soft eyes and strong jawline and something else, something that did not come from either parent. A way of seeing the world as a composition. Colors and shadow and line.
“Rose, when you were a little girl, do you remember what I asked you often?”
She crinkled her nose and shrugged her shoulders.
“I asked if I could put you in my pocket, so you’d always be with me. So how bout it, can I just keep you in my pocket?”
She looked down, then looked at him with a sideways smile.
“Be careful, I could steal your paintbrush while I’m in there.”
A silence settled between them. William gave her one pat on the shoulder and walked off. The pocket of warmth inside of him was something he clung onto dearly.

  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight
The fierce Mary Margaret
 
By the winter of 1892, the Dayton Avenue house held a different family than the one that had moved in. Letitia was at St. Catherine’s. The older Travers children, Lottie’s brood, had settled into the house and filled the spaces Mary’s children left behind. The noise level stayed the same. The composition changed. William noticed it most at supper, when he looked down the table and saw faces that were not Mary’s. He loved them. He did. But the absence had a shape.
He sat at his desk one evening after Lottie and the children had gone to bed. The house was dark. He took the paper from his breast pocket and unfolded it. Both halves now carried names. The left side, scarred. The right side, clean.
He looked at the left side. MARY X. George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John X. Rose.
Three names on the left without X’s. Mary Margaret, Letitia and Rose. But Letitia was behind convent walls and Rose was drawing pictures of a world she had not yet understood. Mary Margaret was becoming a younger version of her mother. The living names on the left side were not kids anymore. They weren’t dying but their innocent days with their mother were getting more distant. Dissolving into their own stories, which was a different kind of loss, quieter, without funerals, but soon to be felt in the empty chairs at dinner.
He folded the paper and held it against his chest. The crease was soft now, nearly worn through. He pressed his hand flat over it and sat in the silence.
It was not grief. It was not fear. It was the animal awareness of a man who had been beaten enough times to recognize the wind that comes before the storm. Everything was good. The business was strong. Lottie was here. Charlotte was healthy. The house was warm.
And yet.
He had learned across forty years and two continents that happiness is not a destination. It is a clearing in the woods. You rest there. You do not build a permanent camp. Because the woods have a memory, and they always grow back.
 
*  *  *
 
The spring of 1893 arrived in St. Paul with a slow thaw. Ice broke on the rivers. The ground softened. William’s crews started the season’s first exterior jobs, scraping and priming the houses that had weathered another Minnesota winter. Lottie was managing the household with her usual competence, Charlotte toddling underfoot, the older children in school, the younger ones in a rotating chaos that she conducted without visible effort.
Mary Margaret was twenty-four. She had been living at Dayton Avenue since the move, the oldest of Mary’s children still in the house. She had taken on a quiet role helping Lottie with the younger ones, bridging the two families with a patience that surprised everyone who knew how guarded she had been at first. She had her mother’s dark hair and her mother’s bearing, that fierce still quality that could hold a room without speaking.
Mary Margaret had seen William throw himself into his work in a nearly abusive way. She watched her mother give her life so others could enjoy theirs. With William so consumed with work, and Lottie’s needs for help with all the kids, she stepped up with a quality that only she possessed.
Mary Margaret volunteered at the parish, organizing the Lenten fish suppers and folding linens for the altar guild. She threw parties for the neighbors on Dayton Avenue, borrowing Lottie’s good china and pressing tablecloths with a flat iron heated on the coal stove. She fetched the mail each morning, walking the half-mile to the post office on Snelling because the route carrier did not yet reach their block. She helped with mending until her fingers were pricked raw. Her life was humming at a pitch that would have exhausted anyone, and she had never experienced burnout until now.
She was the perfect example of her body said “no” but her mind said “go”. A blessing and a curse that she inherited. She needed to sleep in later than usual.
She had been tired for months and the tiredness did not lift with rest. She bruised from nothing. A bump against a doorframe left marks that lasted weeks. Her color had gone pale and stayed pale, even as the spring sun returned and the rest of the household warmed back to life.
She did not complain. She was Mary Moran’s daughter. Complaining was not in the vocabulary.
 
*  *  *
William had been through this before. He knew Mary Margaret was tough. She had survived diphtheria as a child, and had outlasted Boston. He had a feeling in his gut to ask a doctor, just to be safe. It was hard for him to do. His history with doctors and good news was short.
He brought her to Dr. Olson on a Tuesday. The office smelled of soap and old wood. Mary Margaret sat on the examination table in her dress and told the doctor she was fine. Her voice was steady. 
Dr. Olson pressed her abdomen. She did not wince. He moved his hands to the left side, toward the spleen. Her jaw tightened. She said nothing.
                “I need to prick your finger,” he said. “Count to twenty for me.”
                She counted. Her voice picked up speed near the end, a young woman who wanted this man out of her room so she could rest. Dr. Olson stopped her at fourteen.
He took William into the hallway and discussed the situation. Leukemia. The word was barely a generation old. The doctor explained it carefully, his voice low against the plaster wall. The disease had been working on her for months. The fatigue. The bruises that appeared without cause. The swollen spleen. Even the blood looked wrong to the naked eye. By the time a name could be put to it, there was nothing left to fight. No treatment was available.
William was blindsided. He decided to stare up at the ceiling. He did not speak. He walked back into the room and sat beside his daughter and took her hand. She looked at him and knew.
Mary Margaret fought in the weeks that followed. She got out of bed to set the table. She folded linens until her arms gave out. Each day the bed claimed more of her and the house claimed less.
On an afternoon in late April, the light through the bedroom window was bright and direct. Midday. A warm day for St. Paul, the first real warmth of the year, and someone had opened the window downstairs. The smell of wet earth and snowmelt drifted through the house, the particular smell of a Minnesota spring, soil unlocking after five months of frost. William sat beside her bed. Lottie stood in the doorway with baby Charlotte on her hip, giving them space.
Mary Margaret turned her head toward Lottie. Her voice was thin. “Come here.”
Lottie carefully approaches Mary Margaret.
“Do you remember after the picnic, you found my brooch, and gave it back to me a week later?”
“Of course, dear. Why do you bring that up?”
“My mother bought that for me. She didn’t have much. But she would do anything for me. She made me feel special that day.”
A pause. She was gathering herself for the next sentence. “If you can put up with my dad, then you must be special too. Please take this. I insist.”
Lottie put her hand over her mouth. She accepted the brooch. She could not speak. She turned and left the room.
Mary Margaret looked at her father. She had her mother’s eyes. The same steady, unblinking gaze that had once held William’s across a wash house on Stephen Street.
“Talk to me about her, Pa,” she said. “Tell me about Mom.”
William’s brow furrowed. He took her hand.
“She was the strongest person I ever knew.” His voice was rough, fighting for control. “She could make a home out of any room. Four walls and your mother, and you had everything you needed. She always did what others wanted, even if it wasn’t her first choice. She hated change, but I think that changed over time.”
Mary Margaret smiled. The smile was her mother’s.
“Did she like it here?” she asked. “The grass? The sky?”
“She loved the sky.” William could barely hold together.
Mary Margaret closed her eyes. The light from the window lay across the bed in a long bright stripe. Outside, water ran in the gutters where the last of the snow was going. Her breathing slowed. William watched her chest rise and fall. The intervals between breaths stretched. He did not hold her hand tighter. He did not lean in. He sat and watched his daughter leave, and the room was full of light and he could see every detail of her face. There was nowhere to hide from it. The breathing stopped. The room was quiet. The wet-earth smell from the open window filled the silence.
Mary Margaret Boog died in 1893. She was twenty-four years old.
 
*  *  *
 
William did not retreat to the dark. He stood up. He closed his daughter’s eyes with his thumb and forefinger. He pulled the blanket to her chin and straightened it at the edges. He walked downstairs. Lottie was in the kitchen with Charlotte. She looked at his face and knew. He sat at the kitchen table. The afternoon light came through the kitchen window and fell across the wood.
William took out the paper. Unfolded it. Flung it up against the wall. The left half: MARY X at the top. Below her, the column. George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John X. Rose.
His daughter’s name. Mary. The same name as the woman at the top. No X after it. Not yet. His hand was steady. It had done this too many times to shake. He picked up the pen.
He wrote the X. Mary X. The same mark, after the same name, twice on the same paper. Mother and daughter, both crossed out.
On the right half, CHARLOTTE at the top. Charlotte below. No X’s on the right side. Not yet. He stared at the two halves. The left ravaged. The right still clean. And the crease between them wore thin and developed a soft fuzz.
He folded the paper. Returned it to his pocket. Somewhere in the house the clock ticked. He could hear Lottie upstairs, the soft creak of floorboards as she put Charlotte down.
After a long time Lottie came into the kitchen. She did not speak. She walked to him and put her hand on the back of his head and stood beside him.
The clock ticked. Her hand stayed where it was. She had learned that William Boog’s grief was not a thing you could share. It was a room he went into alone. It was a room she didn’t know what was inside. What you could do was stand outside the door.

  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine
You’ve never seen Dublin
 
The crawlspace on the Dayton Avenue house needed a new crossbeam. The old one had cracked during the winter freeze and sagged in the middle under its own weight. William could have hired someone. He had crews. He had men on payroll who would have done it for the cost of half a day's labor. He did it himself.
He stripped to his undershirt in the June heat and hauled an oak beam from the lumber pile to the sawhorses. The saw bit into the grain and sent pale curls dropping to the dirt. He measured twice with a folding rule and cut once. His mustache caught the sawdust. The muscles in his forearms worked under skin that was tanned from decades of outdoor labor. Sweat ran down his temples and into his mustache and he wiped it with the back of his hand and kept sawing.
This was William being himself. Physical. Certain. A man solving a problem with his body because his body was the tool he trusted most. The saw rasped. The beam shortened. Sawdust settled into the creases of his clothes alongside the paint that never fully washed out.
He lifted the beam onto his shoulder. He carried it into the barn and braced it against the wall. Then he climbed the ladder with a hammer in one hand and a mouthful of nails.
He set the beam and drove the nails. Each strike rang through the crawlspace in a clean sharp note that carried out through the open door and across the yard. He drove a nail crooked. Pulled it out. Drove it again. Swore at it quietly. Drove a third time and the nail sank flush. He ran his thumb along the joint, testing the fit. Tight. Solid. His thumb lingered. This was the gesture of a craftsman who had been trained by another craftsman. Doyle in the bootmaker's shop. The furniture maker through the glass. Every man whose hands William had watched before his own hands knew what they could do.
He climbed down. Stepped back. “Hrmm.” The beam held. The basement would stand firm for years to come.
He walked upstairs with the hammer still in his hand. His undershirt was soaked through. A sweat-streak of sawdust ran down his left arm. His mustache was a mix of gray and sawdust. Sweat ran down his collarbone. He smelled like musk and wood.
* * *
He went upstairs to change his shirt. The bedroom door was open. The curtains were open, leaving shadows of the tree leaves on his floor. The bed was made. Lottie's things were arranged on the dresser with her usual precision.
On the dresser sat something that had not been there when he left that morning.
A small canvas. No larger than a dinner plate. Propped against the mirror at an angle that caught the window light.
William stopped in the doorway. The hammer hung at his side. He looked at the painting.
The River Liffey next to the quay. Golden hour. The light coming off the water in that particular shade that existed nowhere else on earth, the shade that made the river look like hammered copper and turned the stone of the quays to honey. The bridge in the middle distance. The shopfronts along the far bank. The sky above streaked with amber and rose, the colors of a Dublin evening that he had watched a thousand times from the door of his shop at the foot of the O' Connell Bridge.
He crossed the room slowly. Set the hammer on the bed. He picked up the canvas with both hands. They were rough, permanently stained by forty years of paint, the knuckles swollen from work he had never stopped doing. They held the canvas the way they had once held his first pair of finished boots. With the care of a man touching something he has made, except this time he had not made it.
The brushwork was careful but confident. Rose had not been timid with the color. The amber light on the water was laid in with visible strokes. Bold. Not blended into softness but left standing so you could see the hand that put them there. The shopfronts were suggested, not drawn. A line here. A shadow there. A sign above a doorway that could have been any sign in Dublin. Or one sign in particular.
William's eyes moved to the lower right corner. A building at the foot of a bridge. A narrow shopfront with a display window and a sign above the door. The sign was almost too small to read. Turns out Boog and Boots are words that can be painted pretty small..
He stood there holding the painting and something happened to his face that he could not control. His cheeks raised up toward his eyes. His eyes filled. Not the way they had filled at gravesides or deathbeds. This was different. 
Rose had never seen Dublin. There were no photographs. She had never walked along Aston's Quay or stood at the foot of the O' Connell Bridge or watched the Liffey turn to copper at golden hour. She was born in St. Paul. Her Dublin was built entirely from his words. From every story he had told at the dinner table. From every time he had described the light on the river or the sound of the shoe brokers on Stephen Street or the way the gas lamps made small islands of gold on the wet cobblestones. She had listened to all of it. And she had painted what his memory looked like.
He set the painting down on the dresser. He did not wipe his eyes. He stood there with his rough hands at his sides and let it happen.
This man who had hung signs with his name in block letters above a hundred doors. Who had spent his life putting paint on surfaces. Whose hands knew the weight of a loaded brush and the feel of dried paint in the creases of his knuckles. His daughter had used paint to give him back the one place he had left behind.
* * *
He found Rose in the kitchen. She was sitting at the table with a glass of water, reading. She looked up when he came in. Her face showed nothing. She had left the painting without a note. Without announcement. She had placed it where he would find it and walked away.
William stood in the kitchen doorway. He still had sawdust on his arms. His eyes were red.
"You painted the Liffey," he said.
"I did."
"You've never seen Dublin."
"I've heard you describe it a hundred times. Every time you talked about Dublin the river was in it. The light was always the same. Golden. Like the water was on fire but not burning." She paused. "I just painted what you showed me."
William was quiet. He pulled out a chair and sat down across from her. His hands rested on the table, palms down, slightly testing the durability by pushing down.
"The sign on the building," he said. "Above the door."
"I didn't write the letters. I didn't know what the sign said."
"W. Boog. Bootmaker." He said it quietly. "Number thirteen Aston's Quay."
Rose looked at her father. She had his eyes but not his restlessness. She could sit still in a way he never could. She studied his face the way she studied a subject before she drew it. With patience. With attention to the details that other people missed.
"You described Dublin so many times I could paint it from memory. Your memory, Pa. I'm just the one who held the brush."
William looked at his daughter.
He stood up. He did not hug her. He was not a man who did that easily. He put his hand on the top of her head the way he had put it on Letitia's the day she told him about the convent. He held it there.
"Don't stop," he choked out.
"I won't."
He lifted his hand and walked back toward the bedroom. At the doorway he stopped and turned.
"Rose."
"Yes, Pa."
"The light was right. On the water. You got the light exactly right."
She smiled. He went back to the bedroom and looked at the painting again. The afternoon light through the window had shifted and now it fell directly on the canvas. It made the painting act like it was glowing. For once, William was stopped in his tracks.
He placed his hand on the painting one last time and smiled. 
 

