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Chapter One
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The rain-slicked windows made it hard to see the fast-approaching landscape—but not impossible. The blue splash of the Atlantic hugged the coastline while roadways and houses grew visible as Monopoly-sized squares when the plane eased into its final approach. The acrid scent of burned coffee filled the coach cabin, resulting in Donna Tollhouse Taber, a tall blonde on the other side of fifty with eyes that missed little, wrinkling her nose. “Someone needs to tend to that coffee pot. It might as well be me.”

Her husband, Mark, a small-town detective whose crow’s feet could morph from charming to threatening depending if you were a citizen or a lawbreaker, grasped her arm. “Leave it. We’re landing. Didn’t you hear the announcement?”

“Yes,” Donna grudgingly admitted, twisting in her seat as if to find the offending coffee pot. “It’s just having a sensitive nose makes me notice burned coffee more than most. It could be the flight attendants are too busy making sure everyone is ready for landing rather than attending to the coffee pot.”

Knowing his wife’s antics, Mark shook his head, resulting in a lock of his salt-and-pepper hair catching on his bushy, graying eyebrows. “You’d be the one they’d be urging to stay seated and belted. We’re on vacation. Relax. You’re not back at the Painted Lady Inn serving guests. Before that, you slaved away in a post-operation ward for almost three decades. Have you ever truly relaxed?”

The question rendered her speechless for a few seconds—a rare state, indeed. While Type A personalities were known to be driven and focused, Donna considered herself an A-: goal-oriented, but open to side adventures, especially mysteries. “There was that cruise. Remember? It was going to be so romantic. You missed the boat,” she teased, and then grimaced as she continued. “Then that rich guy died under mysterious circumstances.” Her shoulders went up into a shrug. “I guess I can’t count that one as relaxing.”

Her eyes rolled upward and to the right as the plane tires kissed the tarmac, jostling the passengers. “Wait! There was our honeymoon. We went to Arkansas to get away from the stress of your job—someplace quiet we’d both agreed upon, and then we stumbled over that murdered crystal mine owner.”

“Well,” Mark exhaled audibly, “this trip will be different. No murder. No dead bodies. I read up on Ireland—it’s an incredibly safe place. No bears, wolves, coyotes, or even snakes. The website listed feral cats as their worst predator.”

“Uh-huh,” Donna acknowledged, peering around her husband and observing airport vehicles zooming around on the wet pavement. “I wasn’t exactly worried about bears, wolves, or even feral cats.” She pressed her lips together and plopped back against her seat. “It’s your cousins I doubt. Sean and Maeve invite you to visit immediately after you got your Ancestry and Me report and you emailed them a copy. Total strangers. Doesn’t that strike you as odd? Any other person would demand to know how you dug up their email or wouldn’t have responded at all.”

Mark patted his wife’s hand and then grinned. “I think my cop skepticism is rubbing off on you. Besides, Sean and Maeve are Barrys, my mother’s side of the family—they’re not strangers. The Irish are known for being friendly.”

“You know this how?”

They both swayed in tandem as the plane slowed and turned. “I read it on the Ireland tourism website. Anyhow, it’s not as though we’re going to spend all our time with my cousins. We’ll be able to tour a couple of castles, visit Killarney National Park via boat, and take one of those jaunting carts like in the old Irish Spring commercials.”

Donna rested her head on her husband’s shoulder. “I like it, too—that was the catchline for the actress.”

“Great memory,” Mark commented as the jet stopped and people around them began to stir, reaching for bags stored underneath the seat and loosening seatbelts. “Are you excited about the trip?”

“Yes,” Donna replied in a dreamy manner. “I keep thinking about all the delicious Irish butter, soda bread, shepherd’s pie, and of course, fish and chips.”

“Leave it to you to concentrate on the food.”

“It’s an opportunity for me to learn. I could feature an Irish tea or an Irish night at the inn. It could become quite popular. You’re not the only person in town with an Irish ancestry.”

“I can’t argue with that.” A thunk, followed by a rise in the conversation level, had Mark peering between seats. “Looks as if they’ve opened the plane door.”

