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​Chapter I

CATAWBA: Vitis labrusca

A native fox grape first planted along Keuka
Lake in the 1830s.

Used for pink or white sweet, tart wines.

 


Hope can be an unexpected gift, wrapped in a
handshake, a chance encounter or a memory shared. Once received, it
becomes a rudder that steers one fearlessly through the turbulent
seas of life ahead. Two young couples, the best of friends, will
need to grab onto that rudder tightly. Life is about to ship them
on voyages into the unknown, crisscrossing an Atlantic already
churning.

Raucous laughter spilled from a farmhouse
doorway, echoing across the slumbering Irish countryside. Colm
O’Brien strode out of his Doolin home and marched down a long field
to a rise facing Galway Bay off the coast of Northwest Clare. He
paused for a few moments, watching the soft coral sunrise
illuminate Connemara’s Cois Fharraige on the far horizon. Then he
shut his eyes and felt the earthy dampness of a September morn’s
dew seep into his sandals.

Familiar scents danced past on the lilting
breeze—peat smoke mingled with seaweed washed up on a distant
strand. He could hear the gossip of goldfinches hidden deep within
the hedgerow as he curled hands upon hips to focus on his breath
and the present moment.

“Isteach agus amach, isteach agus
amach,” he said as he breathed in deeply, then out.

A sudden tilt of the wind carried whiffs of
rashers frying back at St. Fintan’s, enticing his appetite,
distracting his open-air meditation. He opened his eyes and saw his
shadow stretching toward the cliffs ahead. A gull drifting overhead
glanced down and screech-laughed at him. Colm squinted at it as he
drew his ruddy workingman’s hands to his lips, kissed each palm and
raised them to the sky, letting loose a full-spirited laugh that
rose from the bottom of his soles.

Maeve Kenny witnessed Colm’s ritual from the
kitchen window of the elegant Neo-Georgian farmhouse. She grinned
and shook her head. Sorcha O’Brien was watching too, over Maeve’s
shoulder.

“Jayz, he looks daft, doesn’t he?” she said,
arranging bacon on a platter to bring into the dining room. Maeve
blushed. She hadn’t noticed his wife was right behind her.

“Colm does that every morning, ye know,”
Sorcha continued. “Believes if he offers up his love each day to
the universe, it will return to him a thousandfold. Says if ye feel
a breeze later in the day, that’s him kissing ye.”

“Nice. I like that.” Maeve smiled.

“Hmm, do I detect bacon on the premises?”
Andy Krall asked as he rolled his wheelchair into the kitchen.

“Speaking of love returning....” Sorcha
winked back at Maeve as she passed him.

Maeve picked up the tray of brown bread,
fresh butter and homemade black currant jam to carry into the
dining room. Andy backed around and parked his wheelchair sideways,
blocking her path.

“You must pay the toll to pass.” Maeve bent
down to kiss him. He pulled her closer and as she giggled, Sorcha
rescued the bread tray before the open jar of jam slid into Andy’s
lap.

“Sorry, Sorcha. He’s incorrigible.” Maeve
tried to pull away but Andy wouldn’t let go.

“Isn’t that the best type, luv?” Sorcha
laughed.

Maeve closed her eyes as Andy kissed her
again. Was this a dream? Days ago she was home in America, forced
into hiding after becoming an international pariah. She and Andy
never intended their pretend website to lure in unsuspecting
miracle seekers. They were victims of something beyond their
control, she thought. Now, thanks to Andy’s surprise, here she was
in Ireland, just after attending her dear friend’s wedding.

She pulled away from him and followed Sorcha
into the dining room, sitting down at a table covered with a sage
green linen tablecloth. As she looked around the warm,
salmon-colored dining room, dizzying thoughts of all that happened
already in 2003 rushed through her mind. In a one-two-three punch,
she’d lost her long-time beau, her brilliant public relations
career and, worst of all, her mother. Yet, if all that trauma
hadn’t happened, would she be here now in the country of her
mother’s birth—madly in love with her mother’s neighbor, Andy?

He pulled up to the table and slid his arm
around her. “Can you believe the insane brilliance of this
week?”

Maeve shook her head and smiled. “By the way,
in case I haven’t mentioned this before, thank you for rescuing me,
Andy.”

“My pleasure.”

Colm was whistling “The Cattle Drive of
Doolin” when he opened the farmhouse door, stepped inside the
kitchen and paused to peek at the couple kissing in the dining
room. Sorcha watched him grinning, and laughed as she poured
boiling water into a teapot. He turned her way just as she brushed
her long black bangs off her face and returned his mischievous
look. Colm waltzed over to her, took her in his arms and whispered,
“See that luv? It’s already working.”

“Do ye think they know about the wedding gift
yet?”

The front door burst open and newlyweds
Fergal and Brídgeen Griffin entered his cousin Colm’s home full of
cheer. “God bless all here!” Fergal said. After breakfast, they
planned to take Andy and Maeve in Colm’s van on a tour of the sites
’round Clare before their departure the next day.

What a week! Their wedding had been in
Dublin, of course, where Brídgeen’s family, the Doyles, lived.
After the wedding, the festivities drifted southwest to Fergal’s
hometown of Ennistymon and environs. The Griffins were gifted
musicians, which meant every night there was a mighty
seisiún at one of the pubs between there and St. Fintan’s
Farmhouse. Maeve’s favorite was the one in Doolin, where Fergal
played the bodhrán as his grandfather, Packie O’Brien,
launched a lively set of Clare reels on the button accordion.