  
    Chapter Thirty
A changing world that feels smaller
 
Life, as it always does, continued. William was fighting against the fact that the Boog kids could all be gone before he knew it. The subtraction seemed to be happening more often than the addition. The Dayton Avenue house was never quiet for long enough to let the absence settle.
The year before had been brutal. The economic panic of 1893 swept through the upper Midwest. Banks failed. Contractors William had worked with for a decade shuttered overnight. Jobs thinned across the building trades until whole weeks passed without a call. William took whatever work came and did it right. He cut no corners. The men who knew his reputation kept hiring him, and he outlasted the ones who did not.
Louise arrived in the autumn of 1894, after the worst had passed. Lottie labored in the upstairs bedroom while the midwife worked beside her. Downstairs, Charlotte and the older children pressed their ears to the floorboards and listened for the cry. When it came, muffled through the pine planks, they cheered.
Bound and determined, William and Lottie ended up pregnant again. Virginia followed two years later, in the summer of 1896, born during a heat wave that turned the upstairs rooms into ovens and sent the children sleeping on blankets in the yard. William rigged a canvas shade over the back porch and soaked rags in well water for Lottie’s forehead. The iceman on Snelling Avenue had doubled his prices. William paid without complaint. The house filled with new voices even as some were permanently missing.
By now William was 56 years old. He knew what was in the cards for him. He was destined to have plenty of daughters. He truly loved his daughters. He also felt a hole. Something missing. He knew what it was. He just never said it out loud.
“Lottie, you have nine children. Three by me.”
Then he became silent.
“William, are you doing that thing again? What big important news do you have for me?”
“I don’t have any big plans. I just…”
“You don’t have to say it William. And you don’t have to worry about me or my children. We all are fine. You want a boy, don’t you?”
“It’s a painful subject. I’d be surprised if I can even produce a healthy boy at this point.”
They discussed plans further. Lottie was 38 years old and willing to try. By 1897 Lottie was carrying again. She moved through the crowded house with the steady certainty of a woman who had done this before and intended to do it well. The hem of her dress brushed the baseboards as she bent to pick up a stray sock, a wooden block, a page torn from the Sears and Roebuck catalog that one of the children had been studying. William fussed. He insisted she sit when she wanted to stand and rest when she wanted to work. She told him to stop fussing. He did not stop fussing. He had buried too many to take any birth lightly.
Alex was born on a sunny yet cold March morning in 1898. Another Boog boy. The doctor arrived by horse and buggy over roads still rutted with ice, his black leather bag clicking as he climbed the stairs. When it was done and the crying started, William stood in the hallway with his hat in his hands, listening. He had heard this sound thirteen times before and it still buckled something in his chest. The doctor opened the bedroom door and nodded and William went in. “Congratulations, Mr. Boog, on your healthy baby boy.” 
The doctor said the word "healthy" and William heard it and set it aside. Healthy was a word with an expiration. George had been healthy. William Jr. had been healthy. Joseph, for a while, had been healthy. Austin for a long time. The word meant: not yet. He held Alex and the room was quiet. William noticed he was not thinking. Not planning, not counting months, not measuring the boy against the others. His mind was still. Completely still. It should have been relief. It was not relief. It was the blankness of a man who has exhausted every way of preparing for what he knows is coming and has nothing left but to sit with the boy in the light and wait.
He held his son. The baby was calm. Four with Lottie, two surviving from Mary. Six children under his care. The math of his family was a ledger that never balanced. New life on one side, loss on the other, and the margin between just a soft crease on old paper.
On the paper, the right half filled in. Under CHARLOTTE: Charlotte. Louise. Virginia. Alex. Four names. No X’s. The right side of the paper was clean. No crosses, no grief, just names being lived. William looked at both halves. The left, scarred with X’s. The crease between them held the weight of everything he had learned about what it costs to love.
 
*  *  *
 
Rose came to William on a spring evening. The air was warm and dew was on the grass in the event, the kind of dew she had spent years trying to capture on paper. She stood in the doorway of his study with her hands clasped in front of her, and William knew before she spoke. He had seen this posture before. In Letitia. In the quiet way both of Mary’s girls held themselves when they had something important to say.
“The Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondelet have an art school, Pa.”
William set down his pen.
“I’ve been accepted.”
He did not speak for a long time. He looked at his youngest daughter by Mary. The girl who had painted the front of the house. The one who told him he was both a painter and an artist. The girl who had picked the name Magdalen for baby Charlotte’s middle name, a name she would carry forward in a way none of them yet understood. The girl who had him wrapped around her finger.
“You too,” he said.
Rose nodded.
The last two of Mary’s daughters. Both behind convent walls. He had watched Letitia go. He had survived it. This was different only in the arithmetic. The result was the same. Mary’s children were scattering. Not through death this time. Through devotion. Through their mother’s faith, passed down so completely that it consumed them.
“Is this what you want, Rose? Not what you feel called to. What you want.”
“It’s the same thing, Pa. You know that. You’ve been chasing the same feeling your whole life. You just put it into painting houses instead of prayers.”
He looked at her. She was right. She was completely right. And it cost him something to hear it.
“Sister Magdalen,” she said. “That’s the name I’ve chosen.”
The middle name she had given to baby Charlotte. The name she now took for herself.
William nodded. He did not trust his voice. He stood and put his arms around his daughter and held her. Rose always had access to his heartstrings. He wanted to keep her in his pocket. He knew he couldn’t.
“I’ll cherish your painting forever.”
As soon as those words slipped out of his mouth, a sense of peace and comfort left with it. Something that had been dormant inside of him awakened. He did not want it awakened.
 
*  *  *
 
The letters from Kansas would arrive periodically, carried by the mail wagon that ran up Dayton Avenue each morning at half past ten. As of late, they did not arrive. Lottie’s family was living in the Kansas property and had not paid rent in six months.
Lottie stood behind William at his desk, arms crossed, her face tight.
“Six months,” she said. “They haven’t paid in six months, William.”
“They’re your family, Lottie.”
“I know exactly whose family they are. And I know exactly what they’re doing. They think because I’m a thousand miles away, they can live in that house for free. My name is on the mortgage. Your name is on the mortgage. And they’re not paying.”
William read the latest letter. A litany of excuses. Hard times, bad crops, next month for certain, they had hope.
“You can hope in one hand, crap in the other, see which one fills first.”
William lacked subtlety at times. However, he had heard this language before. In Dublin, it was the landlord’s threat. In Boston, it was the rent going up. Now he was on the other side of the equation, and it tasted wrong.
“Have you written to them?”
“Three times. The last letter came back with a promise and a prayer. The bank does not accept prayers, William.”
William set the letters down. He looked at Lottie. This practical, capable woman who did not ask for help lightly, who had brought her own property into this marriage as a point of pride. The Kansas house was hers. The failure of it was costing her something beyond money.
“We foreclose,” he said.
Lottie was quiet for a moment. These were her people. Her blood. But she had married a man who understood that sentiment and business occupy different rooms, and sometimes you have to close the door between them.
“We foreclose,” she said. The frail, unconfident woman from the church social has been replaced with a smooth and steady woman who can handle difficult situations.
William pulled out a sheet of paper and began drafting the letter. Lottie sat beside him and watched him write. Neither of them was happy about it. But they were together in it, which was the only thing that had ever mattered to either of them.
William set the pen down and slid the letter across the desk. Lottie read it. She read it a second time. Then she pulled it closer, picked up the pen, and signed her name beneath William’s.
Her hand was steady. The letters were careful and even. Charlotte Boog. Her married name on a foreclosure notice addressed to her own blood.
She set the pen down. She looked at the letter. The ink was still wet. It was the language of business, the language of a door closing. 
William stood. He touched her shoulder once and left the room. He knew when to stay and when to go. He had learned this from Mary. He went to the front porch and stood there with his hands in his pockets and gave Lottie the room.
Lottie sat at the desk. The house was quiet. The children were asleep. The lamp threw a circle of yellow light across the letter and her hands and the grain of the desk.
She had given them the house. After Valentin died, when the estate was settled and the Kansas property was hers outright, she had offered it to her brother James and his family. Below market. Generous terms. Because they were her people and her father had taught her that family was the one investment that could not fail.
Her father had been wrong about that.
She sat at the desk for a long time. She did not cry. She did not stand up and begin the next task. She sat with her hands flat on the wood and her eyes on the letter. The place in her chest where trust and belief had been was hollow now. The belief that if you managed everything correctly with the force of your own competence, then the people you trusted would not let you down.
That place had a hole in it now. She could feel the draft.
She folded the letter. She addressed the envelope. She sealed it and set it on the stack for the morning post.
She did not tell William what it had cost her. He knew anyway. 
 
