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“Get off me!” Claire Shannon ached from her heel up. She rubbed the calf letting slip a seldom used word. Without hesitation, she unloaded her assessment of the educational level of the man behind her in the ticket line at the New York Airport. “You idiot.” 

“Seasamh ar shála ar dhuine.” Liam McCafferty’s apology fell flat. 

Claire wrenched her neck around to sling daggers at him, but met his torso. Despite the nether regions practically in her face she spewed, “What a klutz. You’re crowding me. Give a person some space.” And with that she shoved him. Hard.

Most passengers waiting in the god forsaken conga line had issues of their own to contend with but the two women who were watching from the sidelines smiled.

The petite one jabbed her friend in the ribs. “The trouble with opening your heart to chance is the risk of getting it stomped on. Literally.” 

The taller woman scowled. “Don’t pick on her. I’m sure that hurts. Besides,” she softened as her eyes grazed upon the distinguished looking gentleman trying to apologize, “sometimes, it’s a risk worth taking.”

Matters of the heart struck a chord with Claire since she recently told Rich to get out. At least the women were discussing something worthwhile, unlike most of the inane conversations around her. Despite dealing with the pain, she leaned forward to interject, “Excuse me, but I disagree.”

The shorter woman tilted her head. “You do?”

The tall woman gave motherly assurance. “You just haven’t found the right one.”

“The last guy broke my heart. He nearly hawked my business out from under me, for a pair of silicone. Seriously. I doubt there’s a man alive who doesn’t think waist down.” 

The women looked at each other.

“Been there.”

“Done that.”

The agent at the baggage check called the women forward. 

“We’ve got to go.” And the one closest to Claire offered with hope, “I promise. The right guy will come. Love is worth waiting for. Have a safe trip.”

“I appreciate it.” Claire toyed with her luggage. Truly, she wanted to believe in men, after all where would this world be without them, only so far they had proved themselves to be liars, cheats, and anything but devoted. “My leg’s killing me.” She pushed and then pulled the luggage trying to decide which way gave a smoother motion. “This is a beast.” Towed it was. And she moved to first in line.

With a glance left and right she soon realized there was a great number of people just like her, waiting. “This is taking forever. Every line is crammed with minions from Podunk, USA. Their perpetual chatter is giving me a migraine.” 

Babies wailed. Parents gave pacifiers and bobbled little ones up and down to calm them. Toddlers complained of hunger as they knuckle rubbed tired eyes. Older children scampered in and out of line, toppling suitcases and bumping into fellow passengers as they played hide and seek between the rows. 

Claire rubbed her forehead to self-soothe. “Why do those who neither care after, nor can afford, push offspring from their bellies repeatedly?” Frustration was winning. She gripped the nape of her neck. “If that attendant doesn’t speed things up, I’m going to miss my flight to Ireland. After scrimping and saving for four years, I’ve only gotten ten yards from the baggage check.” 

Liam snorted.

Claire looked behind her. “What?”

“I’ll bet ya have a wonderful smile, if ya could find one to put one on that puss.”

Her hazel eyes raked upward, intending to set him straight, but his crystal sapphire green orbs befuddled her. A sensual mixture of a well-dressed man in a three-piece suit adorned with mirth and apology invited her to linger. 

She shook off his humorous expression. “Who are you? The Leprechaun for the March edition of GQ?”

“Nah. April.” 

“Right. And I am Miss America.” Claire faced front to ignore the oaf, but it seemed he had other ideas.

“Would you care to join me for coffee, Miss America?”

“No way.”

“Ah. So ya have something more pressing. I suppose it could be an appointment to charm school. Well, Bub. Good luck with that.”

“Very funny.”

“Well then. Perhaps tis tea with the man running the White House and his misses?”

“I see no reason not to share. I’m on a mission across the ocean.”

“Oh. Pardon me. So you are with the Red Cross, or the Doctors without Borders.” 

“Look. This is not the time for me to get taken in by someone’s charming undertow.” 

Earlier, when she had bent to rub her calf, it set her hair bob free. The woman ahead of Liam now shook her head, freeing the rest of it. Black satin lengths of highly polished coal previously tucked neatly at her nape unfurled with highlights of molten lava unquestionably begging to be touched. 

As if reading his mind, Claire seared him with a look that affirmed, too hot to handle, do-not-touch.

He regret hurting her, but it had given him a chance to see her face. “You’re lovely.”  

Claire had no immediate answer for his flattery. Getting into her pants, that’s all he was after. She snubbed him.

Penitently, Liam took her arm. “I dinna mean to step on your wee heel.” Her glare nearly skewered him. And he dropped her arm.

The scorch burnt his manly aspirations for making further advances, but she was the cause of this regrettable incident. “Look. I was minding me own business, intoxicated by your perfume wafting through the air. I suppose Bub, that you wear that to make men tipsy and lull them into daydreams about a dark-haired woman with shapely curves.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Well. The fantasy you concocted soothed me aching sports injured shoulder. After thirty minutes of bearing luggage on it, the pain grew intolerable, interrupting me afternoon delight.” He gave the shoulder bag a heave. “When I shifted it, I lost me footing, jamming the heel of the woman ahead. You.” 

Liam shifted his bag from the left to the right shoulder. “But, hey Bub. Ya must take partial responsibility. T’was you who distracted me.”

“Typical man. Refuses to take responsibility for his own actions.”

He moved his suitcase between them to avoid repeating that mistake. 

In just a few short minutes of being completely ignored, Liam could not resist testing the waters. “It may have been wiser to leave me luggage at the curbside check-in, but then I would not have had the pleasure of meeting you lass.” 

“We have not been introduced. Please. Keep your comments to yourself.”

