
  
    [image: Cover of Secrets and Shamrocks by Phyllis Gobbell]
  

  


  
    Secrets and 
Shamrocks


    A Jordan Mayfair Mystery


    Phyllis Gobbell


    Encircle Publications


    Farmington, Maine U.S.A.


    


    Secrets and Shamrocks Copyright © 2017 Phyllis Gobbell


    Paperback ISBN 13: 978-1-64599-129-8
E-book ISBN 13: 978-1-64599-130-4
Kindle ISBN 13: 978-1-64599-131-1


    All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without prior written permission of the publisher, Encircle Publications, Farmington, ME.


    This book is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places and events are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual places or businesses, is entirely coincidental.


    Book design: Eddie Vincent
Cover design by Deirdre Wait
Cover images © Getty Images


    Published by:


    [image: ]


    Encircle Publications


    PO Box 187


    Farmington, ME 04938


    info@encirclepub.com


    http://encirclepub.com


    Printed in U.S.A.

  


  


  
    Chapter 1


    Green, green, everywhere, green. Meadows, hedgerows, tree-lined lanes. Every shade of green in the artist’s imagination. I had left the M8 to drive on narrow, winding roads, edged in rock walls, that took us through one pastoral vista after another. My uncle Alex, who had arranged the trip, would be so sorry he’d dozed off some distance out of Dublin, but I had a feeling we’d be seeing more of these green picture-postcard scenes during our two weeks in the Emerald Isle. On the flight over, Alex had read to me from one of Colin’s e-mails, and I could almost hear the lilt of his words: “Ireland is the most beautiful place in the world. You’ll be over the moon when you see it!” I believed it, already.


    I steered our rental car down a hill and around a curve, still getting used to driving on the wrong side of the road, and suddenly we were right upon a flock of sheep. I hit the brakes and shrieked as the car lurched to a stop a few yards from the bleating animals. The herder, trudging in boots, carrying a staff, made no effort to move the sheep out of the road. He didn’t even glance toward us or gesture: Sorry—please wait for my woolly creatures to cross. His shoulders drooped. His shaggy hair was the color of the sheep’s coats. I wondered how many years he’d been herding sheep in the green pastures along these roads.


    Alex woke with a jolt, mumbling, “What? What is it?”


    “Sheep in our path,” I said. “Can you get a photo?”


    Alex rubbed his eyes, took in the sight, and began to rummage in the red duffel at his feet. He came out with his camera and started clicking, making noises of approval: “Ah, yes. Good one. Look at that frisky lamb!” As the last of the flock crossed the road, the sheepherder raised his hand and inclined his head toward us, and I could almost swear he winked, as if he and his sheep had arranged this photo op just for us.


    Back on the motorway, we left the emerald countryside behind. A few kilometers more, signs that we were coming into a town began to crop up—houses built close together, tall, narrow buildings with storefronts. We were on the outskirts of Thurles, pronounced “Tur-lis,” where our friends Colin and Grace O’Toole ran a bed and breakfast. Alex checked our map and directed me to turn before we reached the town proper. I hadn’t set the GPS. Alex preferred a good map to fold and unfold, and he was an excellent navigator.


    “Colin said the B&B was a short walk from the town square,” he said.


    “We’ll be there in time for tea,” I said, but I wondered about that short walk. It looked as if we were heading back into the country, the dwellings more sparse now.


    Alex straightened himself and ran his hand through his gray hair, still thick for a man about to turn seventy-three. “It will be so good to see Colin and Grace,” he said, adding, “after all these years.”


    I darted a glance at my uncle who was so rarely sentimental. “Colin was a fine student, a good friend,” he mused. “And Grace—delightful girl.”


    I was about to mention Patrick, born while Colin and Grace were in Georgia, now a married man, Alex had said, but the rustic sign with Old English script caught my eye. “Is this it?” I read, “Shepherds Guesthouse Bed and Breakfast.” I thought of the sheep back there.


    Alex confirmed that this was the place. I maneuvered the car through the opening in the rock wall that ran along the property, glad yet again that we’d chosen the little Ford Focus instead of the full-size Saab we had considered. What was originally a country house—dating to the 1800s would be my guess—was set back on a patch of lawn as lush as a golf green. Green, green, everything green, except for a few bursts of pink blossoms on the shrubs near the house. We followed a gravel driveway to a parking area and pulled in next to another car that looked to be a rental. Some tiles were missing from the high-pitched roof, near a chimney, I noted on our approach. Close-up, I saw that the high-level window moldings could use fresh paint.


    “What do you see?” Alex said, as I stared up, and I felt a stab of shame that the need for repair was the first thing to grab my attention. I was wired to notice details like that. I could see Drew, my brother and business partner, shaking his head, saying, “Only an architect.”


    “Nothing,” I said. “Let’s go in.” I needn’t have added that we could come back for our luggage. Alex was already on his way.


    A few stepping-stones led us to the entrance. The heavy wooden door was wide open, and the modern storm door was unlocked. It seemed we were supposed to go in, and we did. The room was furnished with dark furniture upholstered in faded red brocade. A Reception desk, like one you’d see in a hotel, had been added in the corner. Behind it, a door, leading to—an office? The wood was dark, a good match with the furniture, but the straight lines were a little too contemporary for the room that came off as an old-fashioned parlor. Only an architect.


    “Hello?” I called. No answer. “I guess we should announce ourselves,” I suggested, looking for a bell to tap, but there wasn’t one.


    Alex, still standing at the door, turned his attention to something outside. “That’s odd,” he said. “There seems to be something going on, maybe something wrong out there.”