People around them clambered to their feet and stretched after the long, eight-hour flight, and then scrambled for their overhead bags as if they could simply stroll off the plane without waiting for the hundred or more people in front of them to move.

“Oh my!” Donna wrestled with her large tote she insisted on calling a purse, qualifying it as a personal item, stuck under the seat. “We’d best get going. You’re sure Maeve and Sean are coming to pick us up?”

“That’s what they said.”

Normally, people disembark the plane in order, but there’s always a wild card with no manners whatsoever who tries to dash in front of everyone. Donna inserted herself into the aisle before any such unmannerly individual could elbow their way through. Solving murders against her husband’s orders kept her in fighting form, and no rude character would get by her. As for the cousins, they’d have to prove themselves. A big Welcome to Ireland, Donna & Mark sign would be a good start. They’d probably put Mark’s name first, though—being the actual cousin and all.

They shuffled off with the other passengers to the customs area, where their passports were inspected, and they stated the purpose of their visit. Mark, normally the taciturn one, showed signs of wanting to elaborate on his answer. Donna cleared her throat and addressed the customs officer. “Thank you, sir.”

“Why’d you stop me?” Mark grumbled. “I was going to tell him about my ancestry search.”

Instead of replying, she glanced back over her shoulder at the long line of newly arrived folks. Mark gave a short nod. “Yeah, right. I would have a few people grousing about Chatty Carl.”

“Carl?” Donna’s voice swung up and she scratched her cheek.

“Well, I can’t be a Chatty Cathy.”

“I suppose not. Let’s go get our luggage and find your cousins.”

About twenty minutes later, they pulled two tie-dyed design suitcases behind them that would be the envy of any Grateful Dead fan. Donna felt the need to comment. “Sure was easy picking out our suitcases among those plain, solid colored ones.”

“Not hard at all since the gate agent insisted on an enhanced security check. They were curious about who owned the suitcases and the contents. I bet we were a disappointment.”

“Haha!” Donna forced a laugh, well aware of how her husband felt about the suitcases. He’d absolutely refused the cute cartoon owls luggage, the other colorful and easy to locate option.

Dark-suited drivers held up signs with last names, a few with electronic signs. Friends, families, and lovers waited with balloons or flowers, and one had a small fluffy dog on a lead. Smiling faces, glowing skin, and laughter created an amiable atmosphere. But so far, no Maeve or Sean.

Fifteen minutes later, the fluffy dog greeted an ecstatic little girl, a smiling woman holding roses strolled beside her beloved, and just about all the other waiting people were reunited with their family and left. A past-weary Donna sat on a less-than-comfortable metal seat. Mark pulled out his phone and consulted his instructions from the email. “Could be I got something wrong,” he muttered, possibly more to himself than to Donna. “Did I not tell them the right time?”

“Well?” Donna asked as she leaned forward to read the email with her husband. “Everything looks right. The plane landed ahead of schedule. Customs was a breeze. Could be we’re too early.”

“Maybe,” Mark murmured, not sounding convinced. He checked his watch and cleared his throat. “I’d better give them a call. They could be stuck in traffic or having car issues.”

His furrowed brow announced his concern about his new-found cousins’ transportation issues or maybe their loss of interest in their relatives from across the pond. There are times to be right, and there are times to be quiet, and Donna decided this was the latter.

She could hear the phone ringing, and then a teary woman answered and identified herself as Maeve. Mark identified himself and inquired if they could expect a ride. A gasp came from the other end, and then her voice carried. “I’ve gone and forgot about it, what with the murder and all!”


Chapter Two
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A luggage cart squeaked by along with a chattering family anxious to relate the details of their flight to the person who hadn’t flown. The thump of the baggage belt, continuing to run with one forlorn, forgotten suitcase making endless circles, added to the soundscape. An announcement squawked over the loudspeaker, sounding nothing like actual language but just blurts and whoops and an occasional word such as boarding.