A small grin spread warmth to his lips. “Excuse me, Miss America. We have the same brand of luggage.” He slid his suitcase forward with his foot. “Same color too. It’s good we’re not traveling companions. It could get confusing.”

What would it hurt to flirt with the giant and tease him about paying attention to where he landed his clod hoppers? But the clerk waved and hollered. “Next!” 

Instead of tormenting the man behind her with further witty conversation, she made her way to the desk. Claire heaved her luggage with all her strength onto the scale. It landed with a thump, making the cloverleaf lucky charm dangling off the strap bobble.

Never looking up, the airline agent extended a hand. “That’ll be fifty dollars. Cash or credit?”

“I paid in advance for one piece of luggage.” Claire pulled her pre-printed receipt out of her handbag. “Right there. See?”

The handbag slipped off her shoulder, down her arm, and with it, a bag of nuts fell onto the floor. As she picked the bag up off the floor, that irritatingly handsome passenger behind her smirked. She scowled back. Then she stuffed the cashews into her pocketbook and self-righteously shoved the receipt beneath the clerk’s nose. “I already paid.”

The agent looked over the rim of her glasses. A droll tone rolled forth. “Mam. Your luggage is over the weight limit. It will cost you an additional fifty dollars.” And she twisted the knife a bit more. “Domestic, twenty-five, international, fifty.”

The harrumph that came out of Claire was loud enough for all the airport to hear. She dug out her wallet and slammed her credit card into the agent’s palm. “There. Are you happy?”

“Thank you.” And the agent slid the visa through the magnetic strip reader. While waiting for approval, the clerk rubbed her stinging palm. When ‘approved’ came up on the screen, the agent grit her teeth, and with great restraint gently gave the card back to the obnoxious customer with a snide, “Have a pleasant flight.”

Liam leaned against the rope stand. 

Another male passenger also admired the fireball at the podium. “If things were different, and if I was not in a hurry, I might ask that gal to go for a drink. She certainly looks in need of one.” 

“That she does.” 

Claire packed her credit card back into her wallet and scurried off making the entire world aware just how dissatisfied she was with the customer care. “When I get time, I’m going to write this airport a scathing letter about hiring inept staff.” 

The thundercloud above Claire’s head continued to rain criticisms for twenty minutes. When she finally stopped the rant, she looked up at the marquee. “Concourse L? How did I get here?” She scratched her head. “Wrong concourse. I’m sunk. I’ll never make it on time.” Head down, she bustled in reverse direction leaving a wake of passengers in her path.
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LIAM SAT DOWN AT CONCOURSE K and took out his phone. Before he got aboard the plane he ought to send Sylvia a text. But just how was he going to word this? Sure, they were no longer a thing, but Sylvia was still his boss. He sat back, perhaps he could do it tomorrow. For ten years Sylvia had been his personal homing pigeon. “Shite!” And he silenced the phone as it buzzed from her voicemail. “I’m not listening to that. I’ll bet she’s mad as hell that I’m absent for that National Geographic interview. This trip is for me. And me alone. No one, and nothing, is going to change my mind. And I’ll be damned if Sylvia destroys my chances of finding Hy Brasil, like she destroyed my heart. Tomorrow is soon enough to deal with her.”

Liam opened a magazine to re-read the article he had published within.

A man two seats away leaned over and raised his copy of the same. “Finding Hy Brasil will confirm that the tiny island off Ireland is Atlantis. Celtic historians wrote of Hy Brasil, and of how red trees grew there in abundance. There is one ancient text that tells of sailors who lodged in Hy Brasil, and returned home with silver and gold.”

Liam, being well versed in Hy Brasil folklore, was pleased to find a fellow enthusiast. “The United States National Academy of Sciences cannot dispute it.”

“Whoever finds it might even get the Charles Doolittle Walcott Medal for Cambrian or Precambrian Life and its History.”

“Perhaps.” Liam nodded and set the magazine down. “But I don’t particularly care about medals. However, such a recognition would help fund further endeavors.”

The man looked at the article and then back at Liam. “That’s you. Didn’t I read about you five years ago? You got that Dana Medal from the United States Mineralogical Society for discovering a new vein of silver in a backwoods stream of the Appalachians. That led you to discover a Mayan period dig site. Didn’t it?” The man tipped his hat to Liam. “Cambridge.”

“It honors me that a Cambridge scholar has heard of me.” The stranger’s accent did not match his background. People are transient these days, including Liam. He dismissed it.

Before the stranger resumed reading his copy of the National Geographic, he winked approval. “No one thought the Mayans migrated that far north.”

Liam tapped the National Geographic magazine against his thigh. “The financial security of discovering Hy Brasil will be priceless.” 

His pocket buzzed again. Yes. Sylvia was pissed. The proper words to text her never came, although plenty of improper did. Liam left his cellphone in his pocket, and leaned back to close his eyes.

A while later, when the call of nature stirred, Liam responded. 

Four hours ago, the cabbie picked Claire up for the airport. Now, her bladder screamed for relief. 

A transport cart loaded with infirmed and elderly passengers beeped and swerved to avoid hitting her outside the ladies room of the gate in Concourse K. As she stumbled, a pair of large hands stopped her from smashing into the wall. “I appreciate your help.” And she looked up. “You!”

Liam steadied her footsteps and smiled. “Your do-not-touch sign is tilted.” 

Claire stiffened and brushed his hands from her arm. With a scowl she jut out her chin in defiance.

“Whew!” With exaggerated effort, he freed her arm. “Most people say something nice, like, thank you.”

She blinked at him and turned up her nose. Then, without as much as a word she forged into the ladies room.