    I joined him and peered at two women and a man, conferring at the far end of the parking lot, pointing this way and that. Even as Alex cracked the storm door to listen, we couldn’t make out what they were saying but the tenor of their voices and their excited gestures indicated, as he had said, that something was wrong.


    “Good afternoon. May I help you?” someone said.


    I turned with a smile, expecting Grace, but I should have known better. This tall, slender woman’s accent was King’s English. Grace was born and raised in Atlanta. I remembered her honey-sweet drawl, not an easy thing to lose, even after all this time. Plus Grace was a smallish woman, maybe five-foot-two, and this woman was at least my height, which was five-ten.


    “We’re friends of Colin and Grace. We’re checking in,” Alex said.


    “I’m afraid Colin and Grace had to leave.” The woman stood straight as a wooden beam, a model of good posture, with her hands clasped. “It’s rather an emergency. I’m a guest here, myself. I can’t check you in, of course, but I can offer you tea.”


    “What’s the emergency?” I asked.


    “It’s the child,” she said. “The little boy is missing.”


    *****


    Thirty years ago, Colin O’Toole from Dublin had been a student at the University of Georgia, where Alex taught history. I could say this for Alex: he had a way with his students. He connected with them, befriended them, forged relationships with them that often continued long after they graduated. I knew it for a fact. Stuart, my husband, who did not live to see our five children grow up, once had been Alex’s student for a single semester, but they’d hit it off. Later, when Stuart was a med student at Emory, Alex invited him to his home in Buckhead—the Carlyle family home—for a Christmas party. I was invited to that party, too. Alex was not beyond playing Cupid if the occasion called for it.


    Stuart had left UGA before I arrived as a freshman, but Colin and I were there at the same time, and we knew each other through Alex. Time and again he took Colin and me out for pizza or burgers or meat and three, Alex’s least favorite but there was a nearby diner-type eatery that Colin especially liked. Sometimes other students joined us, a study group from Alex’s undergraduate class or one of his dissertation students. And there were those wonderful little dinner parties for his colleagues at his comfy faculty apartment. Even as a self-absorbed architecture student, I realized how fortunate I was that Alex was my uncle. There I was, accustomed to living on Ramen noodles, and Alex would call. A few nights later I’d be dining with a select few of Alex’s faculty friends, enjoying tenderloin medallions, asparagus, and crème brulee, and drinking excellent wine. Good times.


    I remember Colin at a couple of those dinner parties, but he was usually at work. He bartended at an establishment just off campus with the likely name, The Irish Pub. With his pixie face and red hair so wild that the thought of a leprechaun always skittered through my mind when I saw him, Colin was the only thing Irish about the place, other than the name. But it was a fun spot. Sometimes my friends and I wound up at the pub after a late night in the architecture studio, and Colin was always there, working long hours, laughing, charming the ladies with his accent which he could exaggerate or play down at will.


    Colin never had the money to return to Dublin for the holidays or breaks, so he often stayed in Alex’s apartment while Alex went home to Buckhead. To say Alex was generous was an understatement. After Colin met Grace, an Atlanta debutante, she and I became fast friends, too. More good times. Then I graduated. For Colin and Grace, there was a hurry-up wedding and a baby on the way, and the next thing I knew, they had left with their baby son for Ireland.


    Alex and his former student had stayed in contact for a while. “Christmas greetings mostly,” Alex had told me, “but you know how it is. After a while, one or the other misses his turn. A couple of Christmases pass, and there you go.” I would bet it wasn’t Alex who had missed his turn. “Imagine my surprise a year or so ago when I received an e-mail from Colin,” Alex had said. “Somehow he’d found out about my travel series. I think there was an announcement about the book deal on the Publisher’s Weekly website. Isn’t technology a wonderful thing?” Time came to make arrangements for this trip to Ireland. Alex was working on his second travel guide. The purpose of his books was to steer tourists away from the touristy spots, to tell them how to experience the authentic culture of a region. No wonder he’d made our reservations at the Shepherds Guesthouse Bed and Breakfast.


    


    When Alex was writing his first travel guide, he had hoodwinked me into accompanying him to Provence, making me believe there was some issue with his health and his doctor insisted that he travel with a companion. This time, I was genuinely worried about my uncle’s health. When he’d announced that his second book would be taking him to Ireland, I made my position clear: “I’m not about to let you travel alone.”


    *****


    “A child, missing?” I heard in my voice every mother’s great fear.


    “Apparently so,” said the woman, pushing back a strand of bottle-blonde hair that had slipped from behind her ear. “Little Jimmie. He must be about two years old.”


    “Two!” I whispered. A flash of memory, Michael as a toddler, disappearing from the back yard for the longest, most horrifying fifteen minutes of my life.


    “Whose child?” Alex asked.


    “Colin and Grace’s grandchild,” the woman said, taking a step away from us. “Please, let me make you a spot of tea. We can talk in the kitchen.” Alex and I followed her through what looked like a breakfast room. Like lambs, I thought, because we didn’t know what else to do.


    “Please make yourselves comfortable.” She gestured to the square table with high-back chairs in the center of the kitchen. “Forgive me for not introducing myself. I’m Helen Prescott,” she said, as she began to fill a tea kettle with water. “My husband and I are on holiday. We live in London. You may have heard of Charles Prescott. He played on the Tour.”


    “The Tour?” I said.


    “The European Tour. Do you follow golf?”


    “I’m afraid not.” I glanced at Alex. He looked so distracted, I wasn’t sure he’d heard her.


