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      It’s been a rough year for 26-year-old Mags Murray. First she learns that her dad isn’t her biological father, a secret her mother took to her grave three years earlier. Then her beloved Irish grandmother passes away at Christmas while Mags is visiting her from the States. Now Mags must host her grandmother’s wake and sell her cottage. A cottage filled with cherished memories. A cottage Mags inherited but her odd jobs won’t enable her to keep.

      

      Shortly after the funeral, a young man, Finn O’Brien, arrives at the cottage with an old photograph. Finn believes the boys in the photo are a clue to his father’s identity. Mags can sympathize with him, and because she often helped her genealogist grandmother uncover skeletons in people’s closets, including herself, she agrees to assist Finn.

      

      But searching for Finn’s father stirs up trouble. Finn is in a near-fatal car crash that wasn’t an accident. So Mags and her childhood friend Biddy McCarthy investigate why someone wants to prevent Finn from finding his father. Questioning the quirky locals proves a wee bit difficult as several of the suspects were victims of Mags and Biddy’s childhood shenanigans.

      

      It might take a fake Irish wake to reveal Finn’s father and the would-be murderer.

      

      But what if the two turn out to be the same person?

    

  


  
    
      How to Fake an Irish Wake

      Copyright © 2020 by Elizabeth Watson

      All rights reserved by author.

      Cover design by Lyndsey Lewellen at LLewellen Designs

      

      All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including xerography, photocopying, and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher, Elizabeth Watson.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      ISBN-10: 1-950786-01-3 (ebook)

      ISBN-13: 978-1-950786-01-5 (ebook)

      ISBN-13: 978-1-950786-04-6 (paperback)

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Eliza Watson

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nonfiction

        Genealogy Tips & Quips

      

      

      

      
        
        Fiction

        A Mags and Biddy Genealogy Mystery Series

        How to Fake an Irish Wake (Book 1)

        How to Snare a Dodgy Heir (Book 2)

        How to Handle an Ancestry Scandal (Book 3)

        How to Spot a Murder Plot (Book 4)

        How to Trace a Cold Case (Book 5)

      

      

      

      
        
        The Travel Mishaps of Caity Shaw Series

        Flying by the Seat of My Knickers (Book 1)

        Up the Seine Without a Paddle (Book 2)

        My Christmas Goose Is Almost Cooked (Book 3)

        My Wanderlust Bites the Dust (Book 4)

        Live to Fly Another Day (Book 5)

        When in Doubt Don’t Chicken Out (Book 6)

      

      

      

      
        
        For additional books visit

        www.elizawatson.com.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear Reader,

      

      While growing up, I celebrated my Irish heritage on St. Patrick’s Day by wearing green along with a pin that read, The Luck of the Irish. Yet the only family history we knew was that my mother’s Flannerys had emigrated from Castlebar, County Mayo, and her Dalys from Kilbeggan, County Westmeath. In 2007, a twelve-day trip with my parents to Ireland turned out to be the most significant turning point in my life.

      

      I can recall that breathtaking moment in the Kilbeggan cemetery, standing in front of an Irish rellie’s grave for the first time. The same reaction most tourists have while standing on the Cliffs of Moher staring out at the Atlantic. Not only did Michael Daly’s tombstone memorialize him and his wife but also two daughters. At that moment, I said, “Wouldn’t it be great to return to Ireland and visit living relatives?” And so my genealogy research began.

      

      Since that trip, I’ve researched more than twenty-five of my maternal and paternal Irish lines along with several Scottish ones. I’ve also assisted dozens of friends and family members with ancestry research in Austria, Canada, England, Germany, Hungary, and the US. Besides conducting online research, I have visited numerous historical archives, traipsed through hundreds of cemeteries (many now situated in sheep-filled fields), and located several family homesteads.