*  *  *
 
The telephone arrived on a Tuesday in March. Not in the Boog house. In the McCarthy's house next door. Frank McCarthy was a clerk at the railroad office and had been talking about the telephone exchange for weeks. He truly believed he was witnessing the future. His wife Olga had been less certain. She told Lottie she would have preferred a new stove.
Lottie came home from visiting the McCarthys and found William in his study going over property contracts.
"The McCarthys have a telephone."
"Good for the McCarthys."
"Olga says you can talk to someone in Saint Paul. Right from the kitchen."
"You can talk to someone in Saint Paul by writing them a letter and waiting a week. What's the hurry?"
"Paul says he can call the railroad office and find out if a shipment arrived without leaving his house."
William set down his pen. "A man should know if his shipment arrived by going to the station and looking at it with his own eyes."
Lottie leaned against the doorframe. She had a look on her face that William had learned to recognize. It was the look she wore when she had already decided something and was simply waiting for him to catch up.
"I told Olga we would come over and try it."
"Absolutely not."
"Tomorrow at noon."
* * *
The McCarthy kitchen smelled like bread and dish soap. The telephone sat on a small shelf near the window. It was a wooden box with a cone-shaped mouthpiece on the front and a separate earpiece attached by a cord. A crank handle protruded from the right side. William stood three feet away from it with his arms crossed and studied it as if it were a piece of machinery that might be dangerous.
Frank stood beside it with the pride of a man showing off a new horse. "You turn the crank. That rings the operator. You tell her the number you want and she connects you."
"You tell a woman?"
"The operator. She's at the exchange office. She plugs the wires together."
"Plugs the wires." William repeated this slowly. He looked at Lottie. She looked back at him with an expression of mild amusement and total patience.
"Who do I get connected with?" William asked.
"Call my office. She will ask for your number. Say 714. Jackson will answer. Just say hello."
William stepped up to the telephone. He examined the crank. Gave it a turn. A faint ringing sound came from somewhere inside the box. He leaned into the mouthpiece and waited.
A tinny voice came through the earpiece. William picked it up and held it to his ear.
"Number please."
"Seven fourteen," William says loudly.
A series of clicks. Then a voice. Distant and mechanical, like a person speaking from the bottom of a well.
"McCarthy and Associates. Jackson speaking."
William leaned into the mouthpiece. His instinct told him what his instinct always told him. That sound travels by force. That if you want someone to hear you across a city, you have to project. The same principle as calling across a jobsite or shouting down a hall. Volume. Authority. Lung power. This was a soup can and strings across town.
He filled his chest with air and bellowed.
"HELLO, JACKSON. THIS IS WILLIAM BOOG. I AM AT THE MCCARTHY RESIDENCE. CAN YOU HEAR ME?"
The force of it rattled the shelf. Olga McCarthy dropped a spoon. Frank winced. In the other room, Charlotte and Louise stopped what they were doing. In the yard, Alex looked up from his dirt pile.
A long pause from the earpiece. Then Jackson's voice, small and careful. "I can hear you fine, sir. You don't have to shout."
William looked at the earpiece as though it had insulted him. He leaned back into the mouthpiece.
"I AM NOT SHOUTING. I AM SPEAKING CLEARLY SO THAT MY VOICE CARRIES THE DISTANCE."
In the doorway, Charlotte and Louise were pressing their hands over their mouths. Their eyes were wet. 
"JACKSON, CAN YOU HEAR ME NOW?"
"Mr. Boog. I heard you the first time. You can speak normally."
William straightened. He adjusted his collar. He spoke into the mouthpiece at a slightly reduced volume that was still twice as loud as any person had ever spoken into a telephone in the state of Minnesota.
"I don't trust this contraption, Jackson. Tell Frank his machine works. Good day."
He hung the earpiece on its hook. He turned to the room. Every person in it was in some stage of concealed hysteria. Lottie's hand was over her mouth. Her eyes gave her away.
"What?" William said.
"Nothing," Lottie said. Her voice was strained. "Nothing at all."
She stepped past him. She picked up the earpiece and cranked the handle. The operator connected her. She spoke into the mouthpiece in a calm, conversational voice.
"Hello, Jackson. This is Charlotte Boog. Yes, I apologize for the volume. Could you tell me whether the shipment from Duluth has arrived at the yard?" A pause. "Wonderful. Thank you. Have a pleasant afternoon."
She hung the earpiece. She turned to William. He was staring at her.
"That's all you do?" he said. "You just talk? Regular voice?"
"Regular voice."
"But how does it carry? There's no power behind it. It's a wire, Lottie. A wire doesn't carry a voice from here to Saint Paul without force."
"And yet it does."
William looked at the telephone. He looked at Lottie. He looked at the telephone again. His brow tightened. He was processing something that did not fit into any of the categories his mind had built over fifty-eight years of understanding how the physical world operated.
"I don't like it," he said.
"You don't have to like it. You just have to use it."
"The thing is broken. It shouldn't work that way."
"It isn't broken. You were the loudest thing in the room."
Olga McCarthy finally burst. The laugh she had been holding came out in a single bark that she immediately covered with her hand. Frank coughed into his fist. 
William looked at the assembled witnesses to his humiliation. He straightened his vest. He smoothed his mustache. He produced a grin, the same grin he had used to sell boots on Aston's Quay and negotiate contracts on Summit Avenue. The grin of a man who knows when he is beaten and chooses to make it look deliberate.
"Well," he said, "if the whole city heard that, at least they know the name Boog."
* * *
That evening William sat on the back steps of the Dayton Avenue house. The sun was going down over the western roofline. Lottie came out and sat beside him. She had a cup of tea. He had nothing. His hands were between his knees.
"It's a useful thing, William. The telephone. For the business."
"I know it is."
"We could have one installed. Frank says the cost is manageable."
"Let me think on it."
She drank her tea. He watched the sunset.
He was quiet for a long time. When he spoke his voice was lower. Smaller than it had been in the McCarthy kitchen.
"The world is speeding up, Lottie. Electric lights on the roads. Streetcars running without horses. Black discs that play music when a needle goes across them. Now a box on the wall that carries your voice across the city." He paused. "I've spent my entire life using my hands and my voice to build things. Walk up to a man. Shake his hand. Look him in the eye. That's how I got every contract I ever won. Every property I ever bought. Will those days change?"
He looked at his hands. They had built everything he owned and held everything he had lost.
"That world is getting smaller. The one where a man does business with his hands and his word."
Lottie was quiet. She understood him. She had seen the same shift. She had adapted to it faster than he had, because adaptation was what her Kansas upbringing had trained her for. But she understood why it cost him something.
"Nothing is stopping you. You can continue to do business with your hands and your word." she said. Not pushing. Offering.
William looked at her. She met his eyes and held them. He did the smallest ‘no’ gesture with his head and looks down. He looks back up and she is still locking eyes with him.
The sun dropped below the roofline. The backyard went to shadow. Somewhere inside the house, one of the children laughed. William sat on the steps with his hands between his knees. 
The world changed around him. The feeling he got when Rose left came back to him. He tried to avoid it by inflating his own ego. He thought about how far he came. He thought about Dublin, the famine, the damp, deaths in Boston. About how people laughed at his name. Instead of an exercise in seeing how far he has come, we was staring at ghosts of his past. An unsettled grunt precursored him placing his hands on his knees to assist himself up. He went inside to try and take his mind elsewhere.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-One
A clearing in the woods
 
It started in the kitchen on a Sunday.
The whole family was at the table. Charlotte and Louise on one side, Virginia in the high chair with porridge on her chin, Alex on Lottie’s lap pulling at her collar. Letitia was able to come over for dinner. Lottie was cutting bread and answering three questions at once. Charlotte wanted to know if she could have more butter. Louise had spilled her milk and was pretending she hadn’t. Virginia banged her spoon against the tray and laughed at the sound it made.
William sat at the head of the table. His plate was full. He had not touched it.
The room was loud. Not unpleasantly loud. The ordinary noise of a family eating together, forks and voices, a baby’s spoon and the creak of chairs, someone’s elbow bumping a glass. Seven people in a room built for less. Bodies close. The air was warm from the stove and the breathing and the steam rising off the potatoes.
William looked down the table. He looked at every face. Charlotte leaning over her plate, already bossy about the butter. Louise sideways in her chair hiding the milk. Virginia, oblivious, electric with her own noise. Alex gripping Lottie’s collar with a fist so small it couldn’t close all the way. 
He saw them. All of them. Alive and loud and filling every corner of the room.
His chest tightened.
Not gradually. All at once, like a strap cinching across his ribs. His breath caught. The room contracted. The walls came closer. The ceiling dropped. He could feel his heartbeat in his throat and his hands went flat against the table and pressed down and the grain of the wood was under his palms but the wood was not steady, the wood was moving, the whole room was moving, and the noise that had been ordinary was now unbearable, every voice a frequency he could not separate from the others.
He pushed his chair back. The scrape of it cut through the table noise and Charlotte looked up and Lottie looked up.
“Excuse me,” William said.
He walked out of the kitchen. Through the hall. Out the front door. Down the porch steps. He made it to the fence before he stopped and put both hands on the rail and leaned forward and tried to breathe.
The evening air was cool. It smelled of cut grass and the neighbor’s lilac hedge. Normal smells. Safe smells. His body did not care. His lungs pulled short shallow gulps and his vision narrowed and his hands on the fence rail were white at the knuckles.
He stood there. A minute. Two. The tightness loosened by fractions. His breathing slowed. He straightened up. He wiped his face with his hand. His hand was wet. He had been sweating.
Behind him, the front door opened and closed. Footsteps on the porch. Letitia came down the steps and stood beside him at the fence. He did not speak. He stood there the way he stood at a job site when something had gone wrong and the foreman needed a minute.
“I’m fine,” William said.
“I know you are.” She didn’t know how else to respond.
They stood at the fence. Inside, the dinner noise resumed. Virginia’s spoon. Charlotte’s voice. Alex fussing.
“When I look at them,” William said. He stopped. Started again. “When I look at them at that table I see every child I’ve buried. Every one. George and William in Dublin, Joseph, Austin, Teresa, in Boston, John, all of them. I look at Charlotte and I see Teresa. I look at Alex and I see John. The chair Louise is sitting in is the chair Austin sat in. They’re not the same children, I know that. But my mind doesn’t know it. My mind sees a full table and it counts the empty chairs from every table I’ve ever sat at and it puts them all in the same room.”
He was still gripping the fence. His voice had dropped to a register his daughter had never heard from him.
“A full table is the most dangerous thing in the world. Every seat is a seat that can go empty. I’ve watched it happen so many times that when I see a room full of people I love, I can’t see them as they are. I see them as they could be. Gone. And I’m still sitting there.”
Letitia looked at her father. She did not offer comfort. She had learned from both her parents that comfort offered too quickly insults the pain.
“You don’t sleep. You need peace.” Letitia said.
William looked at her.
“Lottie told me. She said you wake up in the night and go downstairs and sit at the desk and don’t come back to bed.”
William said nothing.
“She’s worried.”
“She shouldn’t be.”
“Pa.” Letitia turned to face him. “She should be. You need peace.”
This was as bold of an invitation to faith as Letitia would offer. William let go of the fence. He stood straight. He smoothed his vest. He was composing himself after being challenged, and both of them knew it.
“Go back inside,” William said. “Tell them I needed air.”
Letitia went. William stayed at the fence. The sun was low. The Dayton Avenue elms cast long shadows across the yard. From inside, the sound of his family. All of them alive. All of them within reach.
He could not go back in. Not yet. He stood at the fence until the light left and the shadows dissolved and the streetlamp on the corner hissed to life. Then he went inside and sat in his study and closed the door.
*  *  *
 
