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Prologue
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23 years ago

Katharine Greene impatiently tilted her head to swing her long auburn hair out of her face. At nineteen, she thought she knew what she wanted in life, or at least, what she wanted to do about her life right now. Her green eyes were determined.

The world was in front of her, the past behind her, and being tied down to anyone or anything just wasn’t going to happen.

Of course, that’s usually when life knocks you on your ass, but she didn’t know that yet.

“Kate, we should get married,” Jack insisted. “I just finished AIT. They’re shipping me off the day after tomorrow. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” He knew he wanted to hold onto her, and he naively thought marrying her was the way to do it. 

He ran his fingers through his wispy dark blond hair. He was tall and thin, and reasonably good looking. His family had money, lots of it, and for that reason, girls wanted to date him. Which was also the reason why he dated Kate, because his parents thought he could and should date someone else, almost anyone else.

Kate couldn’t care less about his parents’ money. That was another one of the things he loved about her.

“All the more reason why we should wait. We don’t know how long you’re going to be in Iraq...” Kate said, shifting from one foot to another. She was about average height and curvy. She and Jack had been high school sweethearts. 

Jack’s father could have paid for an ivy-league college, but he wanted his son to earn his way, as he had himself. So Jack chose to pay for college by joining the army.

Kate was going to college on a scholarship. She felt like she was finally going to be free. Free of her parents’ restrictions, free to explore life on her own terms. In her mind, freedom did not include Jack, who had become more and more clingy over the last several months since they both had graduated high school and she went off to college. 

He knew she was slipping away from him. He didn’t understand why.

“We could get married, and you could come live on the base with me,” Jack persisted. He had completed basic and advanced training (AIT). He had been told he wouldn’t have leave again until after his first tour of duty.

“And, do what? Sit around and wait until you come back?” Kate protested. She did not want to be having this conversation. They had had this conversation too many times. He wanted her to sit around and waste her life waiting for him; while she wanted to live her life, explore college, and have fun.

Kate was ready to kiss Jack goodbye, and drive back to her dorm room. She knew she would be crying her eyes out over missing him later tonight, but that was better than the alternative.

“Well, yes...”

“No!”

“Kate, please!” Jack pleaded, as he tried fruitlessly to grab her hand. He was desperate, and she was dismissive. How did this happen? She was supposed to want to be with him, all his friends said so. Any other girl would be thrilled to be his bride. Why was Kate pulling away like this?

“I’m sorry. I can’t. I can’t do this,” she said, as she softly kissed him and walked away.

She thought that this way she could embrace her freedom. She didn’t need him. She didn’t realize that her world was about to be turned upside down, and he was one of the few people who could have helped her.
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March present day

Kate automatically turned her head to move her hair out of her way. It fell down her back in dark red soft curly waves. She reflected for the umpteenth time that she needed a haircut. Her long auburn hair, sprinkled with white, didn’t look out of place for a change. Living in Ireland had its perks, she thought with a smile.

She had grown up in a suburb of Atlanta, Georgia in the United States, on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean from Cork City, Ireland. She was one of many contractors working for an international company based in Atlanta, although she was the only contractor who had secured this technical writer position to work in Ireland for six months. 

Many of her co-workers had jumped at the chance of a contract in Ireland for a month or two. Until the full job requirements were revealed to state that the client needed a technical writer for six months. Most of the other technical writers with the skills needed for the job couldn’t, or wouldn’t, leave their family for a six-month contract. Especially when there were so many other contracts from which to choose these days.

Kate’s daughter, Shannon, was in her last year in college. With this contract, Kate was making enough to explore Ireland on her own during the weekends, as well as flying Shannon in for a visit. Shannon was completing her degree at a local university in Georgia.

Kate was halfway through her six-month contract. She had arrived in Ireland at the beginning of January, a few months after Shannon had turned twenty-two. Kate had taken a week off to visit with Shannon in mid-March during her daughter’s spring break. That had been a couple weeks earlier. 