      

      I never dreamed when I embarked on my adventure it would lead to me becoming a genealogist, meeting dozens of Irish rellies, writing two fiction book series set in Ireland, and buying a renovated 1887 schoolhouse in my Coffey ancestors’ townland. Being able to combine my passion for writing and genealogy is a dream come true.

      

      I hope you enjoy your trip to Ireland with Mags and Biddy. There’s sure to be plenty of shenanigans!

      

      Eliza Watson

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Mags Carter and Biddy Molloy

        Here’s to many more shenanigans.
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      Since first traveling to Ireland in 2007, my ancestors’ homeland has not only become the inspiration for my second fiction series, but for most aspects of my life. Being unable to visit our Ireland home during this year’s pandemic has reinforced my love for the country and its people. I miss everyone’s hospitality, warmth, and wit, especially that of my dear friend and shenanigans partner, Mags Carter, and her best bud, Biddy Molloy. Thanks to both of you for all the laughs and for inspiring the super-sleuthing duo in my new mystery series. This book enabled me to spend time with all my Irish friends and family members in spirit. I treasure each one of you.

      

      Thanks to Nikki Ford for your in-depth feedback, which was spot-on as usual. To beta readers Elizabeth Wright, Lisa Bean, Miriam O’Brien, Judy Watson, and Sandra Watson for all the wonderful input. To Dori Harrell for your fab editorial skills. To Chrissy Wolfe for your final proofreading tweaks. Thanks to you ladies, I can always publish a book with confidence. To Lyndsey Lewellen for another brilliant cover and capturing the spirit of Mags and Biddy.
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      “There’s whiskey in the jar!” an elderly man sang out in the living room.

      I eyed the empty liquor bottles in the kitchen’s recycle bin, wanting to shout back, “Well, there’s none in these bottles.” But the musicians would figure that out on their next break when I served tea. Maybe they’d take that as a sign it was time to go home.

      Out of respect for Grandma’s love of traditional Irish music, I couldn’t kick them out, despite being emotionally drained. And following her funeral, it’d been my idea that everyone came back to her house to eat leftovers from the two-day wake. Wanting a traditional wake—still the custom in much of rural Ireland—Grandma had lain in repose in her downstairs bedroom, in the bed I used to snuggle in with her when freaked out by the wind or rain whipping against my upstairs bedroom windows.

      I didn’t see myself ever sleeping in that bed again.

      Eleven Christmas plum puddings lined the white counter as if waiting for servers to light the brandy sauce on top and parade them through an elegant dining room rather than the small cottage. I’d paraded hundreds of flaming baked Alaskas through a cruise ship’s dining room one summer while sailing from Vancouver to Anchorage. A rogue flame once singed my eyebrow, a sliver of which never grew back.

      While growing up, I’d baked plum pudding with Grandma two Christmases in Ireland. It was tradition to make a wish while stirring the batter with a wooden spoon in a clockwise direction. My wish had been to spend every Christmas with Grandma. A wish that finally came true when I moved out of my parents’ house in Chicago, old enough to choose where I spent the holiday.

      My two older sisters had always chosen not to spend summers or holidays in Ireland. Precisely why they’d received only a few pieces of Grandma’s jewelry—yet they’d expect me to share the sale of her house. Grandma had wanted me to use the money to travel the world and find myself. If Mom were alive, she’d have sided with my sisters, as usual.

      I placed a plate on my raised palm and carried a plum pudding into the living room, just like in my cruising days. Grandma’s elderly friend Edmond gave me a wink, looking dapper in a dark suit, sitting on a wooden chair playing a lively tune on the accordion. Two other men played a tin whistle and a fiddle. A group of spectators tapped their feet against the wood floor and sang along. Platters of food filled small tables, deep windowsills, and the bottom steps of the open spiral staircase.

      I banged a fist against a cold radiator. Another bang and it hissed to life. I balanced the holiday dessert on top of the heating unit, then threw more peat on the fire in the green cast-iron stove tucked into a brick fireplace. Colorful twinkle lights and a lit-up ceramic tree decorated the wooden mantel. After Christmas, I always had the blues. Weeks of chaos preparing for the holiday and it was over in a flash, along with my stay in Ireland. Grandma having passed away two days before Christmas, I’d now be in a funk every December.