Not having to actually worry about catching a flight, Donna’s fingers massaged her aching neck, grateful to be out of the uncomfortable plane seat. Her eyes cut over to her husband seated a scant foot away with his cell phone clapped against his head and his other hand covering his opposite ear, trying to minimize the extraneous noise. Eavesdropping, while never easy, became almost impossible inside an airport. All those movies with spies overhearing important conservations in airports—so unrealistic, along with all the enemy spies being supermodels.

The unforgiving overhead lights spotlighted everything from heel marks on the floor to her husband’s dry skin. Donna held out her own hand, checking for dryness. A travel website touted rubbing conditioner through your hair to keep it moisturized. Nope. Most folks already had odd stereotypes about Americans being loud blowhards who usually wore sports-team-themed clothing, needed extra personal space, and had great teeth. No reason to add oddly greasy hair to the list—although she’d admit to being a fan of personal space after being cooped up in a flying metal lunchbox for eight hours. She knew way too much about her fellow travelers.

The man in front of her bragged endlessly about his racehorse, private plane, and imported sportscar in an effort to impress the cool beauty who had the bad luck to be next to him. He never mentioned why he was flying coach. Strangers she could hear, but not her husband—after overhearing the word murder, the surroundings veered from moderately quiet to loud.

While she couldn’t hear, she could analyze her husband’s face. As a seasoned detective, staying calm served as his go-to mode. His forehead furrowed, causing his brows to almost touch his strong beak of a nose. His hand slipped from his ear and opened up enough to rub his palm over his five o’clock shadow. That particular action she labeled his thinking pose. Their former college-aged helper, Ten, used to imitate Mark. She had never mentioned to Ten that while this was Mark’s thinking pose, it showed up mostly when he had no clue. “Okay,” Mark said. “Got the address. Let me see what I can do here. I’ll see you when I see you.”

“It’s not Sean, is it?” Donna worried her lip with her teeth. It would be a shame to have come this far to meet his cousin and discover they missed him by minutes. Of course, it wouldn’t be great for Sean either.

“Oh, no.” He shook his head for emphasis. “Sean’s fine. It’s their neighbor, Bruce, a man in his prime.”

Fluent in reading between the lines, she knew her husband meant a man close to his own age. Some people might think their thirties or forties were the best years, but Mark insisted whatever decade he was in served as the best. “Oh! What happened?”

He stroked his chin as he considered the matter. “It’s hard to say. Maeve said she was busy putting the finishing touches on the dishes she’d made to welcome us.”

“Did she say what they were? Maybe boxty or maybe a Dublin coddle?” she asked, excited about the prospect of genuine Irish food made by a local. She’d interrupted her husband and may have seemed a tad insensitive, inquiring about food when a neighbor may or may not have been murdered. “Ah, the neighbor.” She stumbled for a name—something that started with a B. “Brendon?” she offered hopefully.

“Bruce,” Mark corrected.

“Yes, Bruce, my second choice.” She gave a short head bob and then added, “Why do they think he was murdered? Gunshots?”

“No mention of it.” Mark snorted. “Guns aren’t that common in Ireland. People use them for hunting. I think if there were shots, that would be unusual.”

Knowing her suggestion might be laughed off, Donna waded in with it. Well aware that many of her observations that were initially met with amusement often broke a case wide open, she popped up her index finger and arched her brows. “Do you think it’s a mistake? The man just died, and for some reason, they assume it’s murder.”

He sucked in his lips as he considered the matter. “You may have something there. Maeve told me the man was in excellent health. Rode his bike everywhere as opposed to driving a car. He was looking forward to the most recent confirmation class making their speeches. He teaches the young ones down at St. Margaret’s.”

“I hear you.” Donna pushed to her feet and swiveled around, trying to find the right sign. Having found it, she pointed west. “Car rental is that way.”

“Yep.” Mark agreed, got to his feet, and tried to pull both suitcases with limited luck.

Well aware of her husband’s chivalrous streak, Donna reached for the smaller suitcase. “Here. Let me have it.”

Despite her husband’s initial hesitation, she grasped the suitcase handle and started walking while talking over her shoulder. “If I had a dollar for every runner, triathlon wannabe, or bicyclist who ended up in the hospital, I could buy myself those Jimmy Choo sandals I’ve always wanted.”