Liam warned another male passerby. “That which lays beneath the water can be deadly. Look out. Iceberg ahead.” 

A stranger at the ladies room sink-side watched Claire adjust her outfit. “That scarf accents your outfit perfectly.” 

“Thank you. I made this outfit.”

The stranger washed her hands. “Beautiful. Did you personally design that scarf too?”

Claire readjusted the silk scarf around her neck. “No. It belonged to my great grandmother.” 

“Such a treasure. Don’t you worry about losing it? I mean with travel and all.”

“I promised my mother I’d wear it to stroll along the River Shannon.” The woman looked at her quizzically. “It’s an old family story.” As Claire refreshed her lipstick she explained. “My Great Grandmother Katherine Esther got it from Aiden Brody Shannon, when he proposed. They say she wore it every day of her life.”

The stranger turned the faucet on for her wheelchair bound daughter. “It’s exquisite, much too nice to sit in a box unseen.” 

For a moment Claire lowered her guard. “When I was a little girl, Mother told me bedtime stories about Ireland. I really thought she and I would make this trip together, but illness took her before she got the chance.” Claire swiped a tissue under her nose. “Terminal took three long years.”

The wheelchair bound child surprised Claire. “I’m sorry about your momma.”

The breath left Claire. “Thank you.” She inhaled deeply. “But it was an unexpected blessing. During that time I got to know my mother better. At one time, she had been a young woman filled with ideas that never came to fruition. One day, while I nestled aside her on the couch, she sent me to the bedroom closet to retrieve a five-ring binder. That binder was a treasure trove. She had done sketches of gowns fit for a queen.”

“I like to draw. Don’t I Mommy?”

“That’s right dear.”

“I used a few of my mother’s designs in my first fashion show.” 

“Can we go to the fashion show Mom?”

Claire took her business cards from her purse and scribbled onto it. “This has the address. Tell Ramona I sent you. They won’t charge you admission.”

The mother hesitated.

“Please. It’s on me.”

The woman read the card. “Claire’s Closet.”

“I own Claire’s Closet. Maybe you have heard of it?” 

The woman shook her head no. The daughter piped up. “I have. You were in a magazine.”

The middle-aged woman without hair coloring or makeup, probably got her fashions from Walmart. The woman glanced at herself in the mirror. Claire said humbly, “Well. No matter. I’m just getting started. Anyway, when my mother mustered strength to come to my first show and found out that I used her sketches to develop my clothing line, she was delighted.” Her smile faded as she cupped the little girl’s face. “May I give you some advice?” The girl nodded. “My mother was a very smart lady, and she warned it’s too easy to get lost with success. Remember that life is for those willing to live. That’s what she used to say.” Claire reflected. “And so, I’ve decided to live a life worthy of remembering. And Ireland is the first step of my journey.”  

The stranger helped her daughter dry her hands and then looked at Claire with gratitude. “Have a wonderful trip.” And they headed out into the hall.

Claire watched the duo move on, “You too,” and a twinge in her heart took her by surprise. There was yet a pungent scar in need of mending within her that only time could heal. 

As luck had it, the two women from the luggage surrender station were sitting in the section she needed to catch the plane to Ireland. “Hey. Can I sit with you?”

“Sure. Take a seat.”

Claire looked one to the other. “You’re heading to Ireland too?”

“Too much water to cross,” the shorter woman answered.

And the taller woman jabbed the petite. “Besides. We’re not Irish. Are we?” The pair enjoyed a hearty chuckle. 

Once the laughter subsided Claire offered them her hand. “I’m Claire.”

The taller woman’s hand was warm. “Thandiwe.” She answered Claire’s unspoken question. “It’s an old Zulu name which means beloved. Unusual huh? Yeah. I know. My mother was a traditionalist. My kids are named Kyra and Lea, a bit more Americanized.” And she motioned to the petite woman beside her. “This is Zarhina.”

Zarhina held her hand out. “Nice to meet you.”

“And does your name have special meaning?”

“Our mothers met at Howard University, in D.C. and became good friends. They took the same African Studies Black Consciousness course, and after taking that they both felt it was important to hold tight to customs. I have to say, Zarhina’s mother was spot on naming her. Zarhina means keeper of the gold. It suits her.”

“Pretty wealthy, huh?”

The pair enjoyed a round of laughter. Finally, Thandiwe explained. “No. Just the opposite. Zarhina is a minimalist. She donates her good tidings. Her gift is that she harbors history, genealogy, you know, the past.”

“A writer?”

Zarhina blushed. “A few pieces.”

Thandiwe filled in the blanks. “She’s much too modest. She has four bestsellers about slavery and three personal biographies of archived ex-slaves, not to mention numerous other publications with magazines and newspapers. I’m her assistant, and longtime confidante.” Then she asked Claire, “So what takes you to the Emerald Isle?”

“It’s kind of a bitter-sweet reason.” Opening up to these two about the loss of her mother wasn’t something Claire felt ready to do. “Basically, that’s where my great grandmother came from. And I hope it will help me move on.”

“From what?”

Thandiwe tapped Zarhina’s hand. “That guy. Silly.”

Claire nodded. “Yeah. That guy. I almost married him.” 

“Did I hear you say he nearly bankrupt you?”

“Nearly every cent. He gambled it away. If I hadn’t found that I-owe-you receipt in his coat pocket from some guy named Vince at the horse track, he might have.”

“That jerk.”

“Right? When I discovered that Rich put my studio in hock with a loan shark from the seedy side of the city, I threw him out.”

Zarhina smiled. “You go girl.”

Thandiwe stiffed her back and swayed her head. “That’s right. That’s right. Make him pay. Uh-huh.” 

