The Reunion

By Victoria Costello

Ellen crossed Lexington Avenue on Sixty-First Street and spotted a Laundress Wanted sign in the window of a corner brownstone. She found the rear servants’ entrance and knocked, hoping against hope this might be her lucky day. A tall woman in a maid’s cap and soiled apron opened the door and eyed her up and down. “What would you be wanting?” 

The woman’s brogue ignited a tremor of fear in Ellen. It had only been a month since Michael died at the hands of two Galway brethren who spoke with the same long vowels and clipped tones. Leaving her alone in New York City, at the height of what would later be called The Great Depression, with two wee ones, another on the way.
 She gathered her courage and answered. “I’m a seamstress and I can launder as good as anybody you’ll find for the job.” 

The woman squinted and wrinkled her forehead. Her mouth dropped opened. Ellen put a hand on her belly. Was she showing already? 

“Ellen Mitchell?” 

Now it was Ellen’s turn to stare. The woman’s heart-shaped face and ginger hair felt familiar. But many from home shared the same features. 

“Don’t you remember me?” The woman tilted her head to the side, enough to reveal a scar that ran from her ear along her jawbone. 

“Delia. Am I dreaming?”
“If you are, then I am, too. Imagine a Ballymore Mitchell showing up at my door.”
 “I’m Ellen Callahan now.”
“I’m so glad you married him! I always liked your Michael. He was solid. Not like that brother of his, Colm. That boy was always after me. I told him he had to get rid of the chip on his shoulder before I’d consider him for a beau. I had such a mouth.” Delia cackled. 

Yes, Ellen remembered it well. The same mouth that got earned her the scar on her chin after she ignored her father’s warning to keep quiet. “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she said to Delia. As she entered the well-appointed kitchen, Ellen gave herself a moment to relish Delia’s picture of Michael alive and well. “How long have you been in New York?” 

“Ever since they shipped me out of the workhouse, fourteen years ago. Mam died right away from the typhus. I never knew for sure . . .” the timbre of her voice wavered, “. . . what happened to my sisters after they separated us.” She picked up her chin. “You’re the first person from home I’ve met here. My Danny came from Donegal.” 

The two women sat by the scullery sink and talked for hours. Delia washed, and Ellen dried, as each opened the curtain on the events of her life since they’d last seen each other. Ellen offered a guarded version of her departure from Ballymore and a fuller account of the years that followed. She shared her pride at Michael landing his railroad job while describing his death as accidental. 

With similar reserve, Delia shared few details of her first lonely years of servitude and regaled her with the six happy years she’d had with Danny. Tears fell when she talked about losing him three years before to a subway construction accident when she was still mourning the wee one they’d lost to TB, leaving a daughter, Maggie, now eight, to give Delia a reason to go on. 

“I’m sorry I can’t take your troubles away,” Ellen said as she stared into her teacup and considered asking Delia the question that had been dogging her. The warmth in her old friend’s eyes gave her the courage she needed. 

“Why is it,” she began, then stumbled, unable to find the right words, afraid of sounding like a disbeliever. 

Delia leaned forward. “You want to know why we’re sitting here drinking tea, and not your Michael or my Danny? How it is that Maggie’s still breathing air with no sister by her side?” 

“I know it’s wrong to second guess God’s plan, but the question keeps going around my head and it just won’t stop.” 

Delia snorted. “It’s good you didn’t put it to your priest. He wouldn’t have an answer in his old bag of tricks, at least not a good one.” Delia’s grin made her scar turn a darker shade of pink. Lines formed half-moons round her mouth. 

“After losing the baby and putting Danny in the ground next to her, I got down on my knees and told Brigid straight out, if she expected me to go on, she had to tell me why. As clear as I’m talking to you now, she gave me an answer.” 

Ellen held her tongue as Delia’s eyelids fluttered. It lifted her heart to hear the name of her old ally, the bandrui turned saint, Brigid spoken aloud. While the seconds ticked by, it seemed Delia had floated away. When their eyes met again, Ellen’s arms and legs tingled, as if her skin had become porous and she’d absorbed some of Delia’s vigor. 