    Helen gave a wave of dismissal. “Yes, well, he retired from the Tour some years ago.”


    


    “I’m Jordan Mayfair,” I said, “and this is my uncle, Alex Carlyle. We’re from Georgia.”


    The kitchen smelled like a bakery, the aromas that seep into the walls in a kitchen where bread, cakes, and pastries are baked day after day, year after year.


    “How long has the child been missing?” Alex asked in that tone I recognized as professorial, down to business, no more small talk.


    “Half an hour, perhaps?” Helen was assembling cups and saucers, crème pitcher, and sugar bowl on a tray to transport half a dozen steps to the table. Leave it to the English.


    “That’s a long time for a two-year-old to be missing,” I said.


    “The authorities have been notified, no doubt,” Alex said, more question than statement.


    “I would think so.” Helen seemed to be trying to decide how much to say. A quick glance our way, and she said, “Actually, it’s all somewhat strange.”


    I waited for more, but she continued to busy herself with preparations for tea.


    “We should do something,” I said, after a minute.


    “Quite right, but what?” Helen finally turned toward us and leaned against the counter, while the water was heating. “I heard the disturbance and came running downstairs. Enya and Grace sounded so—upset. They flew out the back door. Enya rang up someone, Patrick I suppose—the girl is never without her phone!—and Grace came back inside looking—I have to say, not as worried as one would expect, but bothered. That’s the word, I think. I asked her what had happened. Because I knew it was something more than a family row, though—well, never mind that. Something was wrong, clearly.” The tea kettle began to whistle. Helen paused in her story to pour boiling water into a decorative teapot, over the tea leaves she had measured.


    “Who’s Enya,” I asked.


    “Enya is Patrick’s wife. I get the impression that she’s quite unhappy here.”


    


    So the child must belong to Patrick and Enya, I reasoned, wondering why Helen hadn’t just said so instead of saying he was Colin and Grace’s grandchild.


    “Grace told me Little Jimmie had disappeared while Enya was supposed to be watching him and asked if I would look after things while they went out, and I said certainly I could do that, and that’s really all I know.” She opened one of the cabinets. “Ah, here’re the biscuits.”


    I hadn’t expected tea time to be exactly like this. A child was missing, a toddler, and here we sat, sipping tea and munching on the best shortbread cookies—biscuits—I’d ever tasted. Maybe Helen was trying to distract us from worrying. According to her, she was taking charge at Grace’s request. I wondered if Grace would be pleased that she was so gossipy about the other guests at the B&B.


    Ian Haverty, Helen said, was a charming young schoolmaster from Dublin, with black curls and “dreamy” eyes. Two ladies had arrived just that morning, one of them “rather loud in her pronouncements.” The man Helen knew only as Mr. Sweeney was unfriendly, aloof, “rude, actually,” she said, “except to Enya. He was trying to chat her up this morning when she was putting out the sausages. But Enya is rather standoffish herself, and Mr. Sweeney is old enough to be her father! I could tell the girl was embarrassed that this man, who hasn’t spoken a complete sentence to anyone else, was so eager to have a conversation with her.”


    On and on Helen continued until her voice became like the sound of a TV blaring in another room, something I was aware of, but mostly tuning out.


    Alex interrupted her monologue. “I expect Colin is out looking for the child, too?”


    “Colin?” Helen blinked, as if she’d lost her bearings for a minute. “He wasn’t here when it happened. I believe he’d gone into town, but they may have been able to reach him.”


    “I should get our luggage,” Alex said, rising from his chair.


    “I’ll go with you.” I stood up, too.


    “You can’t check into your rooms yet, not until Colin and Grace come back, or Patrick,” Helen said. “I’m sorry I can’t give you your keys. I’m just—you know—helping out in a pinch.”


    “We appreciate your hospitality, Helen. Really we do,” I said. “And probably there’s nothing we can do to help find the child, but—it feels wrong to be enjoying tea and biscuits when a toddler has been missing for—it’s been close to an hour now, hasn’t it?”


    Helen stood, and we were eye to eye. “Jordan, please don’t think I’m—unconcerned. I am concerned, but Grace seemed—well, she didn’t act as if she thought Little Jimmie was actually in danger.”


    “How could he not be in danger?” I said.


    She waited a moment before saying, “It happened before, just like this.”


    Alex had already left the kitchen. Noises were coming from the front of the house. Voices. The storm door banging once, twice, needing a new spring, I noted.


    I caught sight of a little red-headed boy in his grandmother’s arms. Yes, it had to be Grace carrying Little Jimmie, though they were headed up the stairs, out of my view after just a glimpse. I breathed a silent thank you. Behind them was Enya, no doubt, a dark-haired beauty, her full mouth set in a rigid line, followed by a young man so resembling young Colin O’Toole that I knew it had to be Patrick. The man and two women we’d seen at the end of the parking lot made the storm door bang again and again. I suspected the handsome young fellow was Ian Haverty, judging from Helen’s report.


    And then a cheery, boisterous “Alexander Carlyle! Sure ‘tis my old friend or a ghost of himself!”


    I didn’t hear Alex say a word, but I heard his hearty laughter, blending with Colin’s.


    I waited to join the reunion until the bear hugs and back-slapping were over.


    Colin squeezed me, too, until I gasped for breath. “Ah, you’ve not lost your beauty, girl,” he said, touching my hair, a darker auburn than his fiery red.


    


    “Colin, what a scare! Is the little boy all right? Where did you find him?” I asked.


