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Prologue  
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Ireland - 2013

Rose Horgen’s heart fluttered like a trapped bird and her misshapen hands trembled as she stood before the green box and vacillated yet again about what to do.

The right thing... the right thing... 

“The right thing,” she muttered aloud. 

She’d have to do it. Then perhaps Padraig could forgive her. He’d made her see how wrong she had been.

The incriminating letters fairly singed her twisted fingers when she stuffed them into the post box. There. Done. Perhaps now she could get some peace. Rose shuffled down the empty cobbled street toward St. Maura’s Church. The damp kicked up her arthritis, crippling her, twisting her fingers, making her feel older than her sixty-nine years. And that much closer to the grave.

Every time she closed her eyes, she could see the frightened, tear-stained faces, hear the howls of grief. 

A Mass and a rosary once a day for penance. Mass in the morning. Rosary at night. And this was her last one. One more rosary and her penance would be complete. Then Himself would be doing the forgiving.

But every time she set out for St. Maura’s, fallen angels followed her, whispering damnation in her ears. They were whispering now.

All those girls... those babies... 

She hadn’t known, hadn’t realized. She’d simply replicated the way of life.

You’re responsible... guilty... 

Armed with her open umbrella in one hand, her rosary clutched in the other, Rose stopped and tried to catch her breath. Hidden eyes were watching her again. She gazed around at the street, dark but for the pools of hazy brightness drifting down from the streetlights and reflecting off the wet pavement. 

Was someone out there? 

The ones who would punish her must be hiding in the shadows. Watching her. Waiting.

A trick... a trick...

“’tis a trick, is all.”

St. Maura’s lay just ahead. Shrouded in mist, the stone church appeared forbidding. Her legs protested, tried to slow down. The devil himself was trying to stop her from going in, from protecting her immortal soul. Clutching the rosary tighter, the beads pressed into her arthritic joints, Rose forced herself to shamble faster and faster, tried to ignore the voices in her head.

To ignore the accusing eyes in the night.

To ignore the squeal and the hum that echoed at her from down the street.

The unholy chorus coming for her!

One more rosary was all she needed to be saved. Her confessor had said so. As if the thought conjured him, Father Joseph O’Brien stepped out of the church, his dark-garbed form blending with the dusk, all but his white buzz-cut hair. His pale eyes crawled over her like snakes. Panic blooming in her chest, she stepped off the curb and onto the rain-slicked cobblestones, slipped and teetered even as the profane voices in her head reached a crescendo.

No, not in her head... not in her head... 

“Not...” 

Rose turned toward the roaring engine. Blinded by the bright glare of twin lights rushing straight for her, she clutched the rosary with her meager strength.

And when the vehicle swept into her and her very bones screamed with agony as she flew through the air, she knew her judgment was at hand.
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Chicago, 2013

Renny Butler stared at the square ecru envelope marked Personal that sat atop the pile of mail on her desk. She ran a purple-tinted fingernail over the postmark and felt a little thrill shoot through her. Though she’d been born in Ireland, she’d been brought home to Chicago so young she didn’t remember what it was like. Still, anything from or about the country of her birth always interested her. But who would write her from Ireland?

Glancing out the windowed wall of her office at City Culture Magazine down to the Chicago River below, she noted a barge slip beneath the raised bridge as it did every Thursday—as predictable as her life had become since she’d chosen a career move, taking her from investigative reporter to magazine editor. Not that she’d wanted to make the move. Having spent a decade as an investigative reporter, she’d been hard-pressed to give it up, but the last story she had worked on had torn her apart emotionally. She’d had to make the change. The editing job had its perks that she could appreciate—her office with furniture she’d hand-picked, the wall of handcrafted bookshelves, the globe on a brass stand with a compass set in one corner. And even though it wasn’t as exciting as investigative reporting, she enjoyed editing. 

A job she needed to get to. 

An odd feeling tickling her, she ignored the business mail and opened the letter from Ireland. The handwriting was Catholic-school formal, though its stiffness made her think the author had some trouble holding a pen properly.