“There they are, the next to get hitched.”
Fergal grinned as he patted Andy on the back. “I’m right proud of
ye, Andy, hoodwinking the likes of Maeve Kenny and spiriting her
away to our wedding.”

“I was delighted to be hoodwinked,” Maeve
laughed. “So tell me, Mr. and Mrs. Griffin, how long have you and
Andy been planning this trickery?”

“Andy contacted us first,” Brídgeen said.
“He’d found out where Father Mike had hidden you from the media
after the website debacle. I told him how much we wanted you to be
at our wedding, and he provided the way to make it possible.
Brilliant lad, there.”

She winked at Andy and continued. “After
breakfast, we’re into the van for a sight-see. We’ll start at the
Cliffs of Moher, then motor over to the Burren for a stop at the
Poulnabrone Dolmen, a peek in the Aillwee Cave and wind our way up
Corkscrew Hill before stopping back in Doolin for an afternoon
seisiún at O’Loughlins.”

“I’ll pack a hamper for yer lunch,” Sorcha
said.

Later that morning they drove down the coast
road. The windows were open, tugging sea breezes inside the van.
Soon they could see the majestic black cliffs ahead, plummeting
hundreds of feet to the Atlantic.

“Over there’s Aill na Searrach,”
Fergal said as the van eased around a hairpin curve, “where the
fairy foals fell into the sea.”

“Fairy foals!” That got Andy’s interest.

“Legend has it that some of the Tuatha Dé
Danann, early rulers of Ireland, changed into foals and fled from
their enemies into the nearby caves of Kilcornan. One day, seven
foals emerged from the caves and were blinded by the bright
sunlight, spooked and galloped right over.”

“Um, Maeve? Remind me to put on my sunglasses
when we get there,” Andy said.

They parked outside the Cliffs of Moher
Visitor Centre. Andy raced his wheelchair ahead of them down the
sidewalk, passing the red sign warning of “Dangerous cliffs beyond
this point” in three languages. He maneuvered down a gravelly path
to a wide slab of shale and slowed down as he neared the edge and
put his brakes on. As he stared at the watery abyss below, waiting
for the rest to catch up, Maeve ran after him, fear rising in her
heart. He didn’t have his sunglasses on. She could imagine his
brakes failing and her love, her dreams, falling silently over the
edge just like those fairy foals.

“Andy!” she yelled. A sudden fear of heights
made her freeze in her steps, heart pounding wildly, a few yards
from him and the precipice beyond. “Please! Move back,” she cried.
He turned around and saw her eyes wide with terror, her cheeks on
fire.

“Calm down. I’m OK, Maeve. Don’t worry.”

He turned and looked back at the sea. Maeve
steeled herself and tiptoed toward him, averting her eyes from the
water. She wondered what he was thinking about at that moment. His
uncharacteristically intense demeanor made her nervous. She reached
for his wheelchair, grabbed the back and released the brake, spun
him around and pushed him back up the gravel path toward Fergal and
Brídgeen.

“Why’d you do that?” Andy asked.

“Because I want to race you there,” she said
pointing at O’Brien’s Tower, a stone structure marking the highest
point of the cliffs. Andy grinned. “You’re on!”

Fergal and Brídgeen shook their heads as they
watched the crazy pair chase each other up the long, stone slab
path. The breaks in the steps upward didn’t slow Andy much, and
soon he was rolling past a winded Maeve.

“Hey! You can’t do that,” she laughed.

When Fergal and Brídgeen reached O’Brien’s
Tower they found the two of them bent over, cough-wheezing.

“Look at the eejits, wrecked with silliness,”
Fergal said, draping his arm around his wife. “How do yez like the
family tower, by the way? Built by O’Briens, built to last.” He
patted it and elbowed Brídgeen. “Don’t need to tell her that.”

“Ahem, no comment.” Brídgeen laughed.

“Och, the abuse I take.”

Their laughter lifted away on strong breezes
rushing up the cliffs. Soft low clouds rolled in and the sea
shifted from indigo to silver. To the northwest, curtains of rain
billowed over the Aran Islands. Waves knocked fiercely against the
rock wall under their feet. The four stood silent, awed by the
fierce beauty around them.

“How could you leave this for America?” Andy
asked quietly.

“This island can feel pretty small when ye’re
related to half of everyone here,” Fergal said. “My life was going
nowhere. Colm told me he had an opening at his pub Pogue Mahone’s
back in the States. I thought it sounded like an adventure. Little
did I know.” Brídgeen wrapped her arms around Fergal’s waist from
behind and hugged him. Andy looked back at the sea and shook his
head.

“I don’t know, man. I’d find this pretty hard
to leave behind.”

“Well, the missus and I will have to, after
Colm’s wedding gift.”

Andy and Maeve gave their friends a curious
look.

It was during the wedding reception that Colm
had called Fergal aside. His other cousin, Shane Griffin, asked
Brídgeen for a dance leaving Fergal standing at the side of the
ballroom, sipping his pint of plain. Colm handed him a shot glass
and poured some poitín from a flask in his pocket.

“For strength, Fergal. Up da banner!” They
emptied their glasses and Colm patted Fergal on the back when he
started to cough uncontrollably.

“Good lad there, hah-hah! Now about yer gift,
I’ve got a proposal for ye.”