      The French doors to the mudroom opened, letting in cold air and a tall, dark-haired guy, thirtyish—four years older than me—bundled up in a blue wool jacket and scarf. Empty-handed, he must not have received the memo that you never showed up at an Irish wake without food or drink. I let out a relieved sigh that he had. And actually, this was a post-wake.

      I didn’t recognize him from the wake or funeral. I’d certainly have remembered those bright-blue Irish eyes, seeing as I hadn’t given a guy’s eyes, butt, or smile a second glance since my fiancé had hopped a plane to New Zealand last year, breaking off our twenty-four-hour engagement. However, being ditched for a hundred exotic fern species was better than being ditched for one woman.

      I went over and exchanged introductions with the man, who said his name was Finn O’Brien.

      “Are you here for the wake?” I asked.

      His broad shoulders went rigid, and his blue-eyed gaze darted around searching for the deceased. “Sorry. The door was open. I thought it was a holiday gathering.”

      “My grandma’s funeral was today. This is a sort of after-party.”

      His panicked expression relaxed into a sympathetic one. “So sorry for your loss.”

      “Thanks. She was ninety. But she could have been a hundred and it still wouldn’t be easy. Would you like something to drink? Except whiskey. We’re fresh out.”

      He shook his head. “I’m grand. I’ll call in tomorrow if that’s okay?”

      “Let’s step outside,” I yelled over a lively rendition of “Finnegan’s Wake,” being sung as “Flanagan’s Wake” in honor of my grandma, Maggie Fitzsimmons née Flanagan. Named after her, I went by Mags.

      On my way through the mudroom, I tugged on a pair of yellow wellies. They fit a bit snug with the wool socks and purple leggings I’d thrown on after the funeral. I buttoned up my green wool coat over my blue dress. I headed out the door, and a cool breeze whipped my chestnut-colored hair against my face. The earthy scent of peat puffing up from the chimney wrapped me in a comforting embrace.

      Finn smiled, eyeing my bizarre outfit. “Are you warm enough?”

      “I’m from Chicago. We’re a sturdy stock.” With the setting sun, it finally felt warmer inside than out.

      He glanced over at a sheep with pink splashes of dye on its wool coat, dining on the front lawn. “Would you like me to take him back in the field for ya?”

      “He’s not mine. Don’t mind it grazing here. Will mean less mowing.” When I was eleven, an escaped sheep chased me up the road to my childhood friend Biddy’s family’s pub. I flew inside the bar without closing the door, and the sheep raced in after me. If someone had videotaped the scene, it would have gone viral. I wasn’t about to confront this animal. “If you aren’t here for the wake, why are you?”

      He slipped a black-and-white photo from his jacket pocket—four young boys and a dog in front of Grandma’s house, circa the early 1950s. I sucked at dating old photos. One glimpse at the attire and hairstyles and Grandma would have nailed the date within a month of when it was taken.

      Finn smiled at the yellow house with a serene look. “My grandpa lived here. He’s one of the boys in the snap. The other three were brothers or mates. I never knew him or my dad.”

      I gave him an apologetic look. “My grandma was the only owner of this house. She had a daughter, no sons. She lived here since the early eighties, when it was converted from an old schoolhouse into a home.”

      Finn’s content look faded into one of disappointment. “He went to school here? I spent a week stalking mailmen and a load of quid buying rounds in pubs to locate this place.”

      I checked the photo’s back for a date and found a phone number scrawled in pencil.

      “That was my dad’s contact number in Ireland. It’s no longer in service. And try asking a front desk clerk for the name of a guest who stayed at their Liverpool hotel on January 8, 1990. They’ll look at you like you’re mad.”