“Uh-huh,” Mark acknowledged. “Those people who showed up at the hospital weren’t dead.”

“Good point. A few were close, though.” Not willing to give up her point, she said, “Seemingly healthy people die all the time. Undiagnosed health issues, accidents, self-medication, and…” She listed the various reasons people died and then stumbled to a stop.

“And?” Mark prompted.

Donna coughed and reluctantly said, “Murder.”


Chapter Three
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Their footsteps echoed in the fluorescent-lit corridor along with the slight hum of the luggage wheels. Signage in both English and Gaelic directed Donna and Mark toward the rental car area. Some freestanding signs announced special rates for rentals. She squinted as she tried to convert euros into dollars. Even though she initially thought it was a bargain, it might be higher than she thought. Donna gestured to one cutout featuring an attractive, smiling family. “Ask about that deal.”

“I’ll try.” Mark sounded totally unconvinced. “Remember, lots of those car agencies got rid of half their cars when tourism bottomed out the last few years, and I heard it was hard to get a rental without a reservation. Our own rental car will be ready in two days. I didn’t expect to spend more time than that with Sean and Maeve. It should be a nice sedan, rather like my car at home.”

That meant they had bland, boring cars in Ireland, too. A poster showing a couple in a convertible taunted her. When you went somewhere different where no one knew that you normally drove a nondescript sedan, you should go for a convertible, a sportscar, or even a vehicle that wasn’t beige, black, or white. “Perhaps they have something cute.”

His head snapped her way on the word cute. “I hope you’re not talking about one of those cars that looks as if it should belong to a seven-year-old and driven on the sidewalk.”

She laughed. Maybe she did imagine a smaller car with great maneuverability.

“Oh, let’s see what they have. After all, it’ll only be for two days until our other rental kicks in,” Mark said in an effort to appease his wife.

With any luck, Mark would fall in love with the sporty rental, and they could keep it for their stay. “Maybe,” Donna murmured under her breath.

The man remained unconvinced. With any luck, they’d have a fleet of various cars. Although in the US, whenever they reserved a car online, they never got what they reserved. Usually, it was a similar car, but never the model they actually reserved. “Looks as though no one is renting.” She gestured to the empty corridor. “We should have our choice.”

“Depends,” Mark offered.

No one ever accused her husband of being overly optimistic. When she pointed this out to him, he’d assert he was being realistic.

“Depends on what?”

“Flights coming in and cars already reserved.”

“I’ll give you that.” Donna knew they were alone, but a low rumble sounded in the distance. “Right now, we’re the only folks around, which means we should have first shot at the available vehicles.”

“Theoretically.”

The rumble grew and included squeaky luggage carts, a dog barking, and people talking. Donna stopped and turned, investigating the sound. A literal wall of people came at them—she’d noticed some of them were running.

“Mercy!” She nudged her husband. “They must have landed some big planes because here come the people.”

They stood for a few seconds in surprise and then the people were upon them. Businessmen yammered into their cellphones; couples were shadowed by their sleepy children pulling tiny, cartoon-decorated suitcases; bored teenagers tried to distance themselves from the rest of the family; and an older woman escorted a dog resembling a well-groomed mop that barked as it moved. Donna speculated on if it was real since she couldn’t see any paws.

The crowd vanished almost as fast as it came. Mark picked up his pace, forcing Donna to do likewise. A few yards later they encountered the crowd standing in line at the car rental counters. Several minutes later, a rental rep asked for their name and then stared at her computer. “No rental for Taber today. We do have one in two days, though.”

“Yeah, about that…” Mark explained his quandary in a composed fashion.

The rep showed no emotion during the recital and then replied, “That might be a problem. People are supposed to bring their cars back at the agreed-upon time. Most don’t. They assume they’ll just pay the difference, never thinking about the time it takes to clean and service the car or the other people who reserved it.”

The car rental rep was definitely not a warm-and-fuzzy gal, but Donna put her money on Mark. He could be charming when he needed to be.