    “He’s a wee bit frightened, but no harm done. Ah, Jordan, Alex, how good it is to have you in our home. Grace will be down as soon as she gets the boy settled.”


    “We should get our luggage from the car,” Alex said.


    “Sweet Mother! You don’t have your room keys, do you? What a fine welcome for our friends! Would you like to go to your rooms first or maybe you’d like a nice cup of tea?”


    “We had tea and cookies—biscuits. Helen took good care of us,” I said, looking around for Helen, but she must have been in the kitchen, cleaning up our dishes.


    “Let’s go get your bags then,” Colin said, heading to the door. He shook his head and said in a sing-song of apology. “All this commotion, Sweet Mother of God.”


    “All that matters is that you found Little Jimmie and he’s all right,” I said.


    “Right you are, Jordan. That’s what matters,” and then with a smile that made his blue eyes light up, he said, “Little Jimmie is safe and sound. All is well.”

  


  
    


    Chapter 2


    The only meal Shepherds Guesthouse provided was breakfast, and Alex had made Colin promise they would treat us like the paying guests that we were. Even so, I was not surprised that Colin went back on his promise first thing, pleading with us to join them for the evening meal.


    Grace had come downstairs looking flustered, but seeing Alex and me, she’d managed to put on a happier face. Time melted away as we embraced. I knew we’d take up where we left off, all those years ago. Grace insisted, “I’ll be cooking for our family. Setting two more places won’t make any difference.” But Alex stood firm, and Colin finally gave in. He called a friend of his who was the proprietor of Mitchel House to reserve a table for us.


    “It won’t be crowded on a Wednesday night,” he said, “but they’ll make no mistake about who you are.” He added with a wink, “Now you’ll be wanting to stop by Finnegan’s Pub on your way home.”


    Though the sun had made for a pleasant day, the evening had turned chilly and the night promised to be down-right cold. That, we’d heard, was typical May in Ireland. “We could walk. It would be good for us,” Alex said when we’d left Colin and headed up to our rooms to get ready for dinner. Probably, but I convinced him to wait until we could make that short walk—if, indeed, it was short—in the warmth of the sun.


    Alex was waiting when I came downstairs, and he’d made friends with the two women we’d seen earlier that day. “Doreen and Molly Quinn. They’re going into town, too,” he said.


    The one he’d indicated as Doreen took over. “Your uncle offered us a ride. I hope you don’t mind. Molly and I fancy the buffet at the Hayes Hotel. It’s a wee bit out of your way.”


    “Not at all,” I said. It was the first time I’d seen them close-up. They were both petite and fair-skinned, with reddish-gold hair that they wore in a similar style—a kind of page-boy look that flattered Doreen more than Molly—but the age difference was now apparent. As it registered with me that they must be mother and daughter, Doreen said to Molly, “How’s your headache, love? Feeling better?” The young woman might have replied, but I was preoccupied finding the car keys. Doreen said, “Molly plays the violin. She’ll be performing with her ensemble at The Source this weekend. You know The Source Arts Center?”


    “I read something about it. Sounds like I need to check it out for my book,” Alex began. Chivalrous as always, he opened the passenger door and gestured for Doreen to sit in the front. He must have expected that she’d ask questions as people were apt to do when he revealed that he was writing a book—but it was as if she hadn’t heard.


    “I’ll just sit in the back with Molly,” she said. “We don’t mean to trouble you.”


    “It’s no trouble,” I said. “You can give directions. We haven’t been into town yet.”


    Molly had not said a word. I caught a glimpse of her as I adjusted my mirror. She was looking down at her hands, folded in her lap. I thought of my own Catherine, nineteen. Probably Molly was a little older, or maybe the pants and tailored jacket she wore, much like her mother’s outfit, made her seem older. But her shyness made it hard to tell her age. I could not imagine my daughter remaining silent for more than a minute in a similar setting.


    Doreen was an effective navigator. She pointed out The Source Arts Centre and when we crossed an old bridge, she identified the River Suir. The Hayes Hotel was right in the middle of what appeared to be a lively town center. When we let Doreen and Molly out in front of the hotel, Doreen gave further directions to Mitchel House. She thanked us, and then, from behind me, I heard a timid, “Thank you.”


    I turned to Molly. “I want to hear more about your performance when we get a chance to talk. Maybe at breakfast.”


    I was rewarded with a smile and a nod.


    *****


    At the Mitchel House restaurant, I sipped from my wine glass, nearly empty. “I’m beginning to relax for the first time since we arrived in Thurles,” I said.


    “Seems we arrived at a bad time,” Alex said. “But, as they say, all’s well that ends well.”


    I was reminded of Colin’s words: “All is well.” I didn’t believe it. Something seemed off. The whole episode surrounding Little Jimmie’s disappearance left me wondering about so many things. I was anxious for the time we could have a real conversation with Colin and Grace.


    “Alex, did Colin ever tell you Patrick had a little boy?”


    I shifted in my seat, a high-backed booth, as I saw our waiter approaching with a tray. I might have had a big smile plastered on my face. Since our late breakfast in Dublin, shortbread cookies, delicious though they were, had been our only food all day.


    “Colin never mentioned the child, but our e-mails were not what you could call chatty,” Alex said. “I remember when he first told me Patrick and his wife had come from Dublin to help out, and Patrick had been hired at Tipperary Institute. He does something with computers.”


    The waiter delivered our first course—roasted field mushrooms with sweet red peppers, red onion marmalade, topped with gorgonzola cheese. I was glad to see the generous portion. Alex and I had opted to share the starter. We’d both ordered shank of lamb for our entrees, the waiter’s recommendation. He’d said, “’Tis our most popular item.”


