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        A Saturday in late March

        Shannon Airport, County Clare, Republic of Ireland

      

      

      Feeling about as happy as she ever had in her life, Mae Monahan Goodnight walked arm-in-arm with her husband, Ross Goodnight.  Her dark-haired younger son, Brandon Monahan and his girlfriend, Chloe, a petite curvy blonde with a bright smile, followed close behind them.

      With suitcases in hand, they made their way towards the exit of Shannon Airport's main terminal.

      "I still can't believe you're both here," said Mae, looking at her son and at Chloe. "This morning I thought we were putting your big brother Andrew and his new wife on the plane to go back home. I thought that was all there was to it, and then Ross and I would be leaving to drive down to County Kerry. But then I looked up and I couldn't believe my eyes – all I saw was you two getting off of that plane and walking over to us."

      "I know it's a surprise," said Brandon. "But I've heard you talk about Ireland all my life, and we didn't want to pass up the chance to see it."

      "Or to see you and Ross," added Chloe. "By the way, everything's fine out at Goodnight Farm. We've been talking to Stanley every day."

      "So have we," said Ross. "Couldn't have a better caretaker for the place. Even with twenty horses, two dogs, and three cats living there, he'll keep everybody fed and everything in line."

      "I'll admit that I've been having such a wonderful time keeping up with everything here, I haven't worried about home as much as I should," said Mae. "I am starting to miss it. This is our last week in Ireland. I'll miss it here, too, but I'll be glad to see our horses again – all of them at the farm, mine and all the rest."

      "But for now, we've got a whole week to go down in County Kerry," said Chloe. "I read about it on the flight over. It sounds wild and rugged and really beautiful."

      "Oh, it is," said Mae. "That's exactly what it is. No big cities. Just a few very small towns and a number of historic sites. And – " She paused, looking at the two of them. "I take it you're riding with us in our car?"

      "Well, we are if that's okay with you," said Brandon. "We're staying at the same hotel that you are."

      "Yes," said Chloe. "The Western Light. The big old historic place right on the beach. It looks fantastic."

      "It sure does," said Mae. "For a county that has no big cities or anything, there are all kinds of things to do there."

      "As long as sleep is one of those things, I'll be fine," said Brandon, yawning. "I didn't get much sleep on the plane."

      "You can doze on the car trip," said Ross. "It's about three hours to drive down to our hotel. We rented an SUV, not just a car, so there's plenty of room for four."

      Mae turned to look at him. "You did know they were coming this time, didn’t you? I think Andrew and Emily caught us both by surprise, but you knew about these two. I'm sure of it."

      "Well, I might have.” The corner of Ross’s mouth turned up just a little. “Want to send them back? It's probably not too late."

      "No. That's all right.” Mae smiled broadly. “I guess they can stay."

      "But we promise to get lost sometimes," said Brandon.

      "Most of the time, you won't even know we're here," added Chloe.

      "That's all right. It's not a problem. Really," said Mae, laughing. Then she caught hold of Chloe's hand and drew her up alongside. "It's so good to see you. Both of you. We're going to have a wonderful time down in Kerry."

      Then Mae noticed that Chloe wore a slender, sparkling bracelet on her wrist. "Oh, my. What is this?"

      Chloe smiled and held up her arm to show a slender gold tennis bracelet set with small diamonds. "Pretty nice, isn't it? Gold with diamonds. Real diamonds, too, though I don't mean to brag. It was a Christmas present. The most amazing present I've ever received."

      "Did – did my penny-pinching son actually give you that?"

      "He did. He even had it engraved with our initials on the underside. I was pretty surprised, too. I love it."

      "That is truly beautiful. And yes, it's really amazing. Tell me the truth, now, Chloe. You kids – you didn't get married, did you?"

      "No, no, not at all. We're not married. I know Andrew and Emily surprised you by suddenly eloping, but we 've got a while yet to think about something like that. I'm just very excited about my bracelet, and about being in Ireland."

      "I can't blame you for that."

      "And it's going to be a nice peaceful vacation, right, Mom?" asked Brandon, as they approached the terminal exit.

      Mae glanced at him and grinned. "Of course it is. Now, come on outside and say hello to your first experience on the Emerald Isle."

      The big glass doors automatically slid apart and the four of them stepped outside into the fresh dampness of the air.

      "Wow, it smells just like the ocean," said Brandon. "I thought we were inland."

      "We are," said Ross. "But look out there in the distance. See what looks like a river, all around the airport? That's the Shannon Estuary. It's not really a river. It's the ocean reaching inland and surrounding this little point of land."

      "It's gorgeous here," said Chloe. "So cool and fresh. So flat and open."

      "It sure is," said Mae, turning and walking towards the parking lot. "And when we get to Kerry, we'll be staying right on an Atlantic beach. The hotel is incredibly beautiful and is an historic site, being somewhere around a hundred years old. There are so many wonderful sights to see and so many things to do out there. I'm sure we’re all going to love it."

      "I know we will," said Chloe.

      "So far, Mom, you've stayed in two different parts of Ireland," said Brandon. "Which one did you like the best?"

      "Oh, that's hardly a fair question," said Mae. "The first place we went was the small town of Clonmel, in County Tipperary, and I liked that very much. It was so very pretty and historic. And though I loved seeing St. Patrick's Cathedral last week in Dublin, and the Guinness Museum, I found out while I was there that I'm really not a city girl at all."

      "That's true," noted Ross, as they approached the white SUV. "I think she liked her relatives' little country farm much better than the city."

      "Oh, I did," Mae agreed. "I'll show you pictures of it. It's just the kind of place you might imagine when you think of Ireland."

      "I can't wait to see the pictures," said Chloe. "Driving ponies down an Irish country lane? On a farm that grows roses? I have to see that."

      "It was incredible," agreed Mae. "I loved it all. But for this week, we're all going to be staying far from the cities out in County Kerry. I promise, this will be the best and most peaceful vacation you've ever had."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        P.O. Box 495051

        Chicago, Illinois 60018

        Gabriel

      

      

      I'm glad that our first two attempts have gone so well. But there is not enough yet. We must try one more time so that the task can be finished before it's too late.

      Third time charm, as they say