Dear Miss Butler,

A fine story you published about Chicago’s Irish Americans in your last issue of City Culture Magazine. A friend sent me a copy, and I read every word about Chicago’s Catholic churches, as well as about them who keep Irish music and dance alive in the city. ’tis proud of ye I am. 

Now I know all were not so lucky. We thought we were doing the right thing in sending the wee ones to families who would provide happy lives. But their mothers’ faces haunt me now. And their voices shrill inside my head. Now I know ‘twas not the right thing, at all. Ye understand, do ye not? Some will not want the story of Ireland’s Lost Children known, so ’tis up to ye. 

Yers in God,

Rose Horgen

This woman was proud of her, but all weren’t so lucky?

A sensation Renny couldn’t quite name crept up her spine. A familiar feeling. A reporter’s instincts. 

Sending the wee ones... begging forgiveness... Lost Children capitalized...

This woman sounded eccentric at best. Yet there was a ring of truth about the letter that got to Renny. Before she could analyze what bothered her, the phone buzzed.

Dropping the letter on the desk, she answered the call. “Renny Butler here.”

“This is Mrs. Sinclair of the Temple Bar Guesthouse in Dublin.”

Dublin. First the letter and now a phone call. “What can I do for you, Mrs. Sinclair?”

“Irene Butler is your ma, is she not?”

Renny started. “Yes, she is.”

“I regret Mrs. Butler seems to have disappeared.”

“I’m sorry. What are you talking about?” 

“No one has seen her for two days now. And her key is on the board.”

Renny fought the growing knot in her gut and forced herself to remain calm. “This must be a mistake. My mother isn’t in Dublin.”

“But I found your number in her things. Is your ma from Winnetka, Illinois?”

“She is.” The breath caught in Renny’s throat. Something odd was going on—Mom going out of the country without saying anything to her. Why in the world would she have done that? “Was she with someone?” Perhaps a new man in her life?

“No one. She came alone just four days ago. Said she had to see a woman named Rose Horgen.”

Staring at the letter on her desk, Renny felt her pulse pick up. “You’re sure? When was that?”

“The day she left the guesthouse.”

“And you haven’t seen her since?”

“Perhaps your ma is having such a grand time that she’s simply forgotten herself. I just thought someone ought to know.”

With the breath catching in her throat, Renny picked up a pen. “Can I have your address and phone number, please?”

Even while scribbling down the information, Renny decided she would take an evening flight to Dublin. She would find Mom, find out what was going on. The more she thought about Mom being missing, the more her stomach churned. Mom was all she had. No other relatives, just the two of them. Her dad had died the year before. Mom had to be all right. Had to.

Renny tried calling her and when Mom didn’t answer left a message. Then called Mom’s best friend who seemed surprised that she hadn’t been able to get hold of Irene for several days.

That did it. Renny called Wyatt Hines, her publisher, and explained the circumstances. “I hope you understand. I have to go to Dublin to find Mom.”

“I get it. And I hope you get the story you’re looking for.”

“This is personal, not professional.”

“If you say so. Good luck and keep me informed.”

“Thanks, Wyatt.”

Grateful that he hadn’t objected—she would have had to do this, no matter what—Renny pulled up her calendar to reschedule a couple of meetings. Work would have to be put on hold until she found out what was going on. 

***
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IRELAND

“A tragedy, that’s what it is,” Bishop Nevan Flaherty said, his tone melancholy as he cast hooded eyes over those gathered in his office, a high-ceilinged room with mahogany wainscoting and a stone fireplace. He wanted their reactions, so he could fine tune their thinking if needed. “Poor Rose, may her soul rest in peace.”

“Indeed, she was a woman devoted to her church,” agreed Father Joseph O’Brien.

“And hard-working if misguided in the end,” added Reverend Mother Francis Xavier Cronan.

Her mouth pulled tight in a frown, the mother superior gazed straight at him, but her thick glasses reflected the light coming through the arched window behind him, so Flaherty couldn’t see her eyes. Annoyed—he’d backed himself against the windows so he could read their expressions, would have the advantage over anyone facing him—he had to content himself with her words.

He looked to the fourth person in the room, his communications aide Sean Maddox, who said nothing and appeared to be bored with the issue. Of course, Maddox was too young to know how important the retired social worker had been. 