Claire confessed. “He nearly cost me my dream. In the end, it was my mother’s beneficiary funds that kept my business from folding.”

Thandiwe asked, “Someone left your mom some money?” and she got a jab in the ribs and a scowl from Zarhina. 

Claire shook her head. “No. She passed away.”

Zarhina rolled her eyes at her travel companion.

The lights went on for Thandiwe, and she put a hand to her mouth. “Oh. Sorry.”

“It’s okay. At least she’s no longer suffering.” Claire pressed the scarf to her lips. “The demands of owning and operating a design studio has been never ending. It prevented me from personal space to grieve properly. This adventure will be good medicine.”

Zarhina leaned to Claire and patted her hand. “Your mother would be proud of you.”

“Thanks.” And Claire pulled her purse across her chest and drifted off into deep thought.

Zarhina elbowed Thandiwe’s ribs again.

Thandiwe deflected the uncomfortable situation by pointing to a handsome man in a three-piece suit seated a few rows away. “Yum-yum. Now there’s some fine eye candy.”

Zarhina glanced over at Liam and agreed. “Uh-huh.” 

Thandiwe kept up the ruse. “That’s one good looking carrot you can dangle in front of me anytime.” She passed a coy peak at Liam and shamelessly said with swagger, “I’d like to add him to my stew pot. Fine. Oh my, fine.” But Claire had already begun crossing the ocean.

Liam sat near the window watching planes taxi across the tarmac. When his eyelids grew heavy, he set a timer and drifted off to sleep. 

Two red-head freckle-faced youngsters giggled at his sonorous eruptions. The younger of the two skipped nearer Liam and pretended to put his hat over the sleeping man’s face, but their mother scurried over preventing them from disturbing Liam. She nabbed them firmly by their collars and led them back to their seats where their father insisted, “Stay put.”

The two pled their case to no avail starting with the younger pointing a crooked finger and a tongue stuck out at his older sibling. “He told me to do it.” 

Their mother frowned. “And, I suppose, if Peter told you to jump off a bridge, you would do that as well?” 

And Liam, who had heard the boys approach, kept his eyes shut, but grinned ear to ear. “I recall those very words uttered by me own dear ma.”

Soon after there came an overhead announcement. “Flight 777 to Ireland is now boarding.” And the first-class passengers to board was announced. 

Claire’s heart flipped. This was it, her dream and her mother’s was about to begin, but she had many hours to be aboard, so she held back before getting in line.

Within minutes more passengers were invited to join the line. “Those with special needs, or small children are welcome to board.” 

When the remaining ticket holders were asked to board Thandiwe stopped chatting long enough to hear the overhead announcement. “That’s our call.” 

Zarhina glanced at the first-class boarding pass in Claire’s hand. She smiled. “Looks like you’ll get to Ireland before we do.” She gathered her belongings. “It’s been nice talking to you. Bon Voyage.”

“Have a safe journey.” And Claire rose. “Well. Would you look at the number of people that just got up? How’re we all going to fit into one plane?” 

The people congregating in front of the boarding ticket desk made a clamor. There were those bustling with packages, and children tugging parents toward the head of the line. A woman with a wailing infant in a stroller put a pacifier into the babe’s mouth. And the most striking of all was an elderly couple seated on the far side of the waiting area holding hands like a pair of young lovers. 

The senior man rose slowly, and with some difficulty, from the bench seat. Then he gently assisted his wife. And once she was up to her feet and steady, he whispered something into his wife’s ear. And she blushed. 

“How adorable. Will I ever have someone who makes me feel that way?” Claire’s heart squeezed. “Are any men left in this world who want to commit?” Her shoe felt tacky on the flooring. “Gum.” She wedged the sole against the trash can and worked it. “Forget dating. I don’t want another Rich. What a mistake he was.” Finally, Claire gave up on propriety and yanked at the gum. “Glad I scraped him free.” The gum seemed to have a permanence to it. “What did Mother say about Rich after she met him? Oh yes. Now I remember.” She raised her hands into quotation marks. “‘You’re not cut from the same cloth.’” After another heave, the gum let loose. “What on earth did that mean? Not even Nora at Saks of Fifth Avenue ever had a good explanation for that idiom.” She spritzed hand cleanser and sighed. “Forget men. This is for me.” 

The gate attendant verified Claire’s passport and scanned her boarding pass. “Welcome aboard Emerald Airlines.” 

Claire embarked the plane setting aside her love life, aspiring to uncover her heritage. 

Her seatmate immediately struck up a conversation. “Danny and I met in high school. I was a cheerleader. The first day I saw him playing football I fell for him. It was his smile.” And the woman pointed to her heart. “Got me right there.” She looked at Claire. “How about you honey?”

“My last relationship got held together by seamstress glue and iron-on patches. At first, I didn’t understand how jealous he was of my success. Every time Rich said something nasty, I made excuses for him.” And she groaned. “I was naïve. I wanted to be in love so bad I was willing to sacrifice my dignity.”

“Oh dear.”

“That’s all changed now. He’s gone. After he practically weaseled everything I built out from under me, we were through.”

The woman patted Claire’s hand. “Danny and I have been happy twenty-three years. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

“It’s okay. I learned to not be so trusting. I’m done with men.”

The flight attendant came by. “We’ll be leaving momentarily. Please buckle your seatbelts for takeoff.” 

Claire stared out the window. A new beginning was on the horizon.

Several exchange students wearing shamrock sunglasses and necklaces jabbered beside Liam. Their excitement over the upcoming flight filled him with a deep sense of loneliness. He pulled out his journal to read the last entry.