He told Lottie on a Wednesday night. The children were asleep. They sat at the kitchen table, the same table where the panic had gripped him four days earlier. Lottie had a cup of tea. William had nothing in front of him. His hands rested on the wood.
He was quiet for a long time. Lottie waited. She had learned which of his silences were stalling and which were gathering, and this one was gathering.
“My mind goes to rooms,” he said. “Rooms you don’t want to know exist. I go there every night. Sometimes during the day. I went there Sunday at this table, with everyone sitting right here.”
Lottie set her tea down.
“The rooms are real places. Glasnevin. Stephen Street. The flat in Boston where Joseph died. The bedroom where Mary told me she was sick. I don’t choose to go there. I’m just there. And every time I come back it takes longer. I used to be able to shake it off and get to work. Lately I can’t shake it at all.”
Lottie was still. She watched his face with the particular attention she gave to things she intended to manage.
“How long has this been happening?”
“Years. Since before we married. Since before Mary Margaret. It used to come and go. Now it comes and stays.”
“You never told me.”
“I couldn’t. I didn’t have the words for it. I’m not sure I have them now.”
Lottie picked up her tea again and held it without drinking. She was calculating. He could see it. The same look she wore over the property ledger, sorting columns, looking for where the numbers went wrong.
“We can manage this, William. Together. You can see a doctor. You can talk to Father Keane. You can stop taking so many jobs and rest. We can manage it.”
“Don’t need no priest. I have to manage it in a way that works with me, in a way that feels natural.”
“We have managed everything else. We managed the Kansas foreclosure. We managed Mary Margaret’s death. We managed the business through the Panic. You are not the first person to carry grief, William. You carry more than most, I know that, but you are not alone in it.”
“I am alone in it.” He said it quietly. Without self-pity. As fact. “You know my grief, Lottie. You’ve seen it. You’ve held my hand through it. But you don’t know the rooms. Nobody does. Nobody has ever been inside what happens in my head when I close my eyes at night and I’m back in a twelve-foot room in Dublin watching a woman carry her dead child down a staircase. You haven’t been in the room where Joseph stopped breathing and I couldn’t get the window open. You don’t know what it sounds like when Mary told me she felt weak and I already knew what it was before the doctor said a word.”
His hands pressed harder into the table.
“I look at Charlotte and I count the years she has left based on how long Teresa lasted. I do that. I look at Alex and I calculate the odds. He is my only Boog son. I am a curse to him. Our baby is asleep upstairs right now and I have already buried him in my mind a hundred times. That is not something you can manage with a doctor or a priest.”
The kitchen was quiet. The clock on the shelf ticked. Somewhere upstairs, a child turned over in bed and the floorboards creaked.
Lottie’s face had gone tight. Not with sympathy. With resistance.
“So what are you telling me, William?”
“I’ve been reading about southern Oregon. The Rogue Valley. A town called Grants Pass. Timber country, mining, orchards going in along every creek bottom. Twenty-three hundred people. The whole place is building and there’s nobody to paint it. Real estate is a fraction of what it costs here. I need to get away and this spot seems like it was built for me.”
Lottie stared at him. The calculation in her face was gone. What replaced it was recognition. She had seen this before. Not the business pitch. The pivot. The moment where William Boog took something that was breaking him apart and dressed it up as opportunity.
“No,” she said.
William stopped.
“No. You do not get to sit at this table and tell me your mind is destroying you and then hand me a real estate prospectus. Those are two different conversations and you are trying to make them the same one.”
“They are the same one.”
“They are not.” Her voice was firm. Low. “One conversation is about a man who is in pain and needs help. The other conversation is about a man who wants to run away. Again. Across the country. Away from his wife and children. Because the pain is too close and you have never once in your life tried to stand inside it.”
“That’s not fair.”
“It is completely fair. Dublin to Boston. Boston to St. Paul. And now you’re sitting here telling me Oregon. You know what comes after Oregon, William? The Pacific Ocean. And then where do you go?”
He had no answer for that.
Lottie stood from the table. She walked to the window. The yard was dark. She stood there with her arms folded, her back to him. When she spoke again her voice had not softened.
“I have many children asleep in this house. Charlotte is seven years old. She asked me on Sunday if her father was sick. I told her no. I lied to my daughter. For you.”
She turned.
“I left Kansas. I buried Valentin. I raised six children on my own before I ever met you. I married you because I believed you were building something worth being part of. I walked into your grief with both eyes open. I have managed your books and your properties and your moods and your midnight pacing for eight years and I have never once complained because I understood what I was signing up for.”
Her hands were at her sides. Straight. The ring on her right hand caught the lamplight.
“But I did not sign up to be left. I did not sign up to raise another set of children alone while their father sits on a porch in Oregon and convinces himself the distance is medicine.”
William looked at the table. He could not look at her.
“You think I don’t understand,” he said. “You think this is just grief and I’m being dramatic about it. You think it can be fixed. Lottie, if you knew what happens in my head you would not sit across from me and say we can manage it. You would not say that. Because it cannot be managed. It is in me. It is built into me. Every good thing I have ever touched I have watched die. The watching is in my bones and it will not come out. I could be the reason my kids always die. I can’t carry this.”
“Then let me help you carry it.”
“You can’t carry it. That’s what I’m telling you. Not because you’re not strong enough. Because it’s mine. It lives in rooms you’ve never been in, and I would not send you there for anything. You want to manage it. I love that about you. I love that you think a ledger and a list and a paid-up tax bill can hold a life together. Most of the time you’re right. This time you’re not.”
Lottie’s jaw tightened and eyes widened. She came back to the table. She sat down. She did not pick up her tea.
“I think you are wrong,” she said. “I think you are a man in pain who has never asked for help because you’ve spent your entire life being the one other people lean on. I think Oregon is not a cure. I think Oregon is you climbing another ladder to get above it, and one day you will fall off that one too.”
“Maybe.”
“Not maybe. Certainly.”
“I’m going anyway.”
The words sat between them. Lottie looked at him. He made himself look back. Her eyes were wet. She did not blink. She would not give him the relief of breaking first.
“I will keep the books,” she said. Her voice was controlled. Pulled tight like a wire. “The properties, the taxes, the tenants. Charlotte is old enough to start learning the ledger. I will manage what you leave behind because that is what I do. I have always managed what you leave behind.”
“Lottie.”
“I am not finished.” She put her palm flat on the table. “You write to me. Every week. Not property descriptions. Not acreage. You tell me how you are. If you lie to me in a letter, William, I will know. I have read enough of your handwriting to know when you are lying.”
“I won’t lie.”
“You’re lying right now. You’re telling yourself this is about business. A new town, new contracts, fresh start. You believe it because you need to. But I am sitting across from you and I can see what this actually is. This is a man who is terrified that if he stays in this house he will lose his mind. And instead of saying that plainly, you hand me Oregon.”
The silence held. William’s throat worked. His eyes were wet.
“I am terrified,” he said. “Is that what you need to hear? I am terrified that I will lose my mind. I am terrified that one of those children upstairs will get sick and I will be in this house watching it happen again and this time I will not survive it. I have survived it seven times and I do not have an eighth in me. I’ve watched one half of my family get ravaged by death, only to have the rest leave me. With my luck, the other half isn’t far behind.”
Lottie closed her eyes. When she opened them the anger was still there. Under it was something else. Not acceptance. Not agreement. Grief of her own, for the life she had imagined and was now watching rearrange itself around a man who could not stay.
“I think you are making a mistake,” she said. “I want that on the record. I think you are making the biggest mistake of your life and I think Oregon will not fix what is broken in you and I think you will be alone in a valley a thousand miles from your family. You figure yourself out quickly and come back to your family.”
“I know,” William said.
“And you’re going.”
“I’m going.”
Lottie picked up her tea. Cold. She drank it anyway. She set the cup down and turned it once in its saucer, a slow, deliberate rotation. The gesture of a woman who has said everything she intended to say and knows it was not enough.
“Then go,” she said. “And God help you, because I have tried.”
She stood from the table. She took her cup to the basin. She washed it. She dried it. She placed it in the cabinet and closed the cabinet door. Each motion had some anger in it. Each motion  was a wall going up. She walked past him without touching him and went upstairs.
William sat at the kitchen table alone. The clock ticked. The lamp threw a circle of light across the wood. Upstairs, the creak of the bedroom floor as Lottie got into bed.
He stayed at the table. The grain was under his hands. Solid. Cool. He kept his hands there for a long time, as if the table were the one thing in the house that would not move.
*  *  *
 
William Boog left for Oregon in the spring of 1900. He was fifty-eight years old.
Lottie drove him to the station. The morning was cold. She wore her good coat. The brooch that Mary Margaret had given her sat at her collar. William carried one trunk and a toolbox. The children were at school. He had said goodbye to them the night before, quickly, casually, the way a man says goodbye when he is leaving for a job and will be back soon. Charlotte had looked at him and not believed it.
On the platform, the train idling. William set down the trunk. He looked at Lottie. Her face was composed. Her chin was lifted. She had not forgiven him. She had not come around to his way of thinking. She was here because she was his wife and this was what you did, you stood on the platform, you saw the man off, you did not let him leave without your face being the last thing he carried.
“I’ll write,” he said.
“You’d better.”
“I’ll buy property in their names. Every one of them.”
“I don’t care about property, William.”
He ran out of things to say. She stepped forward and straightened his collar, a gesture so automatic she probably didn’t know she was doing it. Her fingers brushed the lapel of his jacket, just above the breast pocket where the paper sat.
“Take care of yourself,” she said. “You’re no spring chicken.”
He picked up the trunk. He climbed the steps. At the top he turned and looked at her one more time, standing on the platform with her hands clasped in front of her. She was not crying. She would not give him that. She stood straight and still in her good coat with the brooch at her collar and she looked at him without flinching.
The train pulled out. He watched St. Paul slide past the window, the steeples and the elms and the rooflines he had painted, all of it moving, all of it leaving him, and he understood with a clarity that he had the equation backward his whole life. He was not leaving them. He was the one being left behind. He had been left behind since Dublin. The world moved forward and he kept leaping after it and calling it ambition when it was something else entirely.
The prairies opened. William sat with his trunk between his knees. In his breast pocket, the paper. 
 

  
    PART FIVE
The Oregon Still
1900 – 1927

  
    INTERLUDE
Grants Pass, Oregon. 1925.
 
Hollis does not reach for his pen.
He sits with his hands flat on the desk, the way William has been sitting in the chair across from him. The way William sat at the table in Minnesota. He has picked up this posture without realizing it. Three hours ago he sat with his legs crossed and his pen ready and the professional ease of a man about to do routine work. That posture of Hollis is gone.
The rain has stopped. Outside the window the valley has that look it gets when the clouds peel back after a storm, everything oversaturated, the ridgeline sharp against the sky.
“Mr. Boog.” His voice is quieter than it was earlier. “You left for Oregon in the spring of 1900. You were fifty-nine years old.”
“Fifty-eight.”
“Fifty-eight.” He corrects his notes. “Your children from Mary had scattered. Letitia and Rose behind convent walls. Mary Margaret…” He does not finish. “And Charlotte’s four children were young. Lottie stayed behind in Minnesota.”
“That’s right.” William was going to say more, but he catches himself.
“You’ve told me about Dublin. About Boston. About St. Paul. I know the names. I know the losses. But you have been in this valley for twenty-five years now, Mr. Boog, and in three hours of talking you have told me almost nothing about Oregon.”
William shifts in his chair.
“I had my reasons for coming here,” he says. “Same reasons I had for every move. New territory. New business. Stay ahead of the world before it runs you over.”
“And those reasons are the full story?”
William looks at Hollis. The clock ticks. Through the window, a hawk rides a thermal over the Siskiyous, banking slow and patient against the pale sky.
“No,” William says. “They are not.”
He adjusts his collar. Straightens his jacket.
“Oregon is a different story, Hollis. The other places, I arrived and I built. I arrived here and I built too. But something happened in this valley that didn’t happen in the other places.”
“What happened?”
The old man’s eyes are on the window. On the hawk. On the ridge.
“I stopped.”
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Two
The last sign
Southern Oregon. Spring of 1900.
 