Now, April was around the corner, along with the project slowing down dramatically. The client was making noises about possibly needing Kate for another number of months. 

Kate liked the thought of extending her stay in Ireland. The money was good, and the scenery was amazing. The work environment moved at a slower pace, enabling her to enjoy life without rushing around as much.

Kate packed up her laptop and waved a good afternoon to her supervisor, Rupert, as she left for the day. She climbed into her little red rental car, and drove to the place she was temporarily calling home these days.

Although, with all the places to stay in Cork City, several of her co-workers had asked her why she was choosing to stay in the neighboring town of Dunlily. Kate would merely shrug her shoulders and smile. When she had come to Ireland, the hotels in Cork City had been booked for some convention. She had scouted around until she found this little place, more of a pub with an inn on the side than anything else, in Dunlily. 

Dunlily was off the expressway going west from Cork City, about halfway before you reached Macroom. Kate was staying at the Dunlily Shamrock. There were only four rooms. Usually other guests came to stay for a weekend, or even a week. She was the only one who had been there for three months.

The Dunlily Shamrock was lovely and quiet most of the time. Granted, it did have a decent crowd for dinner on the weekends, and several nights during the week. But that was downstairs. Kate’s room was upstairs, at the end of the hall, where no one had an excuse to go, except for Kate and any other guests who happened to be staying for a long weekend.

Liam Griffin, the owner, brought Kate hot chocolate and scones for breakfast every morning at the bar. She liked the solitude. No one else was up and about in the morning in the Dunlily Shamrock, except for herself and Liam.

Liam had taken a few weeks to warm up to Kate. At first, he would bring her hot chocolate and walk immediately back to the kitchen to begin his day’s chores. Now, he would usually keep her company, often sipping a mug of strong tea while she had her cocoa. He had even been a tour guide for herself and Shannon a couple weeks earlier during Shannon’s visit.

Liam was a few inches taller than Kate. He was stocky with broad shoulders and black hair peppered with gray. His bright blue eyes always had a warm friendly smile for Kate. She had enjoyed the time they had spent together over the last few months.

After a week visiting Kate in Ireland, Shannon had taken her mother aside at the airport on her way back to the States and asked, “Mom, have you gotten your eyes checked recently?”

Kate had stared at her daughter. “A few months ago while I was still in the States. I still only need reading glasses. Although, my eye doctor said I might need bifocals in a few years. Why?”

Shannon had giggled at her mother. “I mean about Liam.”

“Oh, sweetie! I’ll admit, he is easy on the eyes and he’s really sweet to me...but, I’m only here for a few more months,” Kate had replied, thinking of Liam’s attentiveness, his sweet generosity and kindness over the last few months. 

“He is hot, Mom, and he only has eyes for you,” her daughter said with a big grin. 

“You think he’s hot?” Kate teased her.

“For an old guy, sure. But he’s way too old for me. I mean, he’s probably over thirty.”

Kate started laughing. “You’re right. Thirty is way over the hill...”

Shannon rolled her eyes. “Well, for me it is. But not for you. Seriously, don’t you think he’s cute?”

Kate smiled. “Yes, I do. Why this sudden interest in my love life?”

“Because I’m not around to check on you. You get to have a life too, you know, Mom. Do you have any friends over here? Or, do you sit around and read books all the time? I worry about you,” her daughter added.

“Shannon, honey, I’m a grown woman. Yes, I have some friends at work that I go to lunch with. I haven’t met anyone to date here because I haven’t been looking. I don’t want to meet someone I really like, and then move back to the States.”

“Mom, just think about it. You do need to get out more,” she said, giving her a last hug goodbye. “And, he obviously has eyes for you.”
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Kate sighed as she drove away from her office. She remembered her daughter’s words and knew Shannon was right. She had dated from time to time over the years. She knew she had a tendency to use Shannon as an excuse to keep her distance from any long-term relationship. 