Dear Henry,

As a younger man, there was a time I sought companionship for physical relief. The older I get, the more I think how nice it might be to have someone else around. Not Sylvia. A wife? She’d rather die. If she agreed to marry it would be for the prestige. No. Not her.

But this trip feels lonely. There’s nobody to talk to while I search for Hy Brasil.

I cannot even remember what it was like to be in love. I feel silly, Henry. I know I should not resent growing old. Many are denied the privilege. Maybe there’s someone special out there for me, but it’s a long flight over a dark ocean, so love’s going to have to wait.

And Henry. Thanks for listening.

That was the entry he wrote the moment he decided to fly to Ireland rather than enter the Smithsonian Museum for the interview. He tucked his journal into the suit breast pocket and boarded the plane, first class.

Claire settled back and adjusted her aisle seatbelt. “Truly, I didn’t think about getting a window seat. I hope I won’t be too rude for asking, but do you mind if I watch the take off, and the landing?” A chill covered her. What if the plane’s wing cracked off? She shuddered. 

The passenger next to Claire reached above her head to the air flow dials and lights. “If you’ve got a chill, just turn this knob to adjust the airflow.”

A midair disaster was a horrible pre-flight thought that Claire could not get out of her head. She closed her eyes to pray. “Dear God, please let me live to see Ireland.” The rest of her prayer she mumbled to herself.

Liam glanced at the seat numbers above as he made his way down the aisle. It was his lucky day. That gorgeous dark-haired woman had the seat right in front of his. At first, he thought she was asleep, until he heard her talking to herself. 

What a strange and lovely creature she was. Liam was certain that when God made that mold, he must have been pretty pleased, except with that mouth of hers. His thoughts slipped out of his mouth as he stuffed his coat and shoulder bag into the only open overhead luggage space, right above the woman who was chanting with her eyes closed. “But Lord, did ya need to give her such a nasty attitude? Tsk-tsk. No wonder she’s traveling alone.” 

The flight attendant came through to ensure seatbelts were latched. Claire raised her hand. “Miss, may I have a double whiskey?” 

Liam wisecracked over Claire’s seatback. “A good laugh and a long sleep are the two best cures.”

Claire whipped around. “You have got to be kidding.”

Liam uttered “Tsk-tsk” and touched the flight attendants arm. “Yep. A lush, too. That’s why there’s no ring on her finger.” 

Claire put a hand up to halt the attendant’s progression. “He insulted me. I insist he be moved.” 

And she glared at Liam. “How dare you?” 

The flight attendant spoke sternly to both of them. “All seats are accounted for. We have a full plane. There will be no switching of seats. There will be no rude comments. Everyone will play nice, or they will find a seat out on the wing. Understood?”

“I understand. Does he?”

“On my scouts honor.” And Liam secured his seatbelt, and stuffed earplugs in order to tune out what used to be in hope of finding what could be. 

One hour and forty minutes into the flight the attendants dimmed the cabin lights for the overnight voyage. Passengers wriggled into a comfortable angle in the confined spaces and tried to catnap. 

Claire tossed and turned. Trying to sleep was useless with all that racket coming from the seat behind her. She used the restroom. On her way back she slowed past Liam. He was handsome. Obviously, despite being in the first-class section, the plane was not designed to accommodate someone so tall. His knees were practically under his chin. Just when she felt a hint of sorrow for her earlier misbehavior, Liam trickled out a series of snores loud enough to wake four rows of passengers. Claire remarked to one of those rudely awoken people. “How has that man escaped pillow therapy?” 

The thought of lowering a pillow over his head tickled her. She asked the fellow passenger, “May I borrow your pillow?” The person grinned and promptly handed it to her. For a moment she considered throwing it at Liam, instead the airplane hit rough air and pitched. She fell into Liam’s lap. 

Liam roused with amusement. “If ya wanted to get acquainted, all ya needed to do was ask.”

There she sat on his lap, speechless. While at Girl Scout summer camp at the Green Lake State Park of Central New York, the meromictic glacial waters were so cool that the ancient world was yet harbored beneath, casting emeralds to its surface, like his eyes. 

Her hands tingled against his firm chest wall. 

The passenger who loaned Claire the pillow cleared her throat with a loud, “Ahem.”

Claire retracted her hands as if scorched. “I’m so sorry. The plane rocked. It must’ve hit an air pocket.” 

Another passenger cleared his throat even louder than the first. And Claire realized she had not gotten off his lap. Mortified, she jumped up, tossed the pillow back to the other passenger and scurried back into her seat. 

Liam grinned. “That was an Aishling on my lap. A vision surely worth waking to see. I must have been taibhreamh, traveling one cloud to another.” But this was too good to let pass. He leaned around Claire’s seat and pointed up at the sign. “Did ya not read the sign? It says seat belts to be on.”

Claire blurted, “Well, it didn’t.”  

People around them were trying to rest and the two of them were waking the whole plane. “Shush!” came from every corner of the cabin. 

Liam snickered.

Claire arched her back. “Oh shut up!”

**** 
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HOURS LATER, RED-EYED and desperately lacking sleep, Claire wanted to scream. She muttered to the passing flight attendant. “If that man behind me wore C-PAP everyone else on board would be fast asleep, too.” 

She flung her seat-back flat, knocking into his knees. He deserved it, she thought. And she pulled the airline blanket up to her chin in time to hear the pilot’s announcement. “We will be landing at Shannon airport in thirty minutes. In New York it is now four AM., it is nine AM Shannon time. Welcome to Ireland.” Steam rolled from Claire’s exhausted face. Ireland held new meaning. Ire-land was dead ahead.