The Southern Pacific came through Grants Pass, Oregon in the last hour of daylight. The mountain valley presented itself to William.
He pressed his face to the glass. After passing prairies, what looked like a small desert, after the black volcanic rock and the stunted pines, the Rogue Valley was a shock. Green in every direction. Not the hemmed-in green of Minnesota’s elm-lined boulevards or the thin, starved green of a Dublin park. This was green with ambition. Green that climbed hillsides and covered the valley floor in a carpet so vivid it looked painted. Orchards lined the foothills in careful rows. Pear trees, mostly, their branches still bare from winter but showing the first pale blooms. The Rogue River cut through the middle of it all, catching the last of the sun and carrying it west.
William watched the river. He watched the orchards. He watched the town of Grants Pass assemble itself as the train slowed, clapboard buildings along G Street, a brick hotel, a hardware store, a feed lot where a man in an apron leaned against a fence post with the posture of someone who had nowhere he needed to be.
The train stopped. William stepped onto the platform carrying one trunk and a toolbox. The air hit him and he stood there breathing it. Pine and river water and turned soil and something sweeter underneath, the blossoms. And under all of it, the permanent smell of the Sugar Pine Mills south of town, fresh-cut timber and sawdust so fine it left a yellow film on every windowsill in Grants Pass.
A porter passed. “First time in the valley, sir?”
“Last time, if it’s as good as they say.”
He found a boarding house on Sixth Street that night. The room was plain. A bed, a basin, a window facing west. He set the trunk at the foot of the bed and sat on the mattress. He felt the springs give and the room settle around him. He didn’t make his room perfect. The women in his life always did that. He existed in his bare bones setup, none of his stressors around him.
He slept well for the first time in months.
 
*  *  *
William hit the ground the way he always hit the ground. Running.
Within a week he had walked every commercial block in Grants Pass. It did not take long. The whole town was maybe a couple thousand people, small enough that a man could learn every storefront and who owned it in a few days on foot. He made notes on scraps of paper tucked into his coat, a system that had served him from Aston’s Quay to Summit Avenue. He noted the Opera House on the main drag, the county fairgrounds east of town, the saloons doing brisk trade on Saturday and the churches filling on Sunday. The Southern Pacific depot was the spine of it all. Trains arrived with finished goods from Portland and left heavy with timber and minerals from the hills. Every business on G Street existed because the railroad decided to stop here.
He rented a small storefront near the corner of Sixth and G. Narrow, with a single display window. The sawdust from the mills had settled on the sill and he wiped it clean with his sleeve before unlocking the door. The smell of fresh-cut lumber from the hardware store next door filled the room.
He painted the sign himself. Clean block letters on a board he had sanded by hand.
GRANTS PASS PAINTING CO. WM. BOOG.
When he looked at it, the normal Boog pride was gone. He couldn’t name what replaced it.
The old ritual. His hand rose toward the letters. Sixty years of putting his name on things that would not blow away.
No grunt, no grin. Just a blank stare. Got to work.
 
*  *  *
The first thing he did was hire a crew. Three men. Local painters, young, strong-backed, hungry for work. He interviewed each one the same way Doyle had evaluated him: check for grit, then bluntly talk. He looked at their brushes, their tool belts, the callus patterns on their palms. One man had never heard of calcimining. William told him to leave and never come back.
The second thing he did was visit the Rogue River Courier.
The newspaper office was a cramped room on G Street that smelled of ink and cigarette smoke. A clerk sat behind the counter with a ledger and a bored expression.
“I want to run an advertisement.”
 
“What’s the text?”
William pulled a folded sheet from his coat. He had written it the night before in his bedroom, cross-legged on the bed, scratching out phrases and rewriting them with the same obsessive precision he had brought to every advertisement since Dublin. He read it aloud.
“William Boog of the Grants Pass Painting Co. Inventor and Manufacturer of Fire-Proof and Anti-Rust Iron, Tin and Metal Paint. Can be used interior and exterior, as well as on shingles. No need to mortgage your house to have it painted by strangers. Have it done by the old reliable who never breaks his word even when it costs time and money. Send postal card and I will act promptly.”
The clerk looked up for the first time.
“You invented your own paint?”
“I’ve been mixing paint since before you were born. I know exactly what goes in it because I put it there myself.”
“And the part about mortgaging your house?”
“People out here are paying too much for bad work. I’ve seen the buildings. Half the paint in this town is peeling and fading inside two years. A man should not have to go broke to get his house painted properly.”
The clerk copied the text. William leaned over the counter and watched the pen move, checking every word. The clerk reached the end and set the pen down.
“How long you want it to run?”
William grinned. “Until I tell you to stop.”
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*  *  *
The advertisement ran. The work came.
William painted everything he was allowed to. He bid on school contracts the same way he had in St. Paul, walking into meetings with his paint samples and his certainty. He wrote letters to Lottie in the evenings. Long ones, full of descriptions of the valley, the mountains, the quality of the timber, the price per acre. He told her about the men on his crew and the contracts coming in. He told her about Sunday mornings when the whole town filed into their churches and then spent the afternoon driving carriages along the river bluffs, the women in their hats and the men pretending they weren’t watching the water.
He was painting a church on the east side of town when a farmer stopped his cart and called up to the scaffold.
“You the fellow who wrote that advertisement? The one about the mortgage?”
“That’s me.”
“You’re a bold man, Mr. Boog. Most painters in this county couldn’t guarantee their lunch, let alone their work.”
“That’s because most painters in this county are painting with someone else’s formula. I make my own. A gallon of good oil paint runs a dollar and a half. You know what they’re charging you for the cheap stuff that streaks after one winter? About the same. The difference is mine holds.”
The farmer laughed. “Well, I’ve got a barn that looks like it’s been crying. White streaks down every board. Can you fix it?”
“Send a postal card and I will act promptly.”
“I’m talking to you right now! Should I call your office?”
“I beg your pardon, sir, but you’ll have to leave a postcard. I’ll find room for you in the calendar.”
The farmer shook his head, grinning, and drove on. William watched him go. He loaded his brush and pulled a clean stroke along the fascia board. The paint laid down smooth and even, as it always had, as it would for as long as his hands and his body allowed.
He did not know that this permission was on a timer.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Three
Three thuds in one second
October, 1903. Three years in the valley.
The morning was cold in the way Oregon mornings get cold, not the kill-you-standing cold of Minnesota, but a wet chill that found the joints and stayed there. Fog wandered around, being wisped away by a chilly breeze and replaced minutes later.
William was working on a two-story farmhouse on the south side of the Rogue River. It was a contract he had taken personally because the owner, a timber man named Harlan, had insisted on seeing the old man’s work up close. William had obliged. He was sixty-two years old and he climbed ladders with the muscular patience of a man who had been doing it for more than thirty years. His crew worked the lower sections. William took the peak.
A confident William climbed up with a toothpick in his mouth. The taste of wood filled his mouth as he worked. He was cutting in the trim line below the gable, a detail job that required a loaded brush and a steady hand. The brush moved in short, precise strokes. White lead over bare wood. Each stroke laid down clean.
Dew had settled on the rungs overnight and the foggy weather ensured it wasn’t going anywhere. William noticed this. He shifted his weight to reach the far edge of the trim board. He got it in one solid stroke. He had a brief moment of panic only to realize he still had it. He looked at the painted trim and beamed. He came back down.
His left boot, the worn sole of a boot he should have replaced two months ago, found a wet rung and did not hold.
His foot slipped. His body torqued. His right hand grabbed for the ladder rail and caught it, but the momentum was too much. The ladder kicked sideways. For one second he was suspended, feet off the rungs, one hand on a rail that was already moving away from the wall. Three distinct thuds happened within a second: the paint can, the ladder, then William.
He landed on his left hip. His body imprinted on the packed clay beside the foundation.
The sound of everything dropping was alarming, but the silence that followed created true shock. The impact was loud enough to stop the crew mid-stroke. Three thuds followed by silence. Not a sound was made for a few seconds. Then the air filled with footsteps and a low groan.
William had heard a different sound. Something only audible to him. A snap or pop noise that came from inside his body. He felt it before he felt the pain, a displacement, a wrongness in the joint that registered as physics before it registered as agony.
Then the pain arrived.
He did not scream. He ground his teeth until his jaw ached and pulled a long hissing breath through his nose. He lay on his side in the dirt with the spilled paint pooling white against the clay. His balled-up fists pounded the ground in anger. Someone was calling for a doctor.
William lay there and looked at the sky. The fog persisted. The mountaintops were playing hide and seek with him. A bird circled through the fog and settled in the treeline.
His left hip felt like someone had driven a railroad spike through the socket. He tried to sit up. His body refused. This was new. William Boog had never been refused by his own body. He had worked through fevers, injuries and exhaustion for forty years. His body had always done what he told it to do.
Not today.
“Don’t move him,” someone said. “Get the doctor. Get the damn doctor.”
William lay in the dirt talking to his crew. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
*  *  *
The doctor in Grants Pass was a man named Cyrus. Fifties, thin, with the calm hands and tired eyes of a physician who served a county too large for one man. He examined William in the back room of the house, pressing and rotating the hip with careful, practiced movements.
William’s face went white. His fists balled against the mattress. He did not make a sound.
“The socket is damaged,” Cyrus said. “I can’t tell if it’s a fracture or a dislocation without better equipment. Either way, the joint won’t bear weight the same. Likely not ever.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means you will walk. Probably with a stick. Climbing a ladder is out of the question. Any sustained overhead work, reaching above your head for hours at a time...” He shook his head. “Your painting days are done, Mr. Boog. At least the kind where you’re twenty feet off the ground.”
William stared at the ceiling. The plaster was water-stained. A crack ran from the corner to the center of the room.
“There’s a surgeon in Portland who might be able to do more. The rail gets you there in a day.”
William looked at this man. This doctor, packing his bag, offering a referral. The same profession that had looked at Joseph and said Cholera Infantum and left. That had looked at Teresa and Austin and said diphtheria and told Mary to pray. That had examined the tumor in Mary’s belly and used words that amounted to nothing. Every doctor who had ever entered a room where William loved someone had walked out of that room and the person he loved had died.
“He’ll just make it worse,” William said.
He was not going to think on it. He was already done.
The walking stick appeared within a week. Oak, hand-cut, shaped from a branch he had trimmed from a tree on one of his lots. He used it as an extension of his body. But the men on his crew noticed. They noticed him standing at the bottom of the ladder watching them work the high sections. They noticed his right hand opening and closing around the handle of the stick, the unconscious grip of a man reaching for something that was no longer there.
William Boog had spent his life climbing. Ladders, stairs, gangways, scaffolds. Every surface he had ever painted was above him, and the reaching, the ascending, was not just work but identity.
He stood below the scaffold now, looking up. His crew climbed past him. He held the stick with both hands and watched them go where he could not.
 
* * *
A letter arrived from Lottie in November. William opened it at his desk. The usual inventory of the children, the properties, the parish news. Then a line near the bottom.
Letitia had been sent to Italy. The order was sending her to Florence to study the masters and to copy devotional paintings for the province. She had become one of the best artists in her convent. She had sailed from New York in September. She was in a city William could not picture, walking through galleries he would never see, painting copies of works whose names he could not pronounce.
William set the letter on the desk. He did not fold it. He looked at it the way he looked at a plat map when the numbers did not add up.
His daughter had crossed the Atlantic. East. The direction he had spent his life running from. He had gone west in steerage with seven hundred dollars and a family he was trying not to lose. She had gone east under a name that was not Boog, funded by an order that had claimed her before he understood what claiming meant. She was doing with paint what he had never imagined paint could do. He painted houses. She copied altar pieces in Italian galleries.
He picked up the letter again. Read the line once more. Set it down. His hands rested flat on the desk, palms down, the way they rested when he was deciding whether to sign something or walk away from it.
He did not write back that night. He sat at the desk until the lamp burned low, then went outside and stood on the porch. The valley was dark. Somewhere east of here, past the mountains and the plains and the ocean, his daughter was painting in a language he did not speak, under a name he did not give her.