Laying his hands flat against the leather top of his antique desk with its carved animal and mythological motifs—a future archbishop should have the best—Flaherty said, “At least out of tragedy comes some good. She won’t be stirring up trouble.”

“I don’t know what got into Rose, her thinking she was damned and all.” O’Brien’s white buzz cut bristled with his vexation. “I tried to reassure her over and over that she’d done the right thing, but nothing would do but to go along with her and assign her penance. And in the end, she still wrote those letters to ease her conscience.”

“Do you know how many she sent?” Reverend Mother Cronan asked. “And to whom?”

“I believe it was only a handful,” O’Brien said. “Nothing to worry about. Except...”

“Except?” Flaherty echoed, his gut clenching at the indication of trouble.

“The Butler women. The daughter Renny edits a magazine in Chicago,” O’Brien said. “Rose went on and on about the daughter’s interest in Ireland, how she’d run such a fine piece about the old sod in her publication. I asked a priest I know in Chicago if he could tell me anything about the woman. He said Renny Butler used to be an investigative reporter who never gave up on a story until she had it all.”

All eyes turned to Flaherty and his gut clenched harder. 

“You think she’ll be interested enough to dig further?” He couldn’t have that. Wouldn’t. Worry ate at him. “You know how reporters can be when they think they smell a story. For all that we have spent our lives in His service, she’ll be sniffing around here, trying to cause trouble.” And at the very worst time in his career.

Renny Butler could ruin everything for him.

“Haven’t we suffered enough when the media came after good Catholic nuns and priests who ran the laundries the first time?” Reverend Mother Cronan asked. “It’s all died down now for years. Surely the Butler woman can’t bring up what the Church has tried so hard to put to rest.”

“There is no story but the one that’s already been told in the media,” O’Brien said.

As if awakening from his bored stupor, Maddox asked, “Has it really all been told, then? Are you certain someone with an investigative background added to a personal interest will let the past rest?”

That’s what Flaherty feared.

He would have to deal with the Butler woman. If she dug up the past, she could make trouble for them all.
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Arriving in Dublin the next morning, Renny called Temple Bar Guesthouse in hopes that Mom had returned. She hadn’t. Getting a rental car, a distraught Renny set off for a nearby town, Kileem, to face Rose Horgen since she couldn’t scare up a phone number for her. At least she’d gotten the address from the envelope the Irish woman had sent. Having received that missive, Mom coming back to Ireland after all these years and then going missing, that couldn’t be coincidence. 

Renny was certain she could find her mother. She’d been an investigative reporter for nearly a decade. A year on the other side of the desk didn’t negate her experience nor her instincts. Rose Horgen knew something that would help her find Mom, and she was going to find out what.

The rental car with its steering wheel on the right side took some getting used to as did the narrow, winding roads off the motorway. The countryside between towns—fields of green feathered with wildflowers and populated by pale-skinned Charolais cattle—was tranquil. Even so, her nerves escalated.

A driver passed her, making her jerk to the left, an outgrowth of hedgerow batting her window. Getting back onto the road, she felt her heart steady. Taking a curve, she gasped when she got to the other side—a shepherd guided his black-faced flock of sheep across the rain-slicked road. The brakes screeched but the rental car stopped. A dark sedan jerked to a stop directly behind her.

She set her forehead to the steering wheel and waited for the sheep to amble by. C’mon, c’mon!

Straightening to a clear road but for the dark sedan behind her, she wondered why the other driver hadn’t passed her. She started off again, the other car on her tail. For a moment, she had a weird feeling that she was being followed, but she shook it off when she got to crossing cattle grates and a stone bridge set over a river. She passed rolling foothills contained by lines of neat hedgerows on one side, the decaying ruin of an old church and an ancient graveyard on the other.

She entered Kileem with its red, yellow and green storefronts decorated with hanging baskets of fuchsias and window boxes of geraniums. The dark sedan behind her at last passed when she stopped to ask directions. 

The mustard yellow cottage that was Rose Horgen’s home sat on the edge of town. It looked pretty, neat, with window boxes of flowers. Nothing mysterious about it. She parked and got out of the rental. Anticipation fueled her as she caught sight of an elderly woman dressed in black shambling up the boxwood-edged pathway. Wisps of white hair threaded with faded red fell around her plump, lightly wrinkled face.