The plane taxied to the gate and shortly thereafter the pilot announced that passengers could depart. Claire grunted disgust at the obnoxious man seated behind her as she got out of her seat. She was dog-tired and her patience was fried. The overhead compartment above the man behind her got slung open and slammed shut, twice. A grin covered her lips as she exited the plane in a sleep deprived stupor.

Someone shook Liam’s shoulder. He opened his eyes as the flight attendant said, “The plane has stopped moving. Sir, we are in Ireland.”

Liam removed the earplugs and sat up. He arched his back and rubbed the kinks out. His right knee felt bruised. “That black haired banshee pushed her seatback until she felt meat. There’s a streak of meanness a mile wide in that one.” He checked the overhead compartment for his luggage. It wasn’t there. “Where’s me bag?” He shrugged his shoulders and followed the tourists trooping to the baggage carousel. His bag wasn’t there either. Liam flagged down a staff from the airport. “Excuse me. Me bag is missing.”

“My apologies bub. I’ll go check the cart. Maybe all the luggage didn’t get transferred from the cart onto the carousel.” And the staff left.

The flight attendant from his plane approached. She gathered her suitcase and noticed Liam in distress. “May I help you?”

“Me luggage is gone.” Liam pointed to the carousel that had a solitary piece of luggage going round and round. “It looks like mine. But it’s not. That has a do-dad bobble. Mine does not.” 

“So it has.” The flight attendant looked baffled. “Where could yours have gone?”

“A worker has gone to check the luggage cart.” And as soon as he said that the hair on the nape of Liam’s neck went up. “I think I know. That black haired lush in the seat ahead of me had a suitcase just like mine. Except, hers had a four leafed clover do-dad clipped on it. Just like that one.” 

He grimaced at the flight attendant and slipped her a twenty. “Thank you for your kindness. I know exactly where to find me luggage. If I hurry, I might get it back.” He grabbed the bag with the four leafed clover do-dad bobble and headed to the exit.

Claire ducked into the ladies room. She was so tired she seriously doubted any enjoyment would be had her first day abroad. In front of the full-length mirror she gagged. “Whose brilliant idea is this?” Lines crisscrossed her cheeks as if she had gotten sprung from mummification. “Ugh!” After she went about her business, she ventured into the hallway to find the tour bus.

Liam spied the mysterious culprit and shouted, “Lass! Stop!” 

Claire heard a commotion coming from somewhere behind her. “Do they still have IRA attacks here?” She picked up her pace to avoid getting into the middle of anything that would hold her up from a hotel and a hot bath. 

Liam gasped. “She saw me. I know she did.” He got louder. “Stop!” When she kept going he grumbled, “Why isn’t the lass stopping?” 

A woman shrugged her shoulders and clutched her two children to her breast. She frantically waved to her lagging behind husband to hurry. When her husband caught up, she grabbed his arm for comfort. Then the wife whispered into his ear and gave Liam a sideways glance. “I think that man is crazy.”

The black-haired witch looked over her shoulder back at Liam but did not stop. Liam picked up his pace.

Claire moved surprisingly fast in the heels. Finally, years on the track team were paying off. That nutty leprechaun was chasing her.

“By the saints!” That American had strong legs. Liam bolted. 

Security saw the hubbub and jumped into action. Within seconds Liam was apprehended for questioning. 

“No. Wait! She’s got my luggage!” 

The police paid no heed to his pleas. Liam was cuffed and dragged to the exit. The luggage, dropped in the struggle, was cleared of bombs and returned to the carousel by another security agent.

Claire stopped at the curb. She fluffed her hair and took a deep breath of fresh air to revive. She looked down to her shoes. “I wonder if I should change out of these three-inch heels to something more comfortable like my Nikes.” She adjusted the luggage bag, and panic covered her face. “Mom’s shamrock key chain is missing from the luggage strap. Oh no. Please don’t tell me I lost my mom’s lucky charm.”

Two police burst through the airport doors with a tall man in an expensive three-piece suit swearing like his pub pals of youth on St. Patrick’s Day after the eleventh hour of reverie. “Gobshite! The dope lifted me luggage.”

“Heh!” Claire said smugly. “He’s probably an international spy.” She reached for her luggage. But her hand slid over unfamiliar lettering. Her eyebrows knit. “What’s this?” 

Claire removed her glasses from her purse to better read the engravings. “I never noticed that. L. Mc Cafferty?” Her eyes popped open. “Oh no. He’s not the thief. I am.” She heaved a sigh. “I better own up. But if I do, I hope I never see that man again.” Maybe if she dragged her heels getting the luggage to the police vehicle the officers would rough him up. He deserved it. 

The constables tried to push the uncooperative man into the back seat of the police car. 

Liam braced his sore right knee and even more sore shoulder against the doorjamb. The last thing he needed was to be labeled a criminal and get fingerprinted. If he got identified through some ancient security database and tossed into a cell, he’d rot away in that cell forever. Certainly, Sylvia wouldn’t bail him out. At this point she’d never do him another favor.

Claire breathed deep for courage. “Excuse me. Officers.”

An officer warned. “Stay back lass. He’s a wild one.” 

Liam scowled at the dark-haired Satanist.

Claire approached meekly. “Pardon me. I seem to have made a mistake.” She dropped the luggage before the policemen. “I believe this is, uh... what that man is looking for.” 

Liam’s mood flipped from fear of being imprisoned, to how to commit a worse crime. He wondered how to murder her and get away with it in broad daylight, right in front of the two bobbies.

One of the policemen gave Claire a perplexed look. “Lass?” 

The second officer turned the luggage and read aloud the engraved label. “Mc Cafferty. That matches his identification, Jimmy.” 