  
    Chapter Thirty-Four
Anesthesia
What followed looked from the outside like another reinvention.
William could not paint like he used to. He stripped wallpaper for a time but even that taxed the hip. The only other skill he carried was real estate.
He threw himself into it.
He had done this before in St. Paul. Stacking parcels on the same streets and putting them in family names. But in Oregon the buying had a different quality. Less strategy. More velocity. The painting business continued under a foreman named Samuel Frederickson. A steady man who could cut a trim line and manage a crew. William redirected himself entirely into dirt and deeds.
He started in town. The first lot was on the southwest edge of downtown where the streets were still being graded. He walked the raw clay with his stick and studied the survey stakes. He stood on the corner for twenty minutes watching foot traffic before he made up his mind. The deed was signed that afternoon. He set up his business and living quarters on two parcels just west of downtown. The second week he acquired property in a subdivision called Ireland and Meade’s Addition. The name stopped him cold the first time he read it on the plat map. Ireland. He did not comment on it. He signed the deed.
Lincoln Park came next. He walked the north edge of town where families were building new homes. The school board was talking about putting up a building nearby. William had learned what infrastructure meant on Ramsey Street in St. Paul. Where the roads went the families followed. He had not forgotten.
By 1907 he was buying faster. He put three lots into Virginia’s name. Two into Lottie’s. One to Rose through the convent to support the Sisters. He wired the details to Lottie in letters full of legal descriptions and instructions to file with the Josephine County recorder’s office. Lottie filed every one.
His Oregon holdings formed a rough arc around Grants Pass when plotted on a map. The west side of the arc was open. The east side closed like a wall. William resided in the center of that arc.
He still mixed the paint for Samuel’s crew. He still checked the work, walking job sites with his stick, running his thumb along every joint and corner. But he did not climb. He stood below looking up. The looking cost him something visible only to people who knew him.
The crew knew. They had seen it. Him turning his back when they went up the ladders. His hand was tightening on the walking stick when the scaffold creaked. He left job sites earlier now and did not do the things he used to do. No more famous Boog gestures.
 
*  *  *
The evenings were long. His hip ached from the socket down into his knee and the stillness pressed.
The letters to Lottie changed. In the first years they had been long and detailed. After the fall they shortened. Two pages became one. One became half. The descriptions of the valley thinned. The business updates grew mechanical. Numbers, dates, amounts wired. He stopped describing the light on the river. He stopped mentioning the orchards.
Lottie noticed. She did not yet know about the injury. William had written that he was “slowing down on the ladder work” and “letting the boys handle the high sections.” She had read those phrases as he intended, as the natural concessions of a man in his sixties. She did not know he had fallen stories high onto packed clay.
She wrote back. Practical, loving letters full of the children’s progress and the state of the Minnesota properties and the neighborhood gossip. Charlotte was in school now. Louise was growing fast. Virginia had started reading at four, which Lottie attributed to her father’s blood and William attributed to Lottie’s. Alex was the baby, looked like his father with his mother’s temperament.
William read these letters at his desk. He read them once, folded them, and put them in the drawer with the others. He used to read her letters twice.
He opened the property ledger and worked until the lamp burned out.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Five

    Twelve by twelve
It started with the smell of wet plaster.
A morning in the house. William came downstairs and he was having the hallway replastered. The workman had mixed the compound that morning and the smell filled the stairwell with damp calcium and chalk. There was something else to it. Something underneath that had no name but triggered a response so immediate that William stopped on the landing with one hand on the railing and the other pressed flat against his chest.
His body had played a trick on his mind. The damp plaster. The moisture in the air. The narrow stairwell with the ceiling too low and the walls too close. A blanket pinned over a window. His lungs tightened. His skin prickled. He stood on that landing and he was not in Oregon. He was in a room twelve feet by twelve feet on Stephen Street in Dublin. He was eight years old. The ceiling was too close. He was crowded yet all alone at the same time. All that was missing was the straw mattress and lone candle, but he could even visualize that too. His throat closed. He pressed his back against the wall and slid down until he was sitting on the landing. Hip pain didn’t matter.
He gripped the railing until the moment passed. The workman looked up from his trowel.
“You alright, Mr. Boog?”
“Fine.” William descended the stairs. His hip screamed on every step. He walked through the front door and stood on the porch and breathed the Oregon air until the plaster smell was gone and his hands stopped shaking. He muttered something to himself before continuing on his way.
*  *  *
It happened again. And again. Not every day. Not predictably. Enough.
A family at the general store, a single mother and four children, pressed together in the narrow aisle between shelves. They were loud and knocking cans to the floor. Too many bodies in too small a space. William felt his throat close. He left the store until they were done. He went back inside for the can of linseed oil he had come for.
Walking home he saw that same family on a bench. The kids were fighting over liquorice sticks. The younger brother said, “Please, I’m starving!”
Even though it shouldn’t have, it infuriated William. He watched neighbor boys starve to death during the Great Famine in Dublin.
“You don’t say that, young fella! There are people starving all over the world. Be grateful that you have a mother who takes care of you!”
William was unsure who was more surprised that he said that, the mother or himself.
The rest of his walk home pulled at him from every direction. A baby crying in the distance. Someone yelling in the street, even if it was just a newspaper vendor. A garden outside that smelled of cabbage and rosemary.
Without paint, without the ladder, without the physical exhaustion that had kept his mind occupied for four decades, William was being forced to sit with thoughts he had outrun across a continent. The grief he had folded into motion was unfolding now, in the silence of a bedroom. The empty hours between contracts when Oregon had a special way of standing still.
 
*  *  *
A night in late winter. Rain patters the roof. His house was quiet. William sat at his desk with the property ledger open next to the small glass of whiskey. The lamp was low.
He was not working. He was staring at the wall. The wallpaper had a pattern of small flowers that repeated every six inches. He counted them. He counted them again. His mind was doing something it had never done before, cycling, looping, pulling him backward through rooms he had sealed shut.
His breathing hastened. He went clammy and sweaty at the same time. He pressed his palms against his temples. It was no use. In desperation he banged the table. He immediately felt a release. He did it again harder. Then again. Each thud bringing less of a release and morphing into futility. The sound cracked through the empty house.
The gut-wrenching, soul-sucking feeling of isolation and neglect from Dublin had crept back. “You’re just a little boy from the slums” played over and over in his head. The damp walls. The blanket partitions. That wet cabbage and death smell came to mind. Visions of mothers carrying their dead in Dublin. “Your father didn’t want you. Your mother didn’t either.” Then Mary on the mattress with George, who was still. Teresa in the bed, her breathing a wet rasp. Austin asking if they were going to move again. John in the rocking chair, Mary holding him, the runners creaking on the floor. Joseph’s mewling growing weaker. His wet and lifeless stillborn. Mary Margaret lying weak and frail.
His hands began to shake. Not the tremor of age. A deep, structural shaking that started in his fingers, leading to his biceps contracting, then his body quivering. He pushed the ledger away. He pushed the glass away. It falls and shatters on the ground. He put his elbows on the desk and his face in his hands. He could only get out one word.
“Why?”
He wept.
Not the way he had wept after Mary died. This was different. This came from the basement of him, from the place where a man stores the things he has spent a lifetime refusing to feel. It did not sound like crying. It wasn’t crying. It sounded like something structural giving way. Support beams cracking. Load-bearing walls coming down. Groans and moans.
He wept for George and William, who had lived eleven months in Dublin. For Joseph, who had lived seven months in Boston. For Austin, who was supposed to carry on the Boog name. For Teresa, who didn't deserve her fate. For John, who didn’t deserve to die so young. For Mary Margaret, who had kept the family together when he could not. For his wife, Mary, who told him not to stop and then left him alone with the instruction.
He wept for the tenement. For the boy who stood in the rain outside Doyle’s workshop. For the child whose parents didn’t want him. For the young man who thought he had life figured out but was really a rejected orphan who hid from grief. For the man who stood at the rail of the City of Paris and did not weep because someone was watching. Someone had always been watching. His children needed him to be iron. His crew needed him to be iron. Mary needed him, and then Lottie needed him, and the iron had held because it had to hold. This man did not know any other way to stand.
In Oregon, for the first time, nobody was watching.
Nobody needed him to be anything. So the iron dissolved, and what was underneath was a man who had been drowning since 1850 and had never once come up for air.
William picked up the whiskey bottle and threw it against the wall, shattering it to pieces. He thudded the table again, but in a way that said “I give up.” Thud. Thud. He hangs his head low.
The lamp burned low. The rain continued. William sat at his desk with his face in his hands and he shook.
If a man walked past the house that night and looked up at the window, he would have seen a desk. A lamp. A silhouette. Nothing worth stopping for.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Six
Send for her
Spring, 1907.
The letter was short. Three lines. William’s handwriting, which had always been careful and deliberate, was pressed hard into the paper. Lottie opened it at the kitchen table on Dayton Avenue with Charlotte standing beside her, watching.
Charlotte. Come to Oregon. I need you to come. Wm.
Lottie read it twice. She set the letter on the table and smoothed it flat with both hands. She studied it for clues as this was unusual.
In seven years of correspondence William had never written those words. He had written “send money to the bank,” and “the lot is under contract,” and “tell Alex his father sends his regards.” He had written business and logistics and weather. He had never written I need you to come.
She folded the letter and put it in her apron pocket. She kissed Charlotte on the forehead. She went to the bedroom and began packing.
She could not leave the next day. Or the day after.
She could not. The younger children depended on her. Charlotte was in school. Louise needed new shoes. Virginia had an earache that required watching. Alex, still young, clung to her as his father was not around. The St. Paul properties required attention, tax assessments due, a tenant on Carroll Avenue behind on rent. Lottie managed all of it. She had been managing all of it since the day William left, and the managing did not pause because her husband had written three desperate lines on a piece of paper.
She spent two weeks arranging her absence. Lottie had instructed her older children from Valentin to help out. She wrote to William Travers. and asked if he could check on the Dayton Avenue house while she was gone. He wrote back the same day. Of course. He would come by weekly. 
She arranged for a neighbor to watch the younger children during school hours. She paid the taxes early. She left detailed instructions for the Carroll Avenue tenant, written in her careful hand, pinned to the kitchen board where the children would see them. She cooked meals and stored them. She labeled them. She thought of everything because she always thought of everything, because that was what Lottie did. 
*  *  *
The train from St. Paul to Grants Pass took four days with connections. Lottie sat by the window and watched the country change. The prairies gave way to desert. The desert gave way to mountains. The mountains opened into the Rogue Valley and the green swallowed her vision and she leaned forward in her seat because it was, even now, stunning.
The brooch sat at Lottie’s collar now. She touched it sometimes when she was nervous. She was touching it as the train pulled into Grants Pass.
William was at the platform. She saw him before the train stopped. He stood apart from the small crowd, leaning on a walking stick she had never seen. He was thinner. His suit hung on him differently. He had the same thick mustache. His hair had gone fully white.
The walking stick stopped her.
She stepped down from the car and crossed the platform. He watched her come. He did not move toward her. He stood in place and she could see, from twenty feet away, that something fundamental had changed. This was not the man who had left St. Paul. This was not the man who had hung signs and bid contracts and charmed farmers from the seat of a scaffold. This man was holding himself up with a stick and the effort of it was visible.
“William.” She stopped in front of him.
“Lottie.” His voice was lower than she remembered. Rougher.
She hugged him. He put one arm around her and his chin rested on the top of her head. As they hugged she could feel him breathe softly. The rhythm was wrong. It was too shallow and rapid.
She pulled back and looked at his face. The eyes. That was where she saw it. His eyes had always carried motion, calculation, the restless intelligence of a man who was three steps ahead of the conversation. The motion was gone. What replaced it was something she had never seen in him. His eyes were pointed at her but there was nothing behind his gaze. He looked through her.
“What has happened to you?” she said.
He did not answer. He reached for her bag and his arm shook under it. They walked to his house and she noticed his limp. He leaned into the stick heavily on each stride. He took a long time to cover a short distance. By the time they reached the porch she had counted a few things he would need to explain.
*  *  *
She found the desk with its disordered papers and contracts unsigned. Letters from tenants sat unanswered. Two whiskey bottles stood on the shelf behind the property ledger. She found the bed unmade.
She found William on the bench outside. Sitting on the left side. The right side was empty.
He was looking at the valley. The late afternoon light was doing what it did, turning the orchards to gold, making the river shine. He did not appear to see any of it.
Lottie sat on the right side of the bench. She put her hand on his. His hand was cold. His knuckles were swollen. The beat-up hands of a laborer, the residue of a former life.
“Tell me,” she said.
He could not look at her. He looked at the mountains instead. His nostrils flared.
“I fell off a ladder. Four years ago. My hip… My hip is finished. I can’t climb, I shouldn’t perform work above my head. There’s this surgeon in Portland. I’m not going.”
“Why not?”
“Because every doctor I’ve ever sat across from has told me someone I love is going to die. I’d rather walk with a stick.”
Lottie was quiet. She had expected something practical. A bad deal, a failed contract, a business setback. She had come prepared for the kind of problem she knew how to solve.
“There’s more,” she said.
He tried to speak and couldn’t. His mouth opened and closed. His eyes welled. His hand, the one that had signed a thousand contracts and held dying children and hung signs in four cities, began to shake.
“I can’t stop seeing them,” he said. “The children. The rooms. The water in Boston. The blankets in Dublin. Mary in the chair.” His voice broke. Not cracked. Broke. “I could outrun it when I was working. I could paint until I couldn’t think. The ladder was the only place it didn’t follow me. Now the ladder is gone and I’m just...” He stopped. His chest heaved. “I’m sitting here, Charlotte. Every day. Sitting here with all of it.”
 