    


    “Do y’need anything else?” he asked. We thanked him, but no, we needed nothing but to take up our forks.


    Typical of Alex’s compulsion to keep accurate notes, he retrieved from the inside pocket of his jacket the small notebook he carried everywhere. “What do you think of Mitchel House?” he asked.


    “It’s more contemporary than I expected.” I noted the modern décor, simple lines, lack of clutter. Upscale, but not pricey. Families with children appeared to be welcome.


    “It’s the twenty-first century everywhere, my dear,” Alex said.


    I raised my eyebrows. I would have imagined that Alex was hoping for a more traditional Irish eatery, but Alex often surprised me.


    From all indications, he would give Mitchel House high marks. So would I. I’d never cared too much for lamb, but this dish was extraordinary, and I wouldn’t have imagined creamed potatoes could be so tasty.


    Alex ordered dessert, a kind of fruit tart that had to be healthy because it was fruit, he insisted. I was pleasantly full, so I settled for a cup of tea.


    “How about a stop at the pub Colin suggested? Finnegan’s. I saw it, near the Hayes Hotel,” Alex said. I agreed. The scrumptious meal had given me a second wind.


    The waiter came with the check. Alex and I reached for our credit cards and asked him to split. That’s how we always did it. When the young man returned for our signatures, he said, “I hope the O’Tooles are well.”


    “Yes, I think so,” I said, on a note of surprise that he knew who we were.


    “We just arrived today,” Alex said.


    “They’re good people,” the young man said. “I used to do odd jobs for Colin at Shepherds. I refinished a crib and a rocking chair when the little one was born. I like to work with wood. But that was before Patrick and Enya came down from Dublin.”


    “Oh.” The word slipped out. I tried to cover up. “We haven’t really met Patrick and Enya yet. We arrived so late this afternoon. And we’ve barely seen Colin and Grace.”


    Something in my voice must have alerted the waiter. He picked up his copy of the receipts, gave a wide smile, and said, “Tell them hello from Davin Callahan, and you come back now. I hope you enjoy your stay in Thurles.”


    We thanked him and said goodnight, but we sat there a minute longer.


    “What did you make of that?” I said.


    “Maybe Colin and Grace were getting ready for Patrick and Enya and the baby to move in.” Alex drained the last drop of wine from his glass. “But that wasn’t how it sounded, was it?”


    “No, it wasn’t,” I said. “Let’s go to the pub.”


    *****


    The pleasure that spread across Alex’s face when we entered Finnegan’s Pub made me smile, too. This was what I—and Alex, apparently—had expected of an authentic Irish pub.


    The bar was tended by an old fellow who laughed as he poured drinks, his eyes twinkling in slits above his pink cheeks. A couple of craggy-faced men at the bar, dressed in working clothes, their gray hair tousled, sat hunched over their substantial glasses of beer, looking like they’d been there a while and didn’t plan to leave anytime soon. A few younger patrons sat at the bar, smiling at the jolly bartender who may have been telling a story as he worked. I took in the scene—small tables, upholstered banquette seating, wainscoting on the walls, sconces giving out gentle light, fireplace not in use in May, but what a treat it would be on a snowy night. A mix of age groups, no one dressed up, as in “going out.” A table of student types wore jeans. The cozy room, long and narrow, was reasonably full but not packed. The noise level was low, a blend of quiet conversation and laughter.


    “Shall we grab those?” Alex said, indicating two barstools. There appeared to be no empty tables. The bartender took note of us and by the time we were settled at the dark polished bar, he was welcoming us to Thurles.


    “Colin O’Toole told me to be looking for you.”


    I wondered how Colin had described us.


    “Now you must have a Guinness. First is on me. I’m Finn. This is my pub—me and my boy’s. Brendan still lets me behind the bar some nights if I promise to behave meself.”


    His laugh was deep and musical. Some chuckling came from others at the bar. The matter settled that we were having beer, Finn went about his business before we could say anything except to thank him. He bantered with someone a few barstools away, mixed a drink for someone else, and then returned with glasses of dark beer.


    A man and woman entered the bar. The woman, whose only outer garment was a sweater, was shaking off the chill. I said to Alex, “Maybe we should have made arrangements to meet Doreen and Molly and give them a lift back to Shepherds.”


    “Doreen won’t mind asking for a ride if someone’s going that way,” Alex said. “I wouldn’t worry. I expect they’re used to walking—it’s what people do here.”


    “They’re not wearing very warm clothing.” I thought of their lightweight tailored jackets.


    “Jordan, it’s May, not January,” Alex said.


    The road out that way was dark, no moon tonight. How safe could that be? But my frame of reference was dark country roads in Georgia. I let it drop with Alex.


    “Look. I think that’s one of the guests at the B&B,” he said.


    The nice-looking young man we’d seen that afternoon was motioning for us to come to his table. We picked up our drinks and joined him.


    He introduced himself as Ian Haverty. “We haven’t met, but I’m a guest at Shepherds. I know you arrived today,” he said, with an outstretched hand. “And this is Dr. Malone, a physician here in Thurles.” Alex and I introduced ourselves and we shook hands all around.


    Dr. Malone, dressed in collared shirt and tweed jacket, looked to be forty-something, somewhat younger than myself, I’d judge. His close-cropped hair suggested it might have been brighter at one time, but as he had aged, it had lost its sheen. Still, he was a redhead, as were so many of the Irish, though the shades varied.