      That wouldn’t even have made my top-ten list for the craziest requests I’d gotten one winter while working the front desk at the Antlers Lodge in Montana. Like the rich elderly woman who demanded the stuffed moose and other wall mounts stop staring at her. Assigned with the task of addressing the paranoid guest’s concern, I’d fetched a dozen pairs of sunglasses from the gift shop. I’d been told they’re still sporting Foster Grants to this day.

      “My mum and dad, both Irish, hooked up in a pub there. The next morning when they parted ways, he gave her this snap with his number. Told her she’d need to ring him to return this priceless family photo.”

      “She decided not to call?”

      “No, she did. She left two messages. One on voicemail, the other with a man. My dad never returned them. So she never returned the photo. I like to believe he had a good reason for brushing her off. I’ve invented a hundred different scenarios over the past thirty years. She moved to the States when I was eight. I threw a fit until she allowed me to stay here with my grandparents down in Wexford. I found this snap last year. My grandma filled me in on it. The fact that my mum kept the photo makes me think she held out hope of finding my father.”

      “I’m sorry. At least you know he went to school here.”

      “Along with hundreds of other kids.”

      “It was a small school. The rosters are on file at the Ballycaffey school, which is closed for the holiday. They’re not online or at the Dublin archives.” Where I’d spent much of my summers helping Grandma conduct genealogy research. “Actually, my grandma has an abbreviated copy of the rosters. She was a local historian and held an annual school reunion here. Once you get the photo dated, you could narrow down the school years and family surnames. The families are likely still in the area.” I’d been putting off packing up Grandma’s life’s work and passion to donate to the local historical society. This would force me to sort through it. “I’ll see what I can find. Stop by tomorrow.”

      Finn’s frown curled into an appreciative smile. “That’d be grand, but don’t want to be bothering ya after just losing your granny.”

      “No worries. My grandma would have wanted me to help you.”

      “I thought a paternal DNA test would help me. Had over two hundred matches with eleven different surnames. How can a paternal test have so many surnames? I thought there’d just be one. My father’s.”

      “Not being a male, I can’t take the paternal test. However, members in my online genealogy groups have had the same issue with numerous surnames. An advanced test would give you fewer, yet closer, matches with more conclusive results. The problem is some matches are connected to you from before surnames even existed, and surnames often changed over time due to adoptions, illegitimate children, all kinds of reasons. So the test might not even do you any good. Your father could biologically be a Gibbons but is living his life thinking he’s a Grady because his four-times great-grandfather was adopted by a Grady couple. And some countries even based the surname on your father’s occupation. You hope he wasn’t a horse thief or murderer.”

      Finn smiled. “The closest match was a sixth-generation connection with the surname Burkhardt.”

      “Sounds German.”

      He nodded. “Seems the paternal test is a bit too costly for those merely curious whether they should be doing a German folk dance or an Irish jig. Few have taken it.”

      “DNA tests aren’t as popular here as in the States. And it’s a crapshoot if you’ll even get a second or third cousin match. And many people use initials or a cryptic code for their profile name, preferring to remain anonymous. Most don’t have family trees. If they do, the trees only go back to their grandparents or they’re private, so you have to contact the matches to access them. Yet they don’t respond to your message because they haven’t signed into their account in a year.”

      Finn looked like I’d burst his DNA bubble. “Two weeks ago, I took a cheaper test for both paternal and maternal lines, which should provide much broader results with more matches. Will be getting the results in about a month. But what you said doesn’t sound promising.”

      “Sorry. A lot of frustrated people have contacted my grandma for research assistance after DNA tests failed to help find their relatives.” Including me. Last year I took a test on a whim and discovered my dad wasn’t my biological father. We were both shocked by the news, especially since I’d been much closer to him than my mother. My mother passed away three years ago, taking the identity of my father to her grave.

      “I’d be happy to take a shot of the picture and see if anyone can identify the boys. Neighbors will likely be paying their respects for days. Most of them attended school here.”

      “That’d be grand.”