The first officer agreed. He removed Liam’s hand cuffs and flattened out his suit collar. “That’ll be all laddie. Away with ya. Mind ya donna’ get into any further troubles while you visit me island.” The two officers strolled away to resume their airport patrol like it never happened.

Liam ran his hand over the engraved luggage. For once, he should thank Sylvia for her high and mighty sense of good taste. Liam glared at Claire. “I ought to thrash you for the trouble you caused me,” but it looked like the travel already won the battle for him. He tipped his head to her, and in all efforts to remain a gentleman, he simply strolled away.

Claire reddened. “How dare you just walk away without as much as a thank you? I should’ve let you rot in jail a few days.” Her anger climbed with every word she spewed. “If I kept my mouth shut and sent your luggage to the prison, it would have suited me just fine. You arrogant prig.” She rolled her eyes, shook her head and went back into the airport to get the right luggage.

Liam headed for his bus. So far this expedition had caused him a backache and nearly got him arrested. He prayed the surprises were over.

Claire watched the carousel buzz and roll out the suitcases from other flights. Eventually, when hers did not appear and she realized that her bag had been removed to the backroom for unclaimed luggage. It took another twenty minutes for the clerk to bring it out. 

Fortunately she had uploaded the app changing New York City time to Ireland’s. Claire checked her cellphone for the time. “According to the printed itinerary, The Shillelagh Express, will leave in ten minutes. She grabbed her suitcase, thanked the man for his time, without a tip for going above and beyond. 

He grumbled, “Americans,” as she sped away. 

A tour bus pulled away from the curb and Claire’s stomach hit bottom. As it rolled past she read the signage. “Ireland’s Best Tour.” And she sighed relief. “Not mine.” In fact, several tour groups were leaving from the airport. Naturally, hers was the farthest from the gate. At least the bus door was still open. So she hurried. 

An official looking man with a clip board stood beside the open cargo compartment. Claire handed her luggage to him. “Now I can relax and my true vacation begins. Nothing, and no one will deter me from having the time of my life.” 

The driver smiled and put a check mark next to Claire’s name on his paperwork. “Welcome to the Shillelagh Express.” The weight of Claire’s bag caused him to groan. “Are you moving here permanently lass?” And he smiled. “My name is Connor O’Leary. I am your driver and tour guide.” As he wiggled and tucked her oversized luggage into the cargo hold he referred to her statement. “Many travelers say that as you did. Why do people think that a tour will make them happy? Happy is a state of being, not a country.”

Did the man expect a tip for that tidbit of fatherly advice? Claire drew out a few coins, but decided they weren’t needed. Baffled by his philosophy, Claire blinked back.

The bus driver motioned to the door. “Please, lass, get onto the bus. We are about to leave.”

The only open seat was right behind the driver. At least she would have a good view of their route. She sat and placed her purse onto her lap. While tapping her fingers on the zipper of the purse to keep awake, she sulked. “One of my nails is chipped. I knew that before packing in New York City. I just ran out of time to arrange a manicure.” She dug into her purse and took out a nail file. 

Her seatmate, who’s manicure and bleach blonde hair were coiffed to perfection, leaned over. “How in Heaven’s name did you get that past security?”

“It was in my purse.” And she cocked her head. “Why?”

“That is considered a weapon. Metallic nail files are not allowed on international flights. Actually, not on any flights.”

Claire shrunk in her seat. Now she was a criminal ferreting weapons nation to nation. Keeping a low profile might be best.

Liam removed his suitcoat and his vest. He removed the necktie and unbuttoned the top two buttons to breathe. Stuffing the topcoat between his head and the bus window he closed his eyes. When they departed New York City it was ten p.m. And now six hours later, and with the five-hour difference between New York City and Ireland, it was mid-morning in Ireland. Sunlight streamed in. He pulled his vest completely over his head. A neighboring passenger accidentally dislodged his Air Pod ear bud. The National Anthem of Ireland blared. Homebound passengers joined the chorus, including Liam who hummed those well known to him words.

––––––––
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Seo dhibh a chairde duan Oglaigh,
Cathreimeach briomhar ceolmhar,
Ar dtinte cnamh go buacach taid,
‘S an speir go min realtogach
Is fonnmhar faobhrach sinn chun gleo
‘S go tiunmhar gle roimh thiocht do’n lo
Fe chiunas chaomh na hoiche ar seol:
Seo libh canaidh Amhran na bhFiann
Curfa:
Sinne Firnna Fail
A ta fe gheall ag Eirinn,
buion dar slua
Thar toinn do rainig chugainn,
Fe mhoid bheith saor.
Sean tir ar sinsir feasta
Ni fhagfar fe’n tioran na fe’n trail
Anocht a theam sa bhearna bhaoil, 
Le gean ar Ghaeil chun bais no saoil
Le guna screach fe lamhach na bpilear
Seo libh canaidh Amhran na bhFiann.
And then a few sang out in English for those who did not understand Gaelic.
We’ll sing song, a soldier’s song,
With cheering rousing chorus,
As round our blazing fires we throng,
The starry heavens o’er us;
Impatient for the coming fight,
And as we wait the morning’s light,
Here in the silence of the night,
We’ll chant a soldier’s song.
Chorus: 
Soldiers are we
whose lives are pledged to Ireland;
Some have come
from a land beyond the wave.
Sworn to be free,
No more our ancient sire land
Shall shelter the despot or the slave.
Tonight we man the gap of danger
In Erin’s cause, come woe or weal
‘Mid cannons’ roar and rifles peal,
We’ll chant a soldier’s song
PRIDE SWELLED LIAM’S chest. Suddenly he was twelve and following a gaggle of boys bound by honor to avenge the death of his father. The elder boy swore to seek out those responsible to revenge Liam’s loss. How could he have ever known that boy used his father’s death as an excuse for brutality to unsuspecting train commuters.
For a few years, far from Ireland, or any reference to it, Liam had blocked out the screams for help. But the song had opened that cloaked wound. He had not lit the sticks of dynamite, but his heart carried that scar, a scar that God Himself could not heal. 