“Sorry, Colm. Already married. Just today, in
fact.”

Colm lowered his eyebrows. “Ye’re breakin’ me
heart. As I was sayin’, since ye’ve been doin’ such a fine job with
Pogue’s, I thought I’d give ye an opportunity to make yer first
millions.”

“I like yer thinkin’,” Fergal said as he
wiped poitín-induced sweat from his brow.

“Ye know how well my construction firm’s been
doin’ since the second wave of the Celtic Tiger was unleashed. I’ve
got so much work in Dublin now, thanks to this boomin’ economy,
I’ve had to open an office here too. Makin’ money I can’t give
away, and needed another scheme to invest, ye know, tax
purposes.

“I met a Yank a while back during a seisiún
in Carraroe at Walsh’s Pub. He’s from New York, upstate, and was on
holiday with the wife—an anniversary present from the kids. He was
tellin’ me how his family runs a small winery there. The poor
cratur said they were going to have to sell it, with the economy
bein’ so wrecked after 9/11. I asked what his selling price was,
and after a few pints, there the winery was…sold!”

“Not one to act in haste, are ye, Colm?”

“An fear bocht. I knew he wasn’t
tryin’ to cod me. Well now, Fergal, I’d like ye to run this winery
for me.”

Fergal stepped back from his cousin and eyed
him with a smirk.

“Tripped on a slippy stone, did ye? Suffered
a bash to the head?”

“I have complete faith in ye, lad.”

“Good, because I know feck all about
winemaking. Hah!”

“Don’t worry lad, it’s yer fine management
skills I’m after. Ye can hire who ye’d like to do the winemaking.
Just make sure it makes a profit, that’s all I’ll ask of ye.” Colm
patted Fergal’s shoulder, then wandered off to pour potent poitín
for someone else.

Fergal sipped his Guinness as he pondered
this sudden gift of fate. It wasn’t too many years ago that he’d
wandered alone one evening down the strand at Lahinch, dragging his
bare feet across the buff-colored sand. He pushed up the sleeves of
his ribbed gray sweater that matched the color of his soul’s mood.
A pub door opened on the promenade and the sound of mournful
uilleann pipes slipped out, a perfect soundtrack for the
moment.

Earlier that day he’d been rejected for yet
another job. It was all so discouraging. Three of his friends had
moved south to Limerick where they found high-paying info-tech
posts. All the rest were working at pharmaceutical companies in
Dublin or Galway. Fergal, unfortunately, didn’t have the skills or
experience needed for either, and felt like he’d be stuck forever
in Ennistymon.

His education had ended abruptly after
passing his leaving certificate exams. Fergal recalled the day the
results arrived at his school. He clutched a small envelope as he
ran joyously down Main Street to the family pub where he planned to
tell everyone the good news, just as an ambulance was pulling away.
His mother watched grim-faced from the doorway.

“Yer Da’s gone. Killed dead carryin’ a keg
from the lorry into the pub. It’s a wonder his bleedin’ heart
didn’t give out sooner. Ruined by rheumatic fever when he was not
much younger than yerself.” He was stunned, and caught the bar
towel she tossed at him. “I’m off then, to pray for his soul. Mind
the pub ’til I get back.”

She walked away still wearing her apron as
Fergal looked inside the dark, smoky room at thirsty customers.
Tears welled in his eyes but he didn’t let one escape. He pushed
back his shoulders, took a deep breath and stepped behind the
bar.

By then he’d been at it for 10 years. Fergal
wasn’t the bitter type, it’s just that he hated his fate being
sealed without having any say in the matter. He kept wondering,
what if things had gone differently?

That evening in Lahinch, he’d paused to watch
the sunset fan saffron-colored light through steel blue clouds
drifting over the bay. Off to the northwest, lights were coming on
in Liscannor village. The wind was kicking up the waves as the tide
rolled in. Each pound of the surf felt like nails hammering into
his coffin.

What lay on the other side of that horizon,
he wondered. Over there in America, where the sun was still high in
the sky, millions of hopeful dreams were in full bloom and
brilliant careers were being made. Not for him, though. He waded
into the water getting the bottoms of his jeans soaked and
wondered, should he let the waves smother him or try to swim to the
faraway shores of America?

His despair faded a few weeks later when Colm
broached the offer of tending bar at Pogue’s, a popular pub in
Sunnyside, Queens. Fergal had already trained his younger brother
Séamas on most aspects of the family business. Here was his ticket,
to leave guilt-free and try to make his mark in America.

Five years later, thanks to Colm’s well-timed
thirst on a drive through Connemara, Fergal and his bride might
become permanent visitors to the land of his birth. His hopes and
future were intertwined with those of Brídgeen’s now. What would
she think of their wedding gift? Would she embrace this winery
business?

“Shane, I have to borrow the missus back,”
Fergal said, cutting in on their dance.

“Aw go on, me thirst was distractin’ me
anyway,” he said as he walked over to the bar and leaned on it.
“Frankie, I’m dyin’ fer a Smithwick’s.”

On Brídgeen’s request, the band began playing
that song she loved from Karan Casey, “Buile Mo Chroí,” with
a slow bluesy beat. Fergal drew his bride close and Brídgeen
wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.

“Howya, mo stoirín,” Fergal whispered.
“Do ye like bein’ Mrs. Griffin so far?”