“You wouldn’t be Rose Horgen?” Renny asked.

Muddy-hued eyes behind thick glasses widened. “You’ve come to see Rose?”

Not her, then. “All the way from Chicago.”

A sigh escaped the woman who shouldered her way past Renny to the cottage door. “Well, you’re a wee bit late, then, aren’t you?” The woman opened the unlocked door and adjusted the black wrap around her shoulders. “She was buried days ago, God bless her immortal soul.”

“Buried?” Renny’s throat almost closed.

“Ah, poor soul, she stepped off a curb without looking, and her on her way to her evening prayers.” The woman shook her head and clucked. “Whoever hit Rose didn’t even stop to see if the poor woman was still alive.”

Renny gasped. “I’m so sorry!” 

To have been hit by some uncaring driver.

If that’s all it had been. Her instincts kicking up again, Renny wasn’t so certain it had been an accident. The Horgen woman had sent those letters, then had been hit by a car. And Mom went to find her and now was missing.

Though she kept her voice even, her face felt tight. “My condolences.” She had to get whatever information this woman had. “My mother said she was coming here to see Rose, as well. Perhaps you met her—Irene Butler.”

“Why that’s right! Your mother was too late, as well.”

Renny’s throat tightened. “Do you know where Mom went from here?”

“She didn’t say. I supposed back to Dublin.” The elderly woman straightened her glasses. “Would you be a friend of Rose’s son in America?”

“I don’t actually know her or her son, but Rose Horgen wrote to me,” Renny told her. “Wanted me to know some important information.”

Confusion crossed Mrs. Murphy’s features. “What kind of information?”

“I’m not certain. I was thinking, what if she wrote down that information for me? Maybe if I were to look through her things?”

A glimmer of suspicion sharpened the eyes behind the glasses. “Rose never mentioned you. Or your mother, for that matter.”

Though hesitant to do so, Renny handed over the letter. 

Mrs. Murphy squinted. Finding her focus, she began to read, then aloud said, “City Culture Magazine?” When the elderly woman looked up, her eyes narrowed. “Take it.” She shoved the letter back at Renny and stepped inside the shelter of her home. “And take yourself away from here. Poor Rose, barely dead and the vultures have come to feed on her like she was carrion!”

The door slammed in her face. Well, great. Now what? 

Renny drove back through town, torn between horror at the woman’s death and the frustration that another wall had been thrown up before her. She wouldn’t let that stop her from finding her mother! 

Turning onto the street that cut through the heart of the shopping area, she looked for someplace to eat. Spotting a café, she parked on the other side of the street. She left the car, dropping the keys into her bag. The clatter on the pavement behind her told her she’d missed. Sighing, she took a step back toward the parked car and crouched to retrieve them just as a vehicle raced by so fast that a stream of air pummeled her, almost knocking her over. 

Spinning around, she shouted, “Hey, slow down!”

But the dark sedan weaved around another pedestrian and caught a sideview mirror on a parked car before rounding a corner so fast that Renny thought it might go up on two wheels. She stopped breathing for a moment and stared at the corner as if the vehicle might return at any second.

Another dark sedan... or perhaps it was the same car that had been behind her on the way here. She shook her head. Surely no one had been following her. Or had tried to run her over. She told herself that she hadn’t looked before starting to cross. The guy was just driving too fast. It couldn’t have been the same car. Still, her fingers tightened around the keys in her hand.

Slipping them into her bag securely this time, Renny raced across the street and into the café. Seated at a table window, she gave the waitress her order, then got back to the task at hand.

Started thinking about how she was going to find her mother.

Even as her mind worked out a plan, she stared out to the street through the lace curtains, looking for any suspicious-looking dark sedans.
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When Renny arrived at the Temple Bar Guesthouse an hour later, the woman behind the counter wore a name tag—Mrs. Sinclair, who’d called her in Chicago.

“Hi, I’m Renny Butler, here to find my mother. I would like to stay here.”