Liam squeezed his eyes tighter as the train once more crossed the track earlier than scheduled, placing it directly above the explosives. When that train fell off the el, it sent his world into chaos along with the seventy-five that perished. Someday, he would face St. Peter at the pearly gates. And he would be asked the how, the why, to which Liam had no answer. That train barreled Liam into a living Hell, after which escape was found aboard a ship bound for America. Liam was exhausted by the burden of that memory. Eventually, fatigue won out, and sleep overtook his weary soul.

Conversations peaked with excitement during the first leg of the trip to the hotel, but slowly one by one the passengers quieted. Several managed to doze. Within fifteen minutes the bus chatter lulled to a dull hum. Those who managed to snooze were the lucky ones. In the back of the bus someone was cutting wood with a chain saw. 

Claire strained to see who in the rear of the vehicle making such a clamor. She squinted through the smoky mirror above the driver and recognized a few faces from the airport waiting room, and one from the ticket line. How had she missed the mother and daughter in the wheelchair duo were on her bus? And the chatty ladies, Thandiwe and Zarhina too. Every so often the laughter from that duo filled the air. “Having them along should make for an interesting trip.” And she wriggled to see the rest of the tour group. “Wow. Those students in the exchange program are as bouncy as when we started out.” Her head could twist no further. In the very back row one sorry sod with a shirt over his head seemed to be the source of the sawing logs. “Man. How I wish I could sleep through anything, anywhere, like that.” 

The bus driver addressed those awake. “We will arrive very soon into Shannon. The Lough Allen is the source of the River Shannon. There is a story about the River Shannon which hails from County Leitrim west of Limerick and its goddess. The Lough Allen is made of spring waters.” 

With the deepest respect he explained, “The young woman saved the lives of the villagers when those spring waters suddenly surged up, but sadly in doing so, lost her own.” He continued as he pointed to a castle modified for a hotel. “Here we are. The Lough Allen is one of the oldest homes in Shannon, and your hotel for the next four nights.” 

Connor O’Leary swerved around the circular car port and halted the Shillelagh Express in front of a castle made of ancient stone and mortar. “When you exit, please check your seat for items. Without a doubt everyday someone forgets a bag, or a piece of luggage. Don’t let that be you.” And he opened the door and disembarked. 

O’Leary opened the cargo hold. It squawked with age as he propped it with a red oak shillelagh. Passengers retrieved their bags and entered the castle. Each filled with wonder over the finery displayed therein. O’Leary gently enforced his code for keeping the guests on schedule with a smile on his lips. “Mind ya now. The bus leaves at nine a.m. tomorrow. And the Shillelagh Express waits for none.”

Claire, having been in the front row seat near the exit, led the luggage line and first to be mesmerized by the grandeur of the interior of the hotel. Floor to ceiling the craftsmanship was magnificent. The floors were solid rock, ground to smooth glass. Highly polished wooden furniture reflected the light from a fireplace filling the entire corner space of one wall. The fireplace warmed the stony structure making her feel like she had entered an entirely older era. Above her the ceiling cross beams, larger than any she had ever seen, crisscrossed into a beehive pattern. Dangling down in the center of the foyer was cut glass chandelier. She supposed, “That must be Waterford.” And she counted the candles. “Nineteen. Look at that!” 

The desire to touch everything on her path got the better of her. An antique Irish Oak Drop Flap table engraved with a family crest of arms was irresistible. The table’s top was so polished her reflection bounced back. She ran a hand over the crest. “I’m pretty sure that emblem was in my mother’s genealogy scrap book. Magnificent workmanship.” 

The clerk cleared his throat, “Ahem...” and pointed to the do not touch sign.

Claire obediently removed her hand from the fine flap table, but the glasses dangling at the tip of his snooty nose forced her to retort. “Pieces like this were meant to be admired.” 

She moseyed down the foyer hall to a pair of carved oak high back chairs. “These chairs must have been made for someone of great importance.” Between the high back chairs was an antique Strahan Irish walnut marble top table. It was about thirty inches in diameter, and stunningly engraved along the sleek legs. Do not touch signs that had taken over. It was most annoying. Her inner child won out, and she snuck a tongue waggle at the clerk, who raised his brow at the rude American. Defiantly, Claire ran a fingertip over the top rim of one chair as if inspecting for dust. There was no dust, but she flicked her fingers as if it were so. And then she moved on. 

“What was living in such a grand environment like centuries ago?” Warmth spread throughout her. “I’m exhausted.” And she fanned her face in front of a huge mirror to take in the echoed beauty of the castle.

The other tourist who sat beside her on the bus seat wedged in front of Claire at the mirror. The bleached blonde put on lipstick and smoothed her hair.

Visions from another era baffled Claire. A ghostly figure of a gorgeous blonde with her hair done up in high fashion and wearing fine jewels swept behind the bleach blonde and then stood in front of her at the mirror. Claire shook her head and spun on her axis. 

The abruptness startled the bleach blonde. “What’s the matter?” 

Claire’s eyes met the bleach blonde’s. “For a moment, I... I thought I saw, someone.” And goosebumps raised on Claire’s arms. “Wow. She could have been your twin.”

Distraught to have a look alike, the bleach blonde smirked. “No one here looks like me.” She admonished. “Don’t be silly. No one’s there.”

For a half second Claire wondered if a soul loved a place greatly, would it, could it, choose to stay
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