      I slipped inside and returned with my cell phone and a Christmas pudding wrapped in foil. I presented the dessert to him. “Nobody leaves here empty-handed.” One down and ten to go.

      “My bed and breakfast doesn’t have a fridge.”

      “No worries. It has the shelf life of a Twinkie.”

      Finn laughed, making me happy I’d lifted his spirits.

      I snapped a shot of the photo.

      He thanked me again and hopped into a sporty blue BMW. He drove down the narrow road, navigating around visitors’ cars haphazardly parked along both sides.

      I was sympathetic of Finn’s quest to locate his father. I hoped I’d have better luck with his search than I’d had with mine.
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      The following afternoon, I sat on the wooden floor upstairs in Grandma’s lavender office. Sixty years of research and historical documents filled boxes, shelves, and cabinets. I’d found the rosters listing students who’d attended from 1876 until the school closed in 1975. As many as a hundred pupils were registered annually. Yet how many had attended on a regular basis when they were likely helping in the fields or at home? A hundred students would never have crammed into the small downstairs. The upstairs bath and two bedrooms had been a new addition when the schoolhouse was renovated into a residence.

      For the past hour, I’d been paging through a large hardcover journal with handwritten stories from former students, who’d returned years later for a visit. At bedtime, Grandma would read me journal entries rather than fairy tales. I was catching up on stories added over the past ten years. Like an elderly man who reminisced about having let a ferret into the school. When it chased the teacher from the building, he’d bragged about having trained the animal to do so. Sadly, Grandma had never thought to add her own stories to the journal. Even though I’d been carrying the tales around in my head for years, now that she was gone, I feared I’d forget them. I was far from a talented writer, but I needed to document her stories!

      My heart raced.

      I also needed to record family folklore and stories about our ancestors farming the surrounding land back five generations.

      Only a second cousin still lived in the area, as well as two in Mayo. I wasn’t sure about Grandpa Fitzsimmons’s family, since none of them got along. But most of our Flanagans had immigrated to America or Australia, including my mother thirty years ago when she’d married my dad, Ryan Murray. A good Irish name, however, my dad was descended from the Murray Clan of Atholl in the Scottish Highlands. Their tartan was a lovely blue and green—very Irish looking, which was good since my DNA showed I wasn’t the slightest bit Scottish.

      I placed the journal on the antique student desk with my initials carved into the underside of the wooden top along with the initials MD, which had worn down over the years. Michael Daly, Matthew Doyle, Margaret Donnell… Years ago, I’d scoured Grandma’s reunion rosters looking for the owner of the initials. Could have been one of hundreds.

      I used to sit at the desk for hours, working alongside Grandma in her teacher’s desk, both from the original schoolhouse. I’d once drawn a family tree in green crayon, each branch noting a family member. Grandma had praised my ability to trace our tree back to my two-time great-grandparents. Sadly, most people had difficulty naming family members beyond their grandparents.

      The doorbell rang.

      Finn O’Brien. I tightened the sash on my bulky velour robe as I trudged down the spiral staircase in my Berber slippers, the school roster in hand. I should have at least penciled in my missing sliver of eyebrow knowing I was having company, a hot Irish guy to boot. The only thing missing were hair rollers. I straightened my hair clip and tucked stray strands behind my ears. I’d seriously let myself go since Josh.

      I answered the door to find two elderly ladies, rather than Finn, holding foil-covered aluminum pans. It would take me months to lose the weight I’d gained the past few days. The women had attended the funeral, but I didn’t know their names.

      “Thought you might be needing some comfort food.” The lady in a red wool coat and matching hat presented me a pan that warmed my cold fingers.

      If I couldn’t eat all this food, maybe I could use the pans for bed warmers. The scent of potatoes and a red meat sauce filled my nose. Shepherd’s pie. Hopefully, it was made with ground beef rather than the traditional ground lamb.