    “I’m just leaving,” he said, “but it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. Welcome to our little town.”


    “We’ll be in Thurles for more than a week. Maybe we’ll see you again,” Alex said.


    I added, “Though not professionally, I hope.”


    The men laughed. “Give my best to the O’Tooles,” Dr. Malone said, and he bid us goodnight. Ian, Alex, and I fit into the banquette seating without having to squeeze, as the doctor and Ian had taken up more than their share of space.


    “Everyone knows Colin and Grace,” Alex remarked.


    “It does seem that way,” said Ian. “I’ve been in Thurles since Friday, and everywhere I’ve been, people know the O’Tooles and they seem to know I’m a guest at Shepherds.”


    Alex explained that he was from Atlanta, Georgia, and I was his niece from Savannah, that he was working on a book, and Colin had once been his student.


    “What a coincidence! I’m working on a book myself,” Ian said.


    “You don’t say! What are you writing?” Alex asked. I had to hand it to him. I knew he wanted to talk about his book, but I expected he’d get his opportunity.


    “A book of Irish tales,” Ian said.


    I raised my glass. “To men of letters.”


    Alex gave me an appreciative smile, and Ian, who couldn’t have been older than my oldest daughter, added, “And to the lovely American woman who, from the looks of her beautiful hair, must have a few drops of Irish blood somewhere in her veins.”


    I nodded. “My great grandmother on my father’s side.” We clinked our glasses.


    I sipped at my Guinness as Ian and Alex finished theirs and ordered another round. “Jordan’s the designated driver,” Alex explained to Ian, and I didn’t have to say that beer wasn’t my drink, not even a Guinness, so highly regarded in the Emerald Isle.


    “Now, you were saying about your book,” Ian said, starting in on the refill. Not just a young man with black curls and “dreamy eyes,” as Helen had put it, but one with good manners, as well, willing to let a much older man go first. I took the opportunity to visit the restroom. I had heard Alex’s spiel once or twice.


    “Just in time,” Alex said when I returned. “Ian was just about to tell me about the book of Irish stories he’s writing.”


    “Let me back up a wee bit,” Ian said. “As I told your uncle, I’m a schoolmaster at The Kerrigan School for Boys. I teach English Lit 9. Try to get the boys interested in Joyce and Yeats and Heaney, the great Irish writers—but you know what boys at that age, thirteen or fourteen, have on their minds.” He took a drink and licked the foam from his lips. “From time to time I try to come up with a new approach. A couple of years ago I had them do a research project on Irish tales. Some of the boys took to it all right. It wasn’t the success I’d hoped for the class. But the fascinating thing that happened was the wealth of stories I discovered. So I began to write, and I guess you could say it got in my blood. I’ve got a dozen stories so far.”


    Alex asked, “Do you have a publisher?”


    Ian gave a shrug. “One publisher I’ve contacted likes the idea but he says I need twice that number of stories for a collection. They’re none of them lengthy. So that’s why I’m in Thurles, hoping to gather more legends and tales. My family’s from Tipperary, and all the stories I have so far take place in this county.”


    “What’s your title?” I asked.


    “Tales My Grandda Told,” he said, his eyes alight with pride. “Some did come from Grandda. I won’t swear all of them did.”


    “I’m impressed, Ian,” I said.


    “Have you come up with any new stories since you arrived in Thurles?” Alex asked.


    


    Ian laughed. “Finn has stories to fill a book, himself, though I’m not certain he doesn’t spin them out of thin air on the spot.”


    “And you’d want authenticity?” Alex was sounding like a professor, but if Ian minded all the questions, he didn’t show it.


    “It’s not that, exactly. Leprechauns might be part of the legend—often they are, and who’s to say, y’know? But I’m not writing fairy tales.”


    The conversations around us that had hummed like soft music in the background seemed louder. Ian leaned in toward us. “The history’s the thing that I’m passionate about. One of the legends—if you care to hear—goes back to the 1650s.”


    “Certainly we care to hear!” I said. Alex nodded his agreement.


    “I’m not sure how much you know about Irish history, but that was the year Oliver Cromwell’s forces invaded Ireland.”


    “I know a little about Cromwell,” Alex said. I had to suppress a smile, thinking about Alex’s professional career of more than forty years, teaching history at the university level.


    “It was a brutal period in our country’s history. Catholics were forbidden to practice our religion in public. If priests were discovered conducting mass, they could be expelled from the country or executed.” As Ian found his storyteller’s voice, his words became more lyrical. “There was a man, a devout Catholic, who lived on a remote farm with his daughter. He had a spotted cow and a white one, and his neighbors knew that if only the white cow was grazing in the morning and the spotted cow was in the barn, the priest would be coming at noon to conduct secret mass.”


    His attention shifted as a voice sounded: “Ah, will you look who’s here, Molly!”


    Doreen, loud in her pronouncement, as Helen had said, stood beside Molly at our table. Ian stood and met them with a hearty greeting, somewhat more enthusiastic than the occasion seemed to warrant, but it made sense when I saw the shine in Molly’s eyes. Looked like her headache was much better. Looked like Ian was finished with his story for now.


    


    Alex gave up his seat, darting a glance at me that I’d learned to read as Ready to go?


    “We thought we’d have ourselves a drink before the walk home,” Doreen said.


    “You’d be welcome to ride with us,” I said, standing, “but we’re going on now.”


    Doreen gave a gesture of dismissal. “Thanks all the same. We’ll be fine.”