“I have a very nice—"

“In Mom’s room, please. I’m hoping I can find something there that will tell me where to look for her.”

“Of course. As soon I see your passport and we get some paperwork done. In the meantime I’ll have Old Jim take your bag up to the room for you.”

Pulling out her passport, Renny said, “That’s very kind of you.” Of course she could manage the bag on her own, but she wasn’t going to disagree with the woman who might be able to help her.

A short while later, Mrs. Sinclair led her up to the room where her bag was waiting for her. There was a double bed with an ornate, lace-trimmed spread that matched the window curtains, a small dresser and an upholstered chair.

Mrs. Sinclair stood in the doorway. “We have a parlor on the first floor If you care for a cuppa tea.”

“Thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Do you need a wakeup call in the morning?”

“I’m all set.”

Thankfully, the woman left. Renny just wanted to be alone so she could try to find some clue to Mom’s whereabouts. Unfortunately, she found a few changes of clothing in the closet and some toiletries in the bathroom. No notebook or computer that could clue her into Mom’s whereabouts.

She told herself that Mom was all right. There had to be a good reason she’d returned to Ireland.

Her mother’s luggage... maybe she would find something in one of the bags. The big case was empty, but the carry on held a notebook that had little other than the address and phone number of the guesthouse and of the Horgen woman. She put it aside and stared at the familiar looking box covered in beige moiré and fastened with a dark green ribbon.

Mom’s treasure box. Her breath caught in her throat and her pulse picked up. She stared at it for a moment. 

She’d only seen the box once before. Six or seven at the time, intent on playing dress up, she’d found the box at the back of her parents’ closet. Catching her in the act of rifling through the contents, her mother had ripped the box from her small hands and slapped her. It was the only time she could remember her mother ever touching her without love. Shocked, she’d promised never to go near the treasure box again.

Even now, that promise held her fast. But this was different. This was to help her find Mom, who obviously was in trouble. Having good reason to break her promise, she opened the box. On top of the contents sat a rosary of crystal beads, something Mom had always treasured. Renny picked it up and held it to her face. Closed her eyes for a moment and visualized Mom with this rosary in her hands. Praying was something she’d rarely done in years, but now she prayed she would find Mom, that she would be all right. 

When she opened her eyes and looked down at the box, she noted a single sheet of ecru stationary. Slipping the rosary in her pocket, she vowed to keep it with her until she found Mom.

Her pulse ticked in her throat as she lifted the letter.

Dear Mrs. Butler,

I have thought of ye many times over the years. How kind ye were. What love ye had in your heart for yer wee one. Ye must be so proud of her now. I must warn ye that there are evil forces afoot. Take caution, for I must make things right now while I still can. I can no longer keep silent and pray ye will forgive me.

Yers in God,

Rose Horgen

The breath whooshed out of Renny, and her knees felt like rubber. She settled on the edge of the bed.

Wee one... proud of her now... Rose must be referring to her. What had to be made right and what did her mother need to forgive? And what kind of evil forces?

Whatever she’d meant had lured Mom here. 

Renny considered the Rose Horgen connection. Her Dad had a job in Dublin, and her parents had been in Ireland when she was born, so maybe her mother met the Irish woman then.

She spilled the contents of the box on the bed. Letters bound with satin ribbon and embellished with Irish stamps. Legal documents and airline tickets from Dublin to Chicago. An Irish birth certificate—her own.

There were newspaper clippings with photographs of infants and toddlers, with headlines that spoke of Irish children needing good homes. Then another photograph, glossy, but faded—a pretty young woman with a child perhaps a year old, standing before a stark gray building. The snapshot looked as if it had been crumpled and then carefully flattened. 

The mother seemed familiar. And the child. 

Heart hammering, she flipped it over. In a Gaelic hand, the names Aghna and M[image: image]ir[image: image]ad Shaw. Names unknown to her. 

Her gaze shifted to the passport at the bottom of the box. Renny opened it and confirmed it was hers—and the answer jumped out at her in the form of yet another photo.

Suddenly, she couldn’t breathe.

The year-old child pictured in the legal document was the same as the one in the arms of the Irish woman.