Since her mother had passed away a few years ago, everything had seemed harder. She had decided to accept the contract and come to Ireland for many reasons. One of which was that her mother had wanted her to come. She had left something for Kate to find somewhere in Dunlily, which was one of the other reasons Kate was staying at the Dunlily Shamrock.

Kate wondered if she should go ahead and let them extend her work contract, which would give her more time to continue this wild goose chase with which her mother had left her, or go back to the States. She walked into the Dunlily Shamrock, still thinking about work. 

A blue towel soared directly at her middle. Kate blinked and caught the towel before it slipped to the ground.

“Did ye not notice it was raining?” Liam called out to her in his Irish brogue from behind the beautifully polished wooden bar.

“Oh, sorry. I was distracted by work. Thanks for the towel!” she yelled back, as she used the towel to dry off her hair. She began shivering in her damp clothes.

“If ye go up and change, I’ll have a bowl of stew for you when you get back down,” he offered gruffly.

“You’re wonderful, thank you!” she called back as she ran up the stairs. 

“Good of ye to notice,” he yelled back.

In a few minutes, she was in dry clothes and sitting down to a lovely bowl of beef stew with large chunks of carrots and potatoes in a rich brown gravy. Liam sat down next to her, with a bowl for himself. The place was normally quiet on a Tuesday evening, especially when it was raining.

Kate eyed him appraisingly when his looked down at his bowl. He was broad and rugged. He wore his usual jeans with a button down shirt. He radiated a positive masculinity. His wavy hair was a little long in the back, and he looked as if he needed a shave.

“Long day?” he asked, between spoonfuls of stew.

She snapped out of her reverie and nodded, already finished with half of her bowl. “They want to extend my contract.”

“For how long?” he asked, watching her face carefully.

“Another three months most likely, maybe more,” replied Kate. “As it’s the end of March, that would put my contract out to September or October, I think.”

“What do ye want to do?” he inquired, remaining noncommittal.

“Shannon’s graduating in May. I was thinking I could take a couple weeks off to spend with her before coming back here to finish my contract. Shannon hasn’t decided if she wants to go straight into graduate school, or find an internship, or both. I told her she has the summer to figure it out. She mentioned she might want to come here for a few weeks after graduation. Would it be okay for her to come here and stay?” Kate began slowly.

Liam nodded. “She’ll get along with me cousin, Aislinn. She’s my father’s younger brother’s daughter. She should be coming to help out this summer too. They’re about the same age.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. Suddenly, her eyes went wide again. 

“What is it?” he asked her softly.

“I forgot to ask if it was okay for me to stay on for the rest of the time...”

Liam laughed. “Aye. Don’t be daft.”

Kate grinned at him. “You bring me cocoa in the morning, and stew at night. So why aren’t you married again?”

He looked serious for a moment. “I was once.”

“I’m sorry...I didn’t know.”

Liam shrugged. “It was years ago.”

“What happened? I know, it’s none of my business,” Kate said hesitantly, sipping some water.

“She wanted a wee one, and... we couldn’t...”

“I’m so sorry...”

Liam shrugged again. “What about you?” he said as he reached over and gently tugged on one of her long auburn curls.

Kate shook her head. “Nope. No husband.”

“Shannon’s father?” he asked in a puzzled tone.

She had a faraway look in her eyes for a moment before shaking her head again. 

“No, we weren’t married. We had talked about it. I wanted to finish college, and he joined the army. I didn’t know when I would see him again, and I didn’t want to wait. I wanted to be free, enjoy being away from home for the first time. We broke up the day before he left. I found out later he had ended up being part of the ground troops that were responsible for some major liberation efforts. He didn’t make it back. My mom heard the news from some neighbors, and drove up to college to tell me. That was the weekend I realized I was pregnant with Shannon.”

“Oh,” Liam said, somewhat inadequately.

“No regrets. I couldn’t regret anything that brought me my daughter. Although, I ended up quitting school for a while. Worked in a day care center so I could take her with me. Finally finished my bachelors, and got a masters, while she was in elementary school. Education was very important to my folks, and they helped me financially when they could.” She paused and glanced up at him. “What about you?”