“Brigid told me there are just a few of us in each bloodline given the strength to extract the life force from such terrible sorrows. When a special soul comes to us, we’re meant to recognize the gift in a child or husband and draw from that deep reserve to give them what they need. When they leave us, we’re to wish them Godspeed and thank the Lord for whatever time we were given.”
“But what if their gift hasn’t yet been put to use?” 

Delia cradled her chin with her palm. “You’re worried that you didn’t do enough to protect Michael from the dark forces?” 

“Aye,” Ellen said, as shame turned her body first hot, then leaden. “It’s just not right.”
Delia took her time before speaking again. When their eyes met, hers had a new hardness. “That supposes you know more than Brigid about what a useful life looks like. Don’t be fooled by the simplicity of it. There’s nothing simple about fate. It makes no sense to fight it either. Our grief might tempt us to take things into our own hands when we’re meant to bear our trials because they serve a greater purpose. I confess I’ve looked at trains coming toward me with that thought in mind, and I might have done it if I didn’t believe with all my heart what Brigid told me.”
Ellen shut her eyes and saw her mother’s face, as if Mam had dropped in to let her know she agreed with Delia’s reprimand. And the fact that she’d had a little bit to do with this reunion. Still, Ellen felt the opposite of strong. 
“There’s something else Brigid told me you’re likely meant to hear.” Delia waited until Ellen sat up straight and met her gaze. “Just as the suffering of our people crosses from one generation to the next, so does the cure. Mind you. Whenever it comes, the healing of a bloodline reaches backwards and forward. Given everything I know about you Ellen Callahan, I think you’re meant to hold up the two ends of your lineage. On no account, can you allow a break. Mind you. The healing will come.
Delia put in a good word with the lady of the house and got Ellen hired at a salary of two dollars a week, her first regular income since Michael’s death. 

Four months after their reunion, Delia was with her in the laundry room when Ellen’s birth pains started. After a short labor and one last racking push, the midwife Delia had brought to help her gave Ellen a terrible fright when she held the baby beyond her view and shouted, “Mary, Mother of God.” 

Delia echoed the midwife’s sentiment. “Dear, you’ve been blessed!” 

When she saw the caul covering her baby, Ellen was speechless. Delia encouraged her to understand this rare happening as a sign that the gift of Michael’s lineage would continue in his son. The midwife removed the placenta and put it in a bowl for safekeeping. She washed the baby and placed him on Ellen’s chest, pink and clean. His eyes were bottomless. Ellen felt more joy than she believed possible.   

Delia looked on. “You’ve heard what the Connemara fishermen’s wives say about caul-bearing babies?” 

“Please tell me.”

“They say a newborn baby covered by his mother’s sack will be forever safe from drowning, just as he was in the womb.” 

“So it is,” Ellen said, taking Delia’s tale as a promise from the Good Lady that she would protect her son from his father’s fate. 

She named him John, after Michael’s father, though he went by Jack. Even before he could form words, Jack’s second sight manifested, along with his volatile nature. Yelps of glee followed by terror-filled waking nightmares, the emotional seesaw tempering her joy with dread. She worried that she lacked the strength and wisdom to steer him away from the dark forces that had weakened his father. And because she knew the unhealed wounds of her people were certain to find them wherever they lived, she feared even more the harm that might come to him from the progeny of the men who’d pushed Michael to his death.

For Jack’s sake, she asked Brigid to give her the courage to hope again. She didn’t yet have the perspective to see that her steely endurance, if used too often, would harden into a brittle veneer that made it more difficult to believe in a future. Neither would she have had any way of knowing that calcified grief could be embodied in her descendants, just as she’d been the involuntary recipient of her forebearers’ suffering. For Ellen any such inklings would have to wait until she received the bittersweet knowledge of old age.
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