      Lamb wasn’t nearly as popular in the US as it was in Ireland, enabling me to have avoided it most of my life. When I was ten, my mother insisted I try it. The gamey taste had made me throw up. At that moment I announced I was a vegetarian. That diet lasted a week when I discovered that meant I also couldn’t eat Chicken McNuggets or a Burger King Whopper. “Thank you. This is so sweet.” I set the dish on a wooden chair, along with the other one that smelled of cheesy potatoes. “I appreciate it.” Grandma would scold me for not inviting the women in for tea and biscuits, but I was talked out. I needed to get the office packed up before I left in three days for a B & B caretaker position in Maine. The owners spent the off-season in Florida. Hopefully, I didn’t morph into Jack Nicholson from The Shining and go stark raving mad, isolated from civilization in a remote Victorian house with spotty internet and cell service.

      The lady in red placed a sympathetic hand on my arm. “I’m sure you’re exhausted, luv. We’ll leave you be…” Yet her hand lingered, along with a concerned expression.

      “Heard you’re selling the place,” the lady in green piped up in a disapproving tone.

      How had they heard that? I’d just contacted a real estate agent this morning, and there was no For Sale sign in the yard.

      I nodded.

      The woman shook her head. “Had hoped it was merely a rumor. Can’t imagine anyone but Maggie or family living here. Hope you’ll at least be selling to someone in the area. Someone with an attachment to the schoolhouse. Someone who will appreciate and respect its historical significance. Someone…” Her cheeks reddened and her breathing quickened.

      I feared she was on the verge of a heart attack. Her friend placed a calming hand on her arm.

      “I promised my grandma the home would go to the perfect buyers,” I assured her.

      The woman’s scowl relaxed slightly. “Suppose that’s something anyway.”

      The lady in red nodded in agreement.

      They wished me luck. In life or finding a homeowner they approved of, I wasn’t sure. They got in their small gray car and motored down the road.

      Grandma hadn’t expected me to keep the house, knowing I could never afford the monthly bills let alone make all the needed repairs. I’d never even rented an apartment. I used my dad’s address for mail and crashed at his Florida condo when I was between seasonal jobs. At twenty-six, the thought of being a responsible homeowner was overwhelming. And a house was meant to be lived in, especially in Ireland, to keep out the dampness and prevent mold. But I’d promised Grandma I’d find the perfect owners. And now I’d promised those two women the same.

      With no space in the kitchen’s small refrigerator, I stuck the dishes in the shed on a shelf between a pan of lasagna and old paint cans. I had to find a homeless shelter or church that would accept a food donation.

      I decided to walk up to McCarthy’s pub to see if some older locals enjoying a pint could identify the boys in Finn’s picture. And Biddy should be off work. She’d been the first person I’d called when I’d discovered my dad wasn’t my biological one. She’d helped me through my twenty-four-hour failed engagement. And I wouldn’t have survived the two-day wake without her. A pro at emptying the pub at closing time, Biddy had kicked visitors out at midnight, enabling us to take a nap before visitation resumed at 7:00 a.m.

      I slapped a note on the door, informing Finn of my location. It seemed odd that he hadn’t stopped by, anxious to see if I’d found the rosters with clues to his father’s identity.

      I walked a quarter mile up the narrow, pothole-filled road to the small white pub. A gold-lettered sign reading McCarthy’s hung over the blue door. Inside, a crowd of younger guys were shouting at two horses on TV sprinting neck and neck toward the finish line. A loud cheer erupted. Everyone raised their pints in celebration.

      Biddy’s dad rang a bell behind the bar. He pushed up the sleeves of his blue plaid button-up shirt, preparing to replenish drinks. Spotting me, he walked out from behind the bar and gave me a hug. “How ya doing, Maggie Mae?”

      Daniel McCarthy had given me that nickname years ago, and it’d stuck.

      Still in his comforting embrace, I nodded my head against his chest. He was almost a foot taller than my five foot three inches. “Hanging in there.”

      He stood back, concern
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