Lottie looked at this man. Her husband. This impossible, built-from-nothing, never-stop man. She was seeing something no one had ever seen. Not Mary, who had seen him grieve but never break. Not his children, who had seen the iron but never the rust beneath it. Lottie was seeing William Boog without the scaffolding. Without the ladders and the brushes and the forward motion that had held him upright since Dublin. She was seeing the boy from the tenement, the one who had never been allowed to show pain because there was always someone in the next room who needed him to be strong.
She held his hand tighter. The brooch at her collar caught the light. His eyes found it.
“I’ve always liked that,” he said. His voice was barely audible.
“Your daughter was very special. Just like you.”
William looked at the brooch. His face crumbled. He put his face in his hands and wept.
Lottie put her arm around him. She held him. He shook against her and she held on and neither of them spoke, and the valley went on doing what it did.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven
The rooms I go to when I close my eyes
Lottie stayed two weeks.
She cleaned the room. She organized the desk. She answered the letters from tenants and signed the contracts that needed signing, including a deed transfer in Lincoln Park that had been sitting unsigned for two months. She cooked meals that William ate half of and left the rest. She sat with him on the bench in the evenings and listened to him talk and listened to him not talk. She held his hand when he shook. She did not flinch when he wept.
She tried. She tried with competence and warmth and the Kansas practicality that had carried her through widowhood. She organized. She managed. She made lists and sorted papers and cleaned surfaces and believed, for the first two weeks, that the problem was disorder. That if she could put his life back in order, the man himself would follow.
He did not follow.
He sat on the bench. He limped to the desk and stared at the ledger. He slapped it shut without working. He woke in the night breathing hard in the dark. She reached for him and he flinched.
She flinched at the flinching. In seven years of marriage, William Boog had never pulled away from her touch.
“Let me help you,” she said one evening. They were on the bench. The sunset was behind the mountains. The valley was doing its beautiful work. Neither of them was looking at it.
“You can’t fix this, Lottie.”
“I’m not trying to fix it. I’m trying to be here.”
“Being here brings it all back.” He said it quietly. Without malice. As a fact. “You bring Minnesota with you. The house. The kids. The whole life. Fake perfection. And when I look at you I see all of it and I can’t hold it all at once. I’ve been carrying it one piece at a time my whole life. Now it’s all in the room.”
Lottie looked at the mountains. She was quiet for a long time.
“No,” she said.
William looked at her.
“No, William. You do not get to say that to me.”
Her voice was low. Controlled. The voice of a woman who had spent sixteen years managing her own pain in private and was now, for the first time, letting someone see the edge of it.
“I left four children in Minnesota. Four. Charlotte is fourteen years old and she sits at the kitchen table every morning and asks me when her father is coming home. I have no answer for her. I have been giving her no answer for seven years.”
She stood from the bench. She did not raise her voice. She did not need to.
“I arranged two weeks away from them. I paid the taxes early. I cooked meals and labeled them and wrote instructions for every day I would be gone. I asked your son to check on the house. I rode a train for four days across a country I did not ask to cross. I arrived and found whiskey bottles on your shelf and contracts unsigned and your bed unmade.”
Her hands were at her sides. Her fingers were straight. The ring on her right hand caught the last of the light.
“I cleaned your desk. I answered your letters. I signed deeds you should have signed yourself. I sat beside you on this bench and held your hand while you wept. I have held your hand from a thousand miles away for seven years, William. I have kept your books and raised your children and collected your rent and managed your grief from a kitchen table in St. Paul while you sat on this porch and looked at mountains. I’ve been telling people I am a widow since you’ve been gone so long.”
William did not speak. His eyes were wet.
“I chose you. I did not have to. I had a husband who came home every night and sat at the table and asked about my day. I buried him and I raised six children alone. I chose you because I saw something in you worth building beside. I walked into your grief with open eyes.”
She turned to face him fully. The brooch at her collar was level with his eyes.
“Do not tell me that my presence is the problem. Do not tell me that looking at me brings it all back. I am not your grief, William. I am the woman who has been carrying it alongside you. And I will not stand on this porch and be made to feel like a burden for answering a letter you wrote. You asked me to come. I came.”
The silence that followed belonged to her.
William sat on the bench with his stick between his knees. He did not defend himself. There was no defense. Everything she had said was true. It reminded him of the way everything Mary had said in the candlelit room above number thirteen had been true. The women in his life saw him clearly. Both had looked at him without flinching and told him what he was.
Lottie sat back down. Not close to him. At the far end of the bench. She put her hands in her lap and looked at the valley and let the silence fill the space between them.
After a long time, William spoke. His voice was hoarse.
“You’re right.”
“I know I’m right.”
“I don’t know how to fix what’s broken in me, Lottie.”
“I know that too.”
*  *  *
The conversation happened on a Tuesday. Lottie noticed the tone of his voice when he wasn’t negotiating. He wasn’t. This time he was confessing.
They sat at the desk in his room. She had laid out the property documents, the bank statements, the contracts for his crew. She had made everything neat. The three lots in Virginia’s name, properly filed. The deed for Rose’s parcel, routed through the convent. Lottie’s own holdings, organized and current. She had done in three weeks what William had neglected for months. It was a reflex, the making-neat. A woman who could organize a blended family of ten children and manage properties across two states could organize a desk. The desk was not the problem.
“William, come home. Come back to Minnesota. The children miss you. Alex asks about you in the morning at breakfast. Charlotte drew you a picture last week and asked me to mail it. The house is there. I am there.”
“My life is not in Minnesota.”
“Then what is your life?”
He looked at her. The look lasted too long. She had to glance away.
“I don’t know anymore,” he said. “That’s the honest answer. I built everything a man is supposed to build. I have the deeds and the bank accounts and the name on the sign. And none of it stops the thing that happens when I close my eyes.”
Lottie reached across the desk and took his hand. “Boogs don’t quit, William. You told me that. You told Mary that. You’ve said it to every child you ever raised.”
His jaw worked. His mouth opened and closed. A tremor moved through him, visible from across the desk.
“I’m not quitting.” His voice shook. “I’m broken. There’s a difference. You can’t win against death. You can fight it and fight it and the thing just keeps taking. If you knew what I carry, Lottie. If you knew the rooms I go to when I close my eyes. Winning isn’t an option. It never was. Life has taken too much from me and I can’t take one ounce of it back. Minnesota is not a place I’d want to go back to. I could only manage if you all came here to Oregon.”
The room was quiet.
Lottie gazed at William. She loved him. She loved him steadily, practically, with her whole heart. She had chosen him knowing exactly what she was choosing. She loved his ambition, his stubbornness, his impossible confidence. She loved the tenderness he only showed to children and to horses and, occasionally, to her.
She could not fix this. He did not want to be fixed. He needed to be still yet the stillness was destroying him. She could not make him move or make him well. She had four children in Minnesota who needed a mother more than this man needed a witness.
The thought had started in the second week. She organized the letters. Within days they piled up again. Then Charlotte’s letter arrived from St. Paul, written in a child’s careful hand, asking when Mama was coming home. Then she lay awake beside William and listened to him breathe in the dark. Shallow breathing. She understood she could not breathe for him.
She made her decision. From the outside it looked like a woman packing a bag.
 
*  *  *
The morning she left. Rain again. Oregon rain, soft and persistent.
Lottie stood on the porch with her bag at her feet. William stood beside her with his stick. They did not touch.
“I’m going home,” she said. “My children need their mother. I cannot stay here and watch you disappear. We have a great life in Minnesota. You need to accept that.”
“I know,” William said.
“When you’re ready, come home. The house is there. The children are there. I am there.”
“I know.”
She looked at him one more time. She searched his face for the man she had married. The man who had raced her carriage to Como Park. The man who had held her on the bluffs above the Mississippi and told her about six small graves. She found pieces. Fragments. The mustache. The hands. His jaw. The engine that had driven him from Dublin to the edge of the continent was gone.
She picked up her bag. She kissed his cheek. The brooch at her collar pressed cold against him.
“You are a good man,” she said. “And I am not leaving you. I am going home to raise our children. That is what I can do. That is what I will do.”
William nodded. The nod was slow.
Lottie walked to the road where the cart was waiting to take her to the station. She did not look back. Not because she did not want to. Because she knew what she would see. A man standing on a porch with a walking stick, watching her go. The same man who had always left first. Being left behind.
The cart pulled away. William watched it until it turned the corner and was gone. He stood on the porch. The rain fell. He went inside and sat at the desk and poured a drink and did not touch it.
*  *  *
Lottie arrived in St. Paul four days later. She unpacked. She kissed her children. She went to the kitchen alone. Put the kettle on. Sat down at the table and cried. She tried to keep her moans quiet and quickly wiped tears as they came. Her handkerchief was ready to wipe her nose with a dab here and there. She glanced around and felt relief as no one had noticed. She washed her face, cleaned up, and took a big sigh.
She managed the properties. She paid the taxes. She answered the telephone when it rang. She filed the deeds William sent and followed up on the ones he forgot. She negotiated with the Carroll Avenue tenant and collected the back rent without William’s knowledge because it needed doing and she did not need his permission to do what needed doing. She balanced the accounts for both states. She enrolled the children in school, attended their programs, and helped with their lessons. She walked them to church on Sundays. She cooked their meals, washed their clothes. She made William Travers fix the broken step on the back porch with a hammer and nails because the carpenter wanted three dollars and he could do it for free. She arranged socials and reunions.
 