Brídgeen pulled back, ruffled Fergal’s hair
and laughed. “Do ye like bein’ Mr. Doyle, a stór?”

“So, it’s a liberated lass I’ve gained.”

“Correction, you’re being allowed to consort
with.”

“Ah. I stand, or dance, corrected.”

“Where’s the fight in you?”

“Don’t worry luv, I’ve got a few tricks up me
sleeve.”

“You’d better,” Brídgeen grinned as she slid
her hand from his neck and unbuttoned the collar of his shirt.
Fergal raised his eyebrows and grinned as he pulled her closer.

“Luv?”

“Yes, Fergal?”

“I’ve a bit of a surprise. Are ye up for an
adventure?”

“What kind of an adventure?” she giggled.

“Colm has given us an intriguing wedding
gift.”

“Really?” Brídgeen stopped dancing.
“What?”

“He’s put us on the road to makin’ our first
millions.”

She put her hands on her hips and backed
away. “What’s he gone and done?”

“Given us a winery to manage in upstate New
York.”

She snorted. “A winery? What the feck do we
know about running a winery?”

“Ssh!” Fergal looked around the dance floor
to see if his cousin was nearby. “Colm will provide the cash flow,
we’ll hire the experts. I’ll manage it; you the PR wonder can do
the promotion.”

“You’re asking me to give up my brilliant
career in New York?”

“And I’ll be leaving mine.”

“Does this mean I can toss the ‘Old Mr.
Boston’s Official Bartender’s Guide?’” He nodded. She stared at him
with a look that Fergal interpreted as what the feck did he just
commit to?

Across the room, Maeve and Andy sat watching
couples on the crowded dance floor.

“Wish I could take you for a spin, princess,”
Andy said as he set down his pint.

“What’s stopping you?” She stood up suddenly
and pulled his hand, dragging his wheelchair into the center of the
floor. Colm saw them, ran over to Andy and poured him a shot of
poitín.

“Looks like ye need a wee drop of the cratur,
lad.”

Andy obliged happily, threw back the shot,
then felt his tongue go numb and his face catch fire. His eyes
popped. “Whooooo! That’s some nasty stuff!”

“That there’s Micho Sheehan’s finest poitín.”
Colm laughed. “Welcome to Ireland, lad!”

Maeve took his hand again to dance, but Andy
released it from her grip and began spinning his wheelchair
around.

“Don’t need your help, Maeve, now that I’m
poitín-powered! Whoo-hoo!” Andy spun his wheelchair to the beat of
the music. The other dancers stopped to watch the spectacle and
soon everyone was clapping as Andy let loose what he later called
his “inner gimp Travolta.” The band started playing that Celtic
punk hit “Kick Me Awake” by Madra Confach. “Back down in the
gutter, for bleedin’ feck’s sake, don’t want yer pity, just kick me
awake....” Andy busted some modified break dancing moves that
drew ooohs and ahhhs. But when he tried to roll backward and push
himself back up with his right palm, the rest of his body went
flying over his head and Andy crumpled onto the floor with a
terrible thud. Everyone gasped! Maeve raced toward his motionless
body.

She stopped in her tracks when Andy suddenly
began to twitch with laughter.

“Whoo-hoo!” he yelled, face pressed sideways
onto the dance floor. The crowd roared as Fergal scooped him up and
set him back into his wheelchair.

“Brilliant show, boyo, but that’s yer last
drop of poitín fer tonight. He’s all yers, Maeve.”

As wind whipped around O’Brien’s Tower into
Fergal’s face, it snapped his thoughts back to the present. Maeve
and Andy were still waiting, with arms folded, for an explanation
of his curious comments about the wedding gift.

“We’ve got some news,” Brídgeen said with an
expression that Maeve knew reflected some concern.

“Knocked up already?” Andy smirked at her.
Fergal laughed so hard he started coughing.

“Maeve, do you know this bold one,” Brídgeen
said wagging her finger at Andy.

“Unfortunately, yes. Hah! C’mon, tell us,
what’s your news?”

Fergal put his arm around his wife.

“We’re moving upstate.”

“Really? Where? Why?”

“To the Finger Lakes. We got a winery to
manage for a wedding present.”

“Sweeeeet!” Andy said as he pumped his fist
in the air.

Maeve was stunned. “A winery? Are you
kidding?”

“Colm thinks I’ve done a grand job with
Pogue’s. He promises that we can make our first millions on
this.”

“But a winery…what do you know about…?”

“Feck all!” Brídgeen laughed.

“My PR ace here has brains to burn,” Fergal
said. “And I’ve got the savage good looks.”

“We’ll be lucky if we produce and sell a
case,” Brídgeen said as she pinched his cheek.

“Wow, wait ’til Ty hears this,” Maeve said of
her former and Brídgeen’s current boss at Clú Public Relations in
Manhattan.

“I can build you a monster website,” Andy
said.

“That’d be grand, we could use some cyber
miracles,” Fergal laughed, “but let me build a grotto and install a
statue of the Blessed Mother first.” Maeve groaned. A few drops of
rain fell and they looked back at the sea. A seagull riding
thermals off the cliffs dipped toward them. It almost looked as if
it was smiling, she thought.

“It’s like we’ll all have a new beginning
when we return to America,” Maeve said.

“You three will, that’s for sure,” Andy said
with uncharacteristic seriousness. “Mine will come a little later.
In a few months I’ll be taking another detour off the radar.”