    “I’ll see that the ladies get home safe and sound,” Ian said, sliding into the seat beside Molly.


    We gave Finn a wave on our way out, and he called back, “Come again!” We said we would.


    “Delightful!” Alex said, as we stepped into the chilly night.

  


  
    


    Chapter 3


    The morning was gray, with a fine mist in the air that looked cold. Not a pleasant day for sightseeing. I wondered what Alex had in mind for our itinerary.


    Molly was standing at the sideboard, stirring her tea, when I went down to breakfast—early, because I was hoping for this very opportunity, a chance to talk with her without Doreen’s overbearing presence. She greeted me with a bright “Good morning!” A different young woman from the one we’d dropped off at the Hayes Hotel last night, but not so different from the one at Finnegan’s, smiling at Ian Haverty. “Would you like tea?” she asked, the longest string of words I’d heard her speak.


    “Ah, this is what I need.” I indicated the large coffee urn beside the samovar. “I do like tea, but I just have to have my coffee first thing in the morning,” I said, picking up a mug.


    From the breakfast room, I could see Grace, Enya, and the baby in the kitchen. Little Jimmie sat in a high chair, focusing on his finger foods and sippie cup. Grace stood over the stove. Enya was loading up a rolling cart with platters.


    Molly sat at one of the three four-top tables in the small breakfast room, and I joined her. “I was hoping to see you this morning,” I said. “I want to hear about your performance. You must be excited.”


    “Are you coming to see us?” she asked, with child-like eagerness.


    “I’d love to,” I said. “How can I get tickets?”


    


    “I can get tickets for you and your uncle,” she said.


    “Please do. I know Alex would want to go, too. It’s this weekend?”


    “Friday night, Saturday night, and Sunday matinee,” she said. “We have two other performances Monday and Tuesday for school children, but I’m sure you’d be welcome to could come to one of those.”


    I thought I should check with Alex, but I said, “Saturday.”


    Enya appeared with the rolling cart. We hadn’t been introduced, so I said, “I’m Jordan Mayfair. My uncle and I knew Colin and Grace a long time ago in Georgia.”


    She nodded. “I’ve heard about you,” and proceeded to unload the trays.


    The aromas made my stomach growl: bacon, eggs—the food smelled like breakfast everywhere, but I didn’t recognize a couple of the dishes she lined up on the buffet.


    “You’re Enya,” I said.


    “I am,” she said. I heard a crash and a couple of thumps from the kitchen and Grace’s voice, gently scolding. Little Jimmie had dropped his sippie cup on the floor. Enya pushed back a strand of her dark hair and sighed, as if her task was overwhelming. “I’ll bring more soda bread, but this will get you started,” she said, and rolled her empty cart back into the kitchen.


    How could I be so hungry after last night’s meal? But I was.


    Molly identified the dishes I didn’t know. Blood pudding, a type of sausage made with congealed pig’s blood and oatmeal. Mushrooms and tomatoes fried with bacon and butter. I recognized baked beans but had never had baked beans for breakfast. I tried a little bit of everything, even a few bites of the blood pudding. Not bad.


    Molly and I had about ten minutes before the other guests came to breakfast. I learned that she was about to graduate from the UCD School of Music—University College of Dublin. She’d started playing the violin at age five. Her father taught music and played “every instrument you might think of,” Molly said, “or so they tell me. I don’t remember much about him.”


    


    I thought of Stuart and the car wreck on a rainy night that took his life. I had tried to keep his memory alive for the children with photographs and stories—but it didn’t seem appropriate to bring up our family history at the moment. Nor did I feel I should ask more about Molly’s father. I said, “You must be incredibly talented to play in an ensemble for the college.”


    A shy smile made its way across her face. “It’s my third year with the ensemble.”


    “What are you going to do when you graduate?” I asked.


    She gave a little shrug. “I’d like to teach music to children, but I don’t know.”


    Her vague answer left me wondering if she really hadn’t made plans—surely she’d taken the required music education courses—or if she was waiting on some particular development that she wasn’t ready to talk about. Maybe it just wasn’t my business. Another topic I’d let go.


    We heard voices, and Molly’s demeanor changed. She cut off a bite of sausage—blood pudding—and looked down at her plate as she chewed. Helen Prescott arrived with a younger-looking man whom she introduced as her husband, Charles. He had an annoying habit of jerking his head to get his hair out of his eyes. She’d said he was a golfer. I wondered how he managed his hair when he was making a shot on the golf course. They stood at our table for a minute, Helen doing most of the talking, until Charles said, with wry humor, “You need to let these ladies get on with their breakfast, Helen,” and excused himself, making a little bow.


    “I suppose we should fill our plates, as well,” Helen said.


    Molly, who had looked up only once when Helen was making introductions, now turned her gaze to the doorway as Ian Haverty entered. He smiled our way—mostly Molly’s way—and said, “Good morning,” but went straight to the buffet. Molly kept darting nervous glances his way as he filled his plate. Oh, if she only knew how transparent she was. I could almost hear her school-girl heart beating, “Sit here, sit here, sit here.”


    


    But the next person to come to breakfast was Doreen, and she came straight to our table, marking her spot with a brochure. “I thought we’d go to Kilkenny today,” she said. “You’ll be having rehearsal tomorrow, won’t you, love?”


    Molly’s nod was almost imperceptible. Doreen continued with her cheery chatter. “Where’s your uncle this morning?” she asked me.


    “Sleeping in, maybe,” I said. “Or sometimes he gets up early to work on his book.”