The young mother... there were differences, yet Renny couldn’t deny the resemblance between them as she scrutinized the wild red hair, broad cheekbones, small nose, determined chin, a spattering of freckles.

Her heart thundered, and her stomach heaved. She fought throwing up and faced what she couldn’t deny.

It was almost like looking into a mirror!
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The past - 1982 

Shadows laved Aghna Shaw with dread as she locked onto her wooden rosary beads, her gaze fixed on the serene countenance above her. 

“Blessed Mother,” she whispered in a little girl voice—she was barely seventeen—“’tis no one I have to counsel me but ye.” She lit another candle and dropped a precious coin into the contribution box. “Tell me what I must do now, please.”

The beatific face of the statue above her remained passive. If the Virgin Mary had an answer, she was holding it close to her breast.

Aghna wished she had someone to hold her close. A mother. A father. A sister. Someone to offer comfort. To tell her that everything would be all right.

But then, how could it be, when she was so wicked?

Her situation would not go undetected much longer. And then she would be shunned. Banished. She’d heard enough whispers that kept her stomach in a knot. Had known a neighboring girl to disappear in the night.

“Please, a sign,” she entreated, touching the hand that seemed—just for a moment—to reach for her in succor. But the plaster fingers remained without promise.

Aghna’s chest tightened. Fisting the rosary so that the crude wooden crucifix cut into her palm, she rose and turned from her only hope. The church’s stone walls closed in on her, and the lingering scent of incense from the altar made her stomach tighten and her head grow light. She stopped and swayed, latched onto a pew back. Stood there for a moment just trying to breathe. When the sickness passed, she hurried to the font where she dashed her fingers into the cool holy water and patted her face, whispering, “Wash away my sins...” 

Then she staggered out of Immaculate Heart Church and into the soft night, the misty drizzle shrouding its surroundings in a dewy glow. 

She’d just gotten to the side entrance of the rectory where she worked and lived, when a woman slipped from the shadows into the pool of streetlight. Rose Horgen’s sudden appearance took away Aghna’s breath. Drizzle as fine as a fairy’s breath sheened the woman’s tightly set features without thawing them. 

“Ah, but ye gave me a start.”

“That’d be the guilt working on you, Aghna. What a disappointment ye are to me, lass. You shame us all.”

Aghna stared down at her gently rounded belly. “Ye know, then?” It occurred to her that Miss Horgen might be able to help her. “Whatever shall I do?”

“What terrible sinners such as yourself have done since the beginning of time,” the older woman pronounced. “The right thing! Lads!” she called and waved an imperious hand.

Aghna’s heart stilled as two uniformed men slipped from the shadows. An Garda Síochána—guardians of the peace. Miss Horgen had called the police down on her? 

They grasped her arms hard, and she screamed with fear. Her turn to disappear in the night!

“Wait!” She dug her heels into the cobblestones. She’d heard terrible rumors about the place she imagined would be her new home. “Ye can’t take me there!”

“The world shouldn’t be tainted by devils with pretty faces,” Miss Horgen said. "No one here wants anything to do with ye. Not now. Not ever.”

“Jesus!” Aghna choked out.

The sickness welled in her again, but somehow, she kept it at bay. She fought against her captors, tried to tear herself from their grip, but she exhausted herself as they dragged her along. Then she caught a glimpse of her confessor in the shadows of the porch. 

She yelled, “Father Flaherty, please—”

“Don’t be expecting himself to rescue ye,” Miss Horgen said.

Indeed, no protest to the Garda escaped the priest. His cigarette tip glowed as he watched in silence. Renewing her efforts to twist from the firm grip the policemen had on her, Aghna howled in frustration and kicked one of her captors to no avail. 

“Ye’ll have cause to regret this day!” she yelled.

Then her defiance drained from her, and she was jerked along, the rosary falling to the pavement. Before she could retrieve the only thing she owned that had belonged to her mother, the men shoved her into a waiting dark vehicle, the doors slamming against her ears like the keening of a banshee. 

No, not the sound of the doors. It came from deep within her. Grief for the innocent lass that she had been. Grief for a suddenly unknown future. At last, The Blessed Mother had given her answer.

Like the rosary, she was abandoned.
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