Maeve shot a worried glance at Brídgeen.

“Homeland Security needs ye again, lad?”
Fergal said. “More intrigue?”

“Nah, they’ve already milked me dry for my
mad skills. I’m planning a trip to Bruges.”

“Maeve, looks like you’ll be hanging around
Europe a bit longer then,” Brídgeen said brightly.

“No, she won’t. At least for right now.”

His words frightened Maeve. What was he up
to?

“Princess, I’m afraid we’ll be apart on this
trip. You see, when I was in D.C. doing the Homeland Security
stint, I met this Marine, an Iraq War vet. He was paralyzed after a
Humvee in his convoy hit an IED near Nasiriyah last March. His
vehicle was knocked over by the blast and he was ejected. His
injury’s a lot like mine.

“Matt told me he’d heard about some
experimental cell therapy treatments being done in Belgium right
now for spinal cord paralysis. The trick is, you have to try them
within a certain number of years after your injury or it’s
pointless. I’m right on the edge of that deadline and I’ve decided
it’s time to give it a try before it’s too late for me.” He
squeezed her hand. “I want my future to be everything it can be,
Maeve.”

Her heart sank. Just when she felt like order
might be restored in her life and there was hope on the horizon,
Andy’s words plunged her back into uncertainty. Of course she was
pleased by his courage and that he was hinting at their future
together, but when would that moment really arrive? Months?
Years?

She blinked back tears as she looked away
from him toward the sea. A part of her wanted to get on her knees
and hug him and tell him it didn’t matter, that she loved him as he
was. How could she hold him back, though, from pursuing something
that might restore mobility to his life after the car crash left
him a paraplegic? She was horrified at herself for the selfish
emotions rising in her. Everything felt so confused.

Fergal shook Andy’s hand and patted his
shoulder. “Fair play to ye, Andy. That takes far more courage than
I’d ever have.”

“Coming from a dude who’s going to run a
winery with no experience, I take that as a huge compliment,
man.”

Fergal tossed his head back as he laughed
heartily. “Are ye sure ye’re not Irish, lad?”

Back at St. Fintan’s Farmhouse, Sorcha was
cooking a splendid farewell meal for Maeve and Andy. A classically
trained chef, she appreciated the chance to show off her skills
instead of the mindless daily chore of cooking the breakfast fry
for tourists staying at their home. Colm was after her to quit the
business, since his was doing so well. She kept the tourist money
in her own account though, saving up just in case for a day when
the Celtic Tiger might be defanged. The foursome arrived noisily,
talking about their travels and the winery, but the sight of the
dinner table set with such elegance silenced them.

“Sorcha, this is brilliant,” Fergal said as
they sat down to seared lamb loin chops with a red currant/sherry
reduction served on mint soufflé, and sides of red cabbage and
parsleyed new potatoes from Colm’s garden. For dessert she had
baked apple galettes served with dollops of fresh whipped
cream.

While the women cleared the table after the
meal, Colm, Fergal and Andy reviewed the information about the
winery. Colm spread out a map of Keuka Lake—the Finger Lake shaped
like a Y—on the table. The winery sat on property once owned by the
seller’s grandfather, Red Fullarton. He pointed out the features
included in the sale.

“Ye’ve got a farmhouse, a large barn where
the winemaking is done, an equipment shed here and twenty acres of
land with about seven containing vineyards. The property sits on a
hillside, split into three parcels, one across Route 54. The other
is across Fullarton Road from the farmhouse.”

“Look at that, lads,” Fergal said. “I’ll be
lord of the manor.”

“In all fairness, Fergal, maybe ye better
wait to add that royal title until ye’ve read this.” Colm tossed a
thick paperback book at him. “I picked this up in a used book shop
on High Street in Galway.” The book had a photo of an inept-looking
man cowering next to a huge oak wine cask. The title: “Winemaking
For Eejits.”

Andy laughed. Colm waited to see Fergal’s
reaction. He opened the book without saying a word, flipped through
the pages and paused at chapters titled “Resisting Residuals,” “Oh,
Tannin Bombs” and “The Main Squeeze.” He closed the book and put
his head down, letting out a long sigh. Colm and Andy shrugged at
each other. Finally, Fergal raised his head and one eyebrow at his
cousin.

“I’m daft and I’m proud!”

Colm belly laughed, then kissed his right
palm and shook Fergal’s hand. “Deal then!”

“Jaysus and all the saints,” Fergal said as
he blessed himself.

“I’d like ye there by mid-October, lad. That
means ye’ll be settled in by Samhain.”

“What’s Samhain?” Andy asked.

“Celtic New Year’s. The day after yer
Halloween.”

“Cool. Very Stephen King.”

Maeve dried dishes in the kitchen as Sorcha
washed them. Brídgeen was on the phone with her mother.

“Ye’re a brave one, Maeve,” Sorcha said.

“Really? Why do you say that?”

“Ye know, yer man there.”

“Brave?” she said with a grin. “I’d say more
crazy than brave. He makes me laugh so.”

“Can ye handle what’s ahead?”

It happened again, another person talking as
if her and Andy’s futures were linked. Of course, she was delighted
by the prospect, but they’d only known each other since February.
It was funny, Andy was nothing like the type of man she had
expected to spend her life with. Back in New York, she was sure
she’d be marrying the handsome, successful soap opera star Ciaran
Burns, her longtime beau. That was, until she learned why “pretty
men” should be avoided and never trusted. Andy was everything
Ciaran wasn’t: scruffy, flippant, a bit dangerous and as she now
realized, so much more fun than Ciaran would ever be.