His lips curved up into a smile. “Surely you have at least one vehicle. I’m not picky.”

What a fib! It looked as if the rep bought it. The woman leaned over the counter and pointed to an open garage area. “Go inside there and ask for Liam. Tell him you want the emergency special. It’s a car we save for people who fail to make reservations and yet still need a car.”

Donna prided herself on reading people and knew there wouldn’t be the expected happy ending to their dilemma. Her husband, on the other hand, effusively thanked the woman and slipped her a colorful bill in gratitude. Not being familiar with euros, it could have been anything from a fifty to a dollar.

As for Liam, he must have gone on break because they toured the garage for a good twenty minutes. They commented on car models not seen in the US and speculated if they’d get the convertible, the Land Rover, or the Volkswagen Golf. After asking several employees in coveralls, they finally located Liam, which was a relief since one of the wheels on her suitcase had just seized up. She couldn’t mention the issue, since her husband would point out they had perfectly good, non-tie-dyed suitcases at home with wheels that worked.

Liam, a man of few words, listened as Mark repeated his story, including the bit about searching for his ancestors. Instead of commenting on how great it was that Mark could have some Irish ancestry, Liam responded with, “She said the emergency special?”

“She did,” Mark replied with a nod.

“Aye.” Liam grimaced and then yelled something to a younger employee about getting the car.

She heard the emphasis on the even if Mark didn’t. A few minutes later, a bright yellow car just a little bigger than a bicycle pulled up in front of Liam. “Here ya go. She’s small. You’ll only have her for a wee bit. She’s easy to park, too.”

All in all, it was a cute car—and very different from Mark’s usual sedan. Her husband remained speechless while Donna handled practicalities. “Do you think our luggage will fit in it?”

“No problem.” He motioned to his young helper. “Pull out the back seat.”

“It has a back seat?” She couldn’t imagine anything fitting into the back.

“In theory. With the seat gone, it makes the trunk a bit roomier.” Liam sunk his hands into his pockets and made a slow circuit around their luggage. “We should be able to cram that inside. Don’t buy anything until you move to a larger vehicle.”

Both Liam and his helper speculated on how to pack the car, while Mark finally shook off his stupor. “I never knew they made cars this small. Can it possibly be safe?”

“We’re not going that far. Isn’t their town just ten miles or so out of Dublin?”

“There about.”

While their luggage was wrestled inside the mini vehicle, Donna strolled to the front. Eyelashes decorated the round, front headlights. “How cute. The car has eyelashes.”

Mark rolled his eyes and muttered something about how he’d tipped for this. While her husband acted surprised, Donna wasn’t. She had summed up the counter rep as possibly in the wrong profession and not to be trusted. It was not the car they wanted, but it would serve.


Chapter Four
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A large delivery truck emblazoned with the word Tato and a smiling potato wearing a bowler hat careened around the curve. “Mark, watch out! He’s coming right at us.”

“What’s his problem?” Mark exclaimed, pushing in the clutch and shifting down while guiding the tiny car to the suggestion of a shoulder. The truck honked as it whizzed by them, causing the small car to sway.

“Um…” Donna cleared her throat. “I think you were in his lane.”

Mark muttered something indecipherable and then closed his eyes. “You’re right. If I wasn’t so flummoxed by this joke of a car, I might have remembered they drive on the left side of the road. Add in the manual transmission, which I haven’t driven since high school. Having to use my left hand for shifting doesn’t help.”

“I know, honey.” She reached over to pat her husband’s arm, which only required moving her hand the slightest bit. “At least we’re still in the airport parking lot as opposed to an actual road.”

“Good thing.” His eyes flickered open and he inhaled audibly. “It is what it is. Let’s start by getting on the right side of the road.”

“Left side,” Donna couldn’t stop herself from commenting.

After glancing both ways, Mark steered the vehicle over to the left lane. “They could have at least put some reminder to drive on the left side.”

“They did.” She pointed to white, slightly transparent letters
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An effort to connect
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ends in a murder investigation.
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