*  *  *
A morning in December. The house on Dayton Avenue was quiet. It had always seemed to have a heavier quiet since William left. Not silent. The children made noise. The furnace clanked in the basement. The wind pressed against the windows. Underneath the ordinary sounds there was a hollowness. Every room had a corner where he could have been.
Lottie sat at the kitchen table before the children woke. She had been up since five. The lamp burned low at her elbow. In front of her sat the property ledger. The Roblyn Avenue taxes were due in January. The Carroll Avenue tenant had paid December’s rent three weeks late. A deed transfer required a notarized signature. Hers. William had given her power of attorney before he left for Oregon and she used it daily. Without ceremony.
She opened the morning paper. Read the headlines. Read the obituaries. Read the want ads. She read the property listings because William had taught her that the listings told you where a city was growing before the city knew it itself. She circled two in pencil. She would drive past them on her way to the post office.
The tea was cold. She had poured it twenty minutes ago and forgotten it. She wrapped her hands around the cup anyway. The house creaked around her. Snow pressed against the windows. The furnace kicked on and the vents exhaled warm air that smelled faintly of coal dust.
She thought about Kansas. She did this rarely. Kansas was behind her. On mornings when the house was quiet and the ledger was open and the chair across from her was empty she allowed herself a few minutes in a place where the sky was bigger and the decisions were simpler. She had painted fences in Kansas. She had fed chickens and milked cows and helped her father with the books. She had married a war hero and buried him and crossed a state line with six children and started over. This made her become frail and unconfident. She had done all of that before she met William Boog.
She was not a woman who needed rescuing. She had chosen William. She had chosen him at a church social with lemonade in her hand and full knowledge of what she was walking into. A widower with grief in his bones and ambition that would not let him rest. She had looked at this man and seen something worth being beside. Not because she was lonely. Because she was curious. She wanted to see what a man with that much fire in him would build next.
She finished the ledger. She tallied the columns. The numbers balanced. They always balanced when she kept them. William’s numbers were ambitious. Hers were accurate. Between the two of them the family had not missed a payment on anything since the day they married.
Charlotte came downstairs first. She was fourteen now. Tall for her age with her father’s dark hair and dark eyes. She poured herself a glass of milk and sat down across from Lottie and looked at the ledger.
“Is that Pa’s?”
“It’s ours. I keep it current while he’s in Oregon.”
“When is he coming home?”
Lottie closed the ledger. She looked at her daughter. The question had arrived at the table before the toast. Charlotte asked it every few weeks. She asked it casually, as if the answer did not matter. It mattered.
“When his work is finished, sweetheart. He has business to tend to.”
Charlotte drank her milk. She did not believe the answer. She was old enough to read her mother’s face and her mother’s face held something unresolved. She was also old enough to know that pressing would not help.
“Can I help with the books?”
Lottie looked at her daughter. She remembered being fourteen in Kansas. She remembered sitting at her father’s desk and watching him work the columns. She remembered the moment he slid the ledger across the table and put the pencil in her hand and said nothing. Just waited for her to begin.
She opened the ledger. She slid it across the table. She put the pencil in Charlotte’s hand.
“January taxes are due on the Roblyn lots. The amount is listed on page twelve. I need you to write a check for that amount and address the envelope to the Ramsey County Assessor. Can you do that?”
Charlotte picked up the pencil. She opened to page twelve. She began. Lottie watched her daughter’s hand move across the paper.
The other children came down. The kitchen was filled with noise. Louise wanted oatmeal. Virginia wanted toast. Alex was rambunctious and wanted anything including attention.
She put her coat on after breakfast. She walked to the post office. She mailed the tax payment and a letter to William. The letter was two pages long. Business on the first page. The second page she wrote faster. She told him about Charlotte helping with the books. She told him about the snow. She told him Alex had started asking questions. She did not tell him to come home. She had told him once. Repeating herself is something she wouldn’t do.
On the walk back she passed the Carroll Avenue property. She noticed that the front porch had a broken rail. She made a note in the small book she carried.
She stood on the sidewalk looking at the house. A house with William’s name on the deed and nobody named William inside it. The cold worked through her coat. She wrote ‘fix rail’ and closed the book and kept walking.
 

  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight
A door slightly open
What remained was this.
A man. A bench. A valley. An empty seat.
William sat on the left side. He had always sat on the left side. The right side was for someone else. Sometimes he pretended someone small sat there. A child. He did not have a clear picture. Just the idea of one, like imagining a piece of furniture in an empty room. The actual sight of a young child pulled him toward dark places he could not afford to enter. So the seat stayed empty, and he preferred it that way. The emptiness was safer than the presence.
Both of Mary’s surviving daughters were behind convent walls now. Letitia painting in the north. Rose beside her, or near her, their devotional work rhyming across separate rooms. Two artists. Two Sisters of St. Joseph.
He watched birds.
This surprised him. The man who had shot everything that flew, to honor Austin. The man who had hunted birds with a twelve-gauge in the Minnesota brush and killed a goose with a plank of wood in Boston. Now he sat on a bench with a journal in his lap and tried to identify what was singing. Warblers. Thrushes. A red-tailed hawk that lived in the oak behind the house and circled the valley at dawn.
He filled pages. Quick sketches of beaks and wing shapes. Notes on color. Times of arrival and departure. The handwriting was shaky but legible, and the observations were precise. He had always noticed things. Now he noticed a warbler tilting its head before it sang. A hawk riding wind currents without moving its wings. Light coming through the feathers of a mourning dove, making them glow.
*  *  *
He still walked the town. Slowly, with the stick, his gait uneven but deliberate. He passed the storefronts he had painted. Some had been repainted by other men. He could tell. The coverage was uneven. The trim lines were sloppy. He would have said something once. He would have knocked on the door and offered to fix it. Now he just looked and kept walking.
He still owned property. He still reviewed contracts and signed deeds and wired money to Lottie. The painting business continued through Samuel. The lots in the additions held their value or gained it. His wall of deeds still curved around Grants Pass, open to the west, closed to the east.
Cyrus brought up the surgery again. A younger doctor, trained in San Francisco, examined the hip and suggested a procedure that could restore some mobility. William listened to the younger man describe the operation, the recovery, the odds of success. The younger man was optimistic. William watched his face while he talked. Confident. Clinical. The same face of every physician who had told him what his children had and then walked out the door.
“I’ve walked this far with a stick,” William said. “I’ll walk the rest.”
*  *  *
He had nowhere to go, nothing to chase. He was learning, slowly, how to be in a single place. He was alone. For the first time in his life. Truly alone. No wife beside him. No children in the next room. No crew, no customers, no sign to hang, no ladder to climb. Just a man on a bench in a valley with the mountains holding the sky.
The stillness was terrible. And then it was not.
Somewhere in the middle of those years, something shifted. Not dramatically. Not in a moment he could point to. It shifted like dawn. So gradual that by the time you notice, the dark is already gone.
He stopped fighting the memories. Not because he had conquered them. Because he was too tired to fight. They came. He let them. They sat beside him on the bench and he did not flinch. George. Joseph. Austin. Teresa. John. Mary Margaret. William Jr. Mary. They came and stayed. Eventually they were not visitors but residents.
He sat on the bench one evening. Late. The valley was dark. Stars. The Siskiyous were a black line against a sky that went on forever.
He had not prayed since Dublin. Not really. He had attended masses because Mary asked. Funerals because they happened. He had stood in churches he painted and felt nothing but the cool of plaster and the echo of his own breathing. He shut God out the day George died. Shut him out harder with every X. Kept that door closed for sixty years.
He was not praying now. He was just sitting. Breathing. Present as he had never been, because he had always traded presence for motion. Motion was no longer available.
A thought came to him. Uninvited. Unwelcome. Yet, it was undeniable.
He had not opened that door. Not once in sixty years. He had slammed it shut with every X and locked it with every move and barricaded it with work and forward motion. Sixty years of slamming a door.
And it was still open.
He had not opened it. So either the latch was broken. Or somebody on the other side was more persistent than he was. He was too old and too tired to figure out which. But he noticed. Sitting on that bench with nobody to perform for and nothing to hide behind, he noticed that the door he had been slamming his entire life had never actually closed.
He stopped slamming it. He considered what could be on the other side. The thought of that, that Mary and his daughters were right, what would that feel like? There was so much to wrestle with. He looks to the clouds and says silently, “I see, you ignored me my whole life and now you want to reveal yourself?” What happened next, it could have been his conscious or something deeper, but he had an immediate response, “I’m here as I’ve always been. It’s you who turned away and are looking back. My door is never closed.” William’s mind immediately stilled, and for once, a peaceful smile graced his weathered face.

  
    EPILOGUE
The Remainder of the Day
 
Grants Pass, Oregon, 1925
 
 
The light in the office has shifted.
When William began talking the sun offered a warm band of afternoon light. Now the shadows have moved. The band has narrowed to a strip along the far edge of the desk and the mountains outside the window have gone from green to a deeper shade.
Hollis has filled seven pages. His hand is cramped around the pen. He has not left his chair. He has not poured a glass of water or checked the clock or opened the door for air.
William is quiet. Not the quiet of a man gathering himself. The quiet of a man who has arrived somewhere and does not need to move again.
Hollis sets his pen down.
“Mr. Boog. How many children have you buried?”
“Seven.”
“Seven children, a stillborn, some miscarriages too.” William says. “And a wife. Across three cities and fifty years. You asked me earlier where I came from. That’s where I came from. That’s what I carried here.”
*  *  *
William reaches into his breast pocket. He takes out the piece of paper.
It is smaller than Hollis expected. Folded once down the center, the crease so worn that the paper has gone nearly transparent along the fold. The edges are soft with handling. The color has yellowed from white to the shade of old linen.
William unfolds it. He holds it for a moment, looking at it. Then he sets it on the desk between them.
Hollis leans forward.
The left half. At the top, in ink that has faded to brown: MARY. An X beside it. Below her, a column of names written at different times in different inks. Some entries are crisp. Others have blurred with age. Beside most of them, a small X.
George X. Joseph X. Austin X. Mary X. Letitia. Teresa X. William X. John X. Rose.
Seven X’s on the left side. Two names without. Letitia and Rose. The nuns.
The right half. At the top, in newer ink, steadier handwriting: CHARLOTTE. Below her, four names. Charlotte. Louise. Virginia. Alex.
No X’s on the right side.
[image: image0011.jpg]
Visual interpretation of his final list
 
Hollis stares at it. The two columns. The crease between them, holding the paper together by threads. The left side heavy with marks. The right side clean. Two wives. Thirteen children. Seven dead.
He looks up at William. William is watching him. Not the paper. Him.
“I started this paper the night my first son was born in Dublin,” William says. “I didn’t know what it would become. I just wanted to write the names down.”
He folds it along the crease. Carefully. The paper barely holds.
“This goes in the ground with me.” He tucks it into his breast pocket and smooths his jacket over the pocket. “The names are in the will now. That’s what I came here for.”
 
*  *  *
They work through the terms.
It takes less time than the story did. William knows exactly what he wants. Every property he purchased was purchased with a name already attached to it in his mind.
The Oregon properties divide among the surviving children. Rose and Letitia are provided for separately, their portions structured to support them in the life they chose. Charlotte keeps the Roblyn lots. When Alex is old enough, he gets the lot next door.
“No child of mine starts from nothing,” William says. “I started from nothing. That was enough for one family.”
Hollis writes it down. Reads it back. William listens, corrects one figure, approves the rest.
 
*  *  *
 
Then Hollis asks the question he has been holding since the paper crossed the desk.
“Mr. Boog, I’ve written a lot of wills. Most men your age come in here and they’re settling accounts. Dividing property. Closing the book.” He sets his pen down. “You’ve buried seven children and crossed an ocean. You’ve wrestled with death and grief and you’re sitting here as steady as anyone I’ve ever met. I don’t understand how a man carries what you’ve carried and arrives where you’ve arrived.”
William looks at the window. The sun has reached the ridge.
He is quiet for a long time. Long enough that Hollis wonders if he heard the question. Long enough that the clock on the wall ticks through a full rotation of its second hand.
“Let’s just say, a door opened for me at the right time.”
Hollis is quiet for a long time. A little smile accents his face. Then he picks up his pen and turns to the final page.
 
*  *  *
“This is the best part of this process. The will is just about complete. We just need you to sign here, initial here.”
William looks down at his hands. The old hands. Paint still under the nails. Calluses and scars.
He signs his name at the bottom of the will. His hand is steady. The signature is clean and unhurried. Wm. A. Boog.
Hollis signs as witness. He blots the page, closes the folder, and sets it in the center of the desk.
“It’s done,” he says.
William nods. He looks at the folder. Then he stands. Slower getting up than he was sitting down. He buttons his jacket. Sets his hat on his head. Takes the stick.
“Thank you, Mr. Hollis.”
Hollis nods. He does not stand. He watches the old man cross the room.
William opens the door and steps onto the landing. The stairwell is dim. From below, the sound of the town reaches him. A cart horse on G Street. Somebody hammering. Two men talking loud enough that their voices carry up through the floorboards. The world had kept moving while he sat in that quiet room. It had not waited for him. It never had.
He descends the stairs one at a time, his stick tapping each step.
He pushes through the front door and steps onto G Street. The evening is warm. The valley is turning gold.
He starts walking. He looks up at the sunset. 
“Found ya.”
 
 
 
William A. Boog died on May 2nd, 1927, in Grants Pass, Oregon. 
He had been diagnosed with an intestinal obstruction and declined surgery.
 
He was survived by his wife Charlotte, six living children,
and grandchildren he never got to meet.
 
He left them property, money, and a name
that started with nothing.
 
 
Dedicated to the memory of
William Boog
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1841 - 1927
 
 
You can find easter eggs, pictures, newspaper clippings, documentation and more at https://chasing-the-sun-phi.vercel.app/
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