There was one aspect of their relationship
that Maeve just glossed over in her mind. Somehow she’d convinced
herself that Andy’s disability was something temporary, like a
phase he was going through. Sorcha cut through that denial with her
pointed question. Now Maeve was thinking, my God, am I
prepared for what might be ahead should this get serious?

“He just told us today that he’s going to
pursue some experimental cell therapy that has shown promise with
spinal cord injuries.”

“Good,” Sorcha smiled. “He’s no dosser then,
he hasn’t given up hope. Let’s pray that God will make it work for
him.” She set down the dish scrubber, wiped her hands on a towel
and took Maeve’s hands.

“Now Maeve, are ye prepared if that doesn’t
work? What if one day he does give up and nothing
changes?”

“I’ve got hope, too,” Maeve said, a bit taken
aback by her comments. “Isn’t that enough for now?” Though she
smiled at Sorcha, Maeve felt something in her gut…true fear.
Would she be able to handle it?

“I have to celebrate. This is my last night
stayin’ with Dintya Tink,” Brídgeen interrupted as she came back
into the kitchen.

“Dintya Tink?” Maeve laughed. “Do you mean
Fergal’s mom, Gráinne?”

“Yeah, his mam, all right. She whines ‘Dintya
tink to invite yer poor cousin Shane over for tea.’ And, ‘Dintya
tink to help yer old ma stack the peat?’ And ‘Dintya tink I’d have
trouble gettin’ to daily Mass today with yez takin’ the car so yez
can go gallivantin’ around the Cliffs?’” They all giggled.

“I think she’s the one who’s going to need
strength,” Maeve said, winking at Sorcha.

“What’s all this hilarity?” Fergal said as he
walked into the kitchen. Brídgeen blushed and turned away so he
wouldn’t notice. “I’m here for me bride. Time to head back for our
beauty sleep, heh-heh.”

They all went outside to say goodnight.
“We’re headin’ to Shannon the same time tomorrow morning,” Brídgeen
said to Maeve as they walked onto the gravel driveway. “We can give
you a lift to the airport.”

“Thanks, see you tomorrow. Bye,” she waved as
they drove out the stone gates and headed for Ennistymon.

Andy was sitting on the patio out back
looking toward the sea. Maeve took his hand and sat down next to
him at the picnic table. Moonlight shimmered like quicksilver
across Galway Bay. There was an occasional flash from the
lighthouse on Inis Thíar, the closest of the Aran Islands. A
rooster confused by the bright moon crowed from a farm in the
distance. Andy laughed.

“I can identify with that bird, seizing any
glimmer of hope—literally. How about you, Maeve, a half-moon cookie
for your thoughts?”

“I’m a little afraid to go back there,” she
said looking west toward America. “What chaos awaits us next?”

“Don’t worry, princess. Yer mad hacker is
here to protect ye.”

“You’ve been hanging around Fergal way too
much.”

“Hah, I know. So, what do ye know about
winemaking?”

 


 



​Chapter II

ISABELLA: Vitis
labrusca

A very strong, sweet native fox grape planted
along Keuka Lake in the 1830s.

Often used in blended white or rosé
wines.

 


Charles and Selma Krall were waiting by the
international arrivals gate at JFK.

“I wonder what she’s like.” Selma asked.

“If our Andy likes her, that’s good enough
for me.” Charles smiled as he scanned a group of incoming
passengers.

“It’s just that he seems so taken with her so
fast. What if this turns serious? I don’t think Andy’s capable
emotionally of handling marriage right now.”

“Calm down, dear. All that media attention
forged a strong bond between them, don’t you think? Even if their
relationship doesn’t pan out, they’ll always have that.”

Selma frowned. “These two kids are in tough
spots. Look at all the losses she’d had in her life this past year.
And Andy…he puts on a brave front but he’s so vulnerable. I don’t
think he could take a rejection right now if she’s not serious
about him.”

“Selma! For God’s sake, relax. Let nature
take its course. We’ll be here for them, no matter what happens.”
They could see Andy and Maeve inside a distant doorway approaching
the customs line and waved.

As they neared the officer, Andy said out of
the side of his mouth, “Let’s hope we’re not on a terror watch list
or something.”

“Shh! You’ll jinx us.”

The customs officer let Andy through after a
couple of brief questions, but he gave Maeve a careful look. After
she handed him her passport, he called over an associate and
whispered something about it. The woman got on her cell phone and
read off information on the document.

“Uh-huh. Yes, it’s spelled M-A-E-V-E. Boarded
at Shannon. No, no other stamps on the passport. Uh-huh. Yes.” The
woman looked suspiciously at Maeve. “No.” Then she hung up.

Maeve could feel her face redden. It was an
affliction she suffered anytime she went through an identity
checkpoint. What a welcome home, she thought.

“Move along, ma’am.”

Maeve walked out the doorway to where Andy
was grinning next to Charles and Selma. She took a deep breath as
she thought, now comes the real hurdle: meeting the parents.

They were all pretty quiet driving back home
to Binghamton. Charles tensed up in the grid-locked traffic on the
Cross Bronx Expressway and didn’t relax his shoulders until he
rounded the bend past the Delaware Water Gap. Maeve was still on
Irish time, and by now it was past ten on her internal clock. She
tried to nap in the car. Didn’t work. It was an odd moment. She was
sitting next to Andy with whom she already had a deep connection,
but his parents were virtual strangers.

“You kids hungry?” Selma asked, breaking the
silence finally. Maeve smiled at the thought of being called a kid,
especially after being just called ma’am at JFK.

“Oh she’s always hungry for a cheeseburger
and fries,” Andy answered. Maeve growled at him. “What? Am I not
speaking the truth?”

“Would you prefer a sit-down restaurant,
Maeve, or some fast food?”

Before Andy could answer, Maeve put her hand
over Andy’s mouth.

“Whatever the two of you feel like will be
fine, Mrs. Krall.”

“Call me Selma, dear.”

Andy drew Maeve’s hand off his face and then
kissed it. His gesture reminded her of their first kiss that day at
Hickories Park in Owego. It had been effortless to fall in love
with Andy, but when she actually thought about it, there was so
much still that they’d yet to find out about each other. Everything
had happened so fast.

Charles took an exit off Route 81 and pulled
into the parking lot of the art deco-styled Pocono Express Diner.
The four sat at a table with a view of the interstate. Maeve rubbed
her eyes and yawned at the laminated menu in front of her. She
hated to admit it to Andy, but a cheeseburger did sound good.

“That’s my Maeve,” he laughed as she placed
her order and handed the menu to the waitress.

Selma raised her eyebrow. “So Maeve, what are
your plans now?”

“Guess I’m going to have to reinvent myself.
It would be nice if I could just do the thing I love, write, but
I’d like to do it without having to worry about fussy clients or
angry editors.”

“I’ve got it, Maeve. You could blog.”

“What’s that, son?” Charles asked.

“You create a page on the web—and it’s free,
Maeve—where you write your opinions or journal posts as often as
you please.”

“Would she get paid?” Selma asked.

“Well, no. But maybe if she got a lot of web
traffic she could link up with some advertisers and get paid that
way.”

“Oh Andy, how is she going to live off that
at her age?” Maeve cringed. She’d wondered when that hop
toad would pop out of Selma’s mouth. “And she can’t work without
health benefits.”

Maeve stared out the window as her fate was
being decided by the others. What do I want to do, she asked
herself. Och, she was too tired to solve that now.

“By the way, parental units,” Andy said, “any
decision on my plans for Bruges?” Selma looked at her husband.

“Andy, we’ve been talking about that
experimental cell therapy and we’re not sure it’s the right thing
for you yet.” She reached her hand across the table and brushed
Andy’s bangs away from his eyes. He pulled away at her touch.

“I have to do this. Don’t you
understand? Our, uh…I mean, my future depends on it.”

Maeve blushed as she felt Selma’s stare. She
turned toward Andy and smiled. How did I get so lucky to have a
second chance at love, she wondered, someone so brave and willing
to risk all? She squeezed his hand. He stared back at her with an
intensity that made her blush even more.

Selma’s fears were realized. This
relationship had already become serious for Andy. It was too short
a time, she thought. Does Maeve consider this relationship as
significant as Andy does? If they got married soon, God forbid,
would she be ready to take on the challenges marrying Andy would
bring? That age difference could be a problem eventually, too.
Selma knew so little about Maeve. She wanted to trust Andy’s
intuition about her, but it was too soon to be convinced that Maeve
was the best match for him.

The next week, Maeve got a phone call from
Brídgeen who was just back in Sunnyside after her honeymoon in
Tenerife.

“I rang up Ty and gave my notice,” Brídgeen
said. “He was shocked of course, asked what Fergal and I knew about
winemaking.”

“Feck all!” the two laughed in unison.

“Was he OK with it?”

“I guess. Not much he could say. He did offer
to give us a discount on PR services once we get the winery
going.”

“That was decent of him. So are you two ready
for your adventure?”

“Jaysus, I’m terrified, Maeve. A lot ridin’
on this, you know, Fergal’s self-esteem. That’s all....”

“You’ll do fine. I have faith in you
both.”

“How’s yer man?”

“Andy’s a little down. His parents aren’t
thrilled about his plans to go to Bruges.”

“Do the parents just love you by now?”

“His dad Charles is a sweetheart. Andy must
get his sense of humor from him. As for Selma....”

“On a first-name basis with them
already?”

“She insisted on it. Can’t figure her out
yet, not sure what she thinks of me. She already dropped the
age-difference bomb. Pleasant enough, but she’s not what I’d call
warm.”

“Well, she knows you’re the woman who might
steal her beloved son away from her.”

Maeve winced. “You’re probably right. I’ve
invited them over for dinner Saturday to meet Dad. I was just about
to go through Mom’s cookbooks for menu ideas.”

“Not to worry, Maeve. You’ll win her over
soon enough. Speaking of, gotta run and bring dinner over to Fergal
at the pub. He has to close tonight and wanted something other than
their greasy chipper menu.”

“Ah, I could use a Pogue Mahone’s Bloody Good
Martini about now! Give my love to Fergal,” Maeve said.

“And a kiss to Andy from me, luv.”

Maeve’s mother Eileen collected cookbooks.
Her favorites were created by parishes or ethnic organizations
across the Southern Tier of New York. As Maeve browsed the crowded
book shelf in the kitchen, she discovered an old notebook tucked in
the back with a spine held together by amber pieces of old
cellophane tape. She opened the cover delicately and recognized her
Grandmother Nora Flaherty’s handwriting. Inside were all of her
mother’s favorite recipes: brown bread made with buttermilk,
beer-battered fish (Nora wrote “plaice” was her fish of choice),
whiskey cream trifle, square-cut potatoes in a white sauce, lamb
stew and Galway Bay mussels in white wine. By each recipe, Eileen
had jotted notes in pencil on how she had modified the recipe or
when she used it for special dinners. On a slip of yellowed paper
tucked into the center of the notebook, Eileen had written a menu
she cooked for Martin’s parents after they became engaged:
slow-cooked beef braised in Guinness; square potatoes; carrots
sautéed with sherry, brown sugar, butter and parsley; tossed salad
and brown bread. Dessert, of course, was Grandma Nora’s trifle.

Maeve thought mischievously that this same
menu might prove a symbolic test of whether she would blend in
permanently with the Krall family. She knew her mother would
approve.

The day of the dinner, Maeve set the table
with Grandma Nora’s linen tablecloth, her mother’s blue willow
china, the family silver and Galway crystal stemware. She arranged
a bouquet of the last of the roses from the garden and surrounded
it with two crystal candlesticks holding tall ivory tapers. This
wasn’t Andy’s style, but she hoped it would impress his parents,
especially Selma.

Maeve fussed over what she should wear and
settled on a pairing of a simple A-line wool skirt and a teal
blouse from her Manhattan career days. She pinned back her curly
chestnut hair with a tortoise shell clip and wore her mother’s
Claddagh earrings for good luck. The doorbell rang just as she was
finishing the white sauce for the potatoes.

“Dad, can you get that?”

“Hmm, something smells delicious in here,”
Martin said as he peeked into the kitchen. “Now relax, Maeve,
everything looks wonderful. Your mother would be proud.”

“I’ve got to make the right impression, Dad,
especially after all that’s happened.”

“If Charles and Selma are anything like Andy,
you have nothing to worry about. I like that young fella.”

“I kinda do, too,” she said as she kissed his
cheek. “Now hurry, before they ring the bell again.”

She looked back at the stove and saw the
white sauce was getting lumpy. “Argh, not now.”

“Come in, neighbors. I’m Martin, Maeve’s
father.”

“Hi Martin, Chuck Krall. This is my wife,
Selma.”

“Nice to meet you both finally.”

“Yes,” Charles laughed. “We’ve waved at each
other across the driveway for years now.”

“Nice our kids could bring us together.
Speaking of, here’s the young man who’s stolen my daughter’s
heart....”

“Hey, Mr. Kenny. Great to see you.”

“Andy, why don’t you just call me Martin
now?”

“Whoa, really Mr. K? That’s pretty
radical.”

“You caught me on a good day, son. Hah! Come
in, come in!”

Maeve poured the white sauce over the
potatoes and slid the dish in the oven, wiped her hands on a
dishtowel and ran out to greet her guests.

“Hi! Welcome to our home. Can I get you
something to drink?”

Andy looked at the dining room table and
smiled. “Looks like you’re trying to impress someone, princess.”
She put her hands on her hips.

“Definitely not you,” she winked at his
parents.

“Everything looks beautiful, Maeve.” Selma
smiled as she gave the house a quick look over. “Here, I made some
kolachki for dessert. It’s an assortment of apricot, walnut and
lekvar—the recipe is from Charles’s mother.”

“Thank you Mrs. Kra... um, Selma. Sorry,
still getting used to that.”

“Don’t wear it out.” Selma’s eyes squinted as
she smiled at her.

“You a football fan, Chuck? I’ve got the
Notre Dame/Purdue game on in the den.”

“Really? I was watching that before we came
over. How about that 85-yard pass for a touchdown the Irish made
just before the half?”

“It was about time. Purdue’s pretty tough
today,” Martin patted Charles’ back as they walked into the den.
Maeve brought them each a cold beer and some chips and onion dip.
When she returned to the kitchen, she poured Selma a glass of
Riesling and then handed Andy an upstate microbrew.

“What are you having, dear?” Selma asked
Maeve.

“Oh, I’m fine. I want to get the meal on the
table in one piece before I start drinking.”

“Andy,” Selma said, “don’t you want to watch
the game with your father and Mr. Kenny?”

“College football? Not really. Now if
it was lacrosse, that’d be a different story.”

“I think you do want to watch the
game.” His mother looked at him with arms folded. Andy winked at
Maeve.

“Ahhh yes, that’s mom code for leave the room
so I can grill your girlfriend. I get the hint.”

Selma glared at Andy as he turned his
wheelchair around and headed down the hall. She looked back at
Maeve just in time to see her straighten out the smirk on her
face.

“I prefer to think of it as girl talk, Maeve.
By the way, you have a lovely home.”

“My mother Eileen had good taste in
decorating.”

“I’m sorry we were out of the country when
she passed. I remember seeing her tend her beautiful roses every
summer. She certainly had a green thumb. How are you and your
father coping with the loss?”

“Well, it was quite a shock to us both. Dad
was distraught initially, but he’s finally getting his life into a
routine. As for me, well…you probably heard how I lost my job in
Manhattan and then came back here and blew my temp job at the
newspaper. Not really sure what’s next for me, career-wise.”

“No thanks to Andy. I’m afraid my son’s
natural intelligent curiosity gets him into more
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