    “A good morning for sleeping,” she said, eyeing the square window. What had been a mist, I’d now call drizzle. “But you know what they say. The only thing predictable about the weather in Ireland is that it’s unpredictable. By noon, the sun could be shining bright.”


    Helen Prescott, who was setting her plate at the table next to us, chimed in. “I do hope the sun comes out. Charles gets very grumpy when he doesn’t get to play golf.”


    Charles and Ian chuckled as they joined Helen at the table. Molly’s disappointment was hard to miss. Her shoulders drooped. She looked down at her plate, toying with the eggs.


    Grace brought more bread. “How do you like our Irish breakfast?” she asked me.


    I said I’d have to watch myself or I wouldn’t fit into my clothes by the end of the trip.


    In the kitchen, Enya removed the baby from his high chair and disappeared.


    “Could I help you clean up the kitchen?” I asked Grace.


    “Certainly not! But let’s have tea later, and talk.” She touched my shoulder.


    I caught snatches of conversation from the other table, Charles saying that he finished thirteenth in the Open in 2006, that he used to party with Lucas Riordan, and Helen adding that the Riordans were a very important family in Thurles.


    Alex finally arrived. “I confess, I overslept!” he said.


    “No need to confess. It’s not a sin,” Doreen said.


    


    And then came the man who had to be Mr. Sweeney, I judged from what Helen had said on the previous afternoon. Thin hair slicked across his head. Sagging jowls. Distracted expression. He headed for the food, not bothering to glance our way. Our table was full, but he could have joined the Prescotts and Ian. Instead, he took a seat at the empty table, without a word or gesture of greeting. He wolfed down his breakfast and was the first to leave the room.


    *****


    When everyone had cleared out except Alex and me, Grace did allow me to help her take away the last of the dishes. Alex followed us into the kitchen. “Where’s Colin?” he asked.


    “The bank, or maybe the big house,” Grace said, making quotation marks in the air around big house. “He’s been trying to see Mr. Riordan for a month now, but they say he’s not well. I don’t know if it’s true. He hasn’t been to the bank. Colin wants to talk to him, not Lucas.”


    The three of us sat around the small table where Helen had served tea the day before. Grace had made herself a cup of tea. Alex and I had our coffee.


    “Riordan,” I repeated. “I heard the Prescotts say that name at breakfast.”


    “The Riordans are a prominent family in the community. Liam Riordan, the old man, is not only rich, but he’s generous. He’s done a lot for the town, for the whole county. He helped Colin and me get our loan seven years ago, to buy this place. He’s a good man. The son, Lucas—let’s just say he’s nothing like his father.” Grace sipped her tea, and her tone was lighter as she said, “We have so much catching up to do. I know you’ve retired from the university, Alex.”


    “Oh my goodness, yes,” he said. “More than a decade ago.”


    “And you decided to become a world traveler,” Grace said.


    “Alex was always a world traveler,” I said, remembering the tales about his adventures in his younger days. Berlin before the wall came down. Iran when the Shah was in power.


    


    “I started writing for travel magazines after I retired, short pieces often with a food focus, and one thing led to another. Suddenly I had a deal for a series of book-length travel guides.” He told about the first book, a guide to Provence, due to come out in the summer. “I try to get away from big hotels and ‘touristy’ spots, to play up the more intimate venues.”


    “I hope you’ll be kind to Shepherds,” Grace said with that beguiling smile I remembered from so long ago, when Colin was first smitten. Her hair that used to be the color of cornsilk was a darker blonde, but she still wore it shoulder-length. She was still a pretty woman.


    “You can count on it, my dear,” Alex said.


    Grace asked about my family, and I tried to make it as brief as I could, with five children. “Holly, the oldest, lives in Nashville. She’s engaged, but they don’t seem to be planning the wedding yet,” I began. “Claire is a jewelry designer in Santa Fe, and she doesn’t tell me anything about her plans about anything. Julie is still trying to find herself, so to speak. She’s in Savannah, taking care of my dog, Winston Churchill, while I’m gone. And the twins, Michael and Catherine, are finishing their first year in college. Michael at Georgia Tech and Catherine at Emory,” I added because Grace was an Atlanta girl.


    “Good for them!” she said. “You know, I go back to Atlanta every few years now. Colin hasn’t made the trip, because we can’t both be away at once, but my parents have mellowed. They visited us once in Dublin. We’re finally on good terms. We Skype just about every week.”


    I remembered how distraught her parents were when their debutante daughter, pregnant with Colin O’Toole’s child, married him.


    “Skype.” Alex pursed his lips and nodded. “Ah, the wonders of technology.”


    “I have to give it to Patrick. He told us Shepherds just had to have a presence on the web, more than just a mention, if we were to make a go of it. We weren’t getting the business we needed to stay afloat, but Patrick developed our web site. Much more attractive and user-friendly, and this season looks promising. We’re already filling up.” Grace looked into her cup, swirled the tea, and I thought she was about to say more, but she didn’t. I suspected there was something about their finances that was troublesome, from what she’d said about the Riordans.


    “It must be wonderful for your parents to Skype with you,” I said, picking up that thread. “Especially with Little Jimmie. They can watch him grow.”


    “Yes,” she said.


    In that awkward moment, I realized that Grace was struggling with how much to tell us, or maybe she was trying to figure out how to tell us something. I didn’t want to appear nosy, but it seemed to me that Grace wanted—needed—to unburden herself. I was trying to think of a tactful opening when Alex said, “Grace, please tell me if I’m being meddlesome.” His voice was full of kindness, his eyes, too. He leaned slightly forward
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