“I was a teacher, until my wife and I separated. I crawled into a bottle, and me father pulled me out. That’s when I came back here and started working in the pub. I took over for him after he died a few years ago.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Kate said softly.

Liam nodded.

“Do you miss teaching?” she asked.

“Sometimes,” he answered honestly. He stood up and gathered the bowls to take them to the kitchen. “But then, who would bring ye your chocolate in the morning?” he replied with a grin. 

“Would you ever want to go back to teaching?” she persisted.

Liam shook his head. “For the students, yes. For the politics, no. Here, I work for myself.” He paused and looked at her. “How come ye never have a drink other than water or chocolate?”

“Because I never got into the habit. I was a single mom from the time I was nineteen. I had to be responsible and drive safely with Shannon in the back seat. Honestly, I never really cared either. I’d rather have chocolate than a beer any day,” she said with a shrug. She followed him back into the kitchen, and washed the dishes.

“What about you? Have you ever wanted to drink a beer? I mean, you own a bar. You’re surrounded by alcohol,” Kate added.

Liam shook his head. “The bottle was an escape. Me dad taught me that I don’t need to escape into a bottle. Fishing works just as well, and you have something to show for it other than a sore head. Besides, I’d dishonor his memory if I took to drinking again.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Kate replied, thinking of her mother and whatever she was supposed to find in Dunlily.
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“A game of backgammon?” Kate asked him, as she dried her hands a few evenings later.

“Ye cheat,” he told her.

“I do not. You’re just sore because I beat you the last three times!” Kate protested.

“Ye did not, woman. I won last time!” Liam insisted.

“Well, then, you shouldn’t be afraid to play me,” she countered.

He heaved a dramatic sigh and said, “Fine, set up the board.”

As Kate moved one of the backgammon pieces across the board, Liam rolled his eyes. “What?”

“Ye remind me of that guest I had years ago. She was here for a week, and she had me play backgammon with her every day,” he grumbled.

“Did she beat you?”

“Aye. Every game. For a week,” he groaned.

“Were you glad when she left?” she teased him.

Liam shook his head. “Herself was a lovely guest. She and her sister were no trouble.” He leaned over her hand. She was wearing an old-fashioned pearl ring. “She even had a ring like that.”

Kate went very still, and her face looked frozen. “How old was this woman? The one who beat you in backgammon?”

“Mid to late 60s? Her sister was a mite younger. She had a different American accent than yours. She had said her husband couldn’t come because he kept promising to retire and hadn’t done it yet. She told me the best stories of her life while we played,” he mused. “She liked to have coffee in the morning, black with...”

“One sugar, and sometimes a tiny splash of milk,” finished Kate. “She had short black hair, on a small head, with dark red glasses. She wore blue jeans and soft t-shirts that were red or hot pink. Unless she visited in the fall. Then she would have had soft sweatshirts and comfortable sneakers.”

Liam stared at her wide-eyed.

“Her sister was shorter and stouter, and preferred slacks and blouses to t-shirts and jeans. Unless it was fall, and then she wore sweaters instead of sweatshirts,” Kate continued.

“How could ye know all that?” he asked in a stunned voice.

“Because this is the same ring,” Kate answered. “Because that was my mother you played backgammon and served coffee for a week.” She took out her phone, pressed a few buttons, and held up a picture for him to see.

“Aye, that was Herself. She was your mother?” he echoed. “She spoke about ye. She was so proud of ye and her granddaughter.” He stood up suddenly. “She left something for ye.”

“She what?” Kate called out, seemingly frozen to her chair.

Liam walked back into the room. “She left something for ye.” He handed her an envelope.

Kate’s eyes opened wide. “But, but, if you didn’t know who I was, how were you supposed to give this to me?”

“Herself handed it to me the day she checked out. She asked me to keep it in case her daughter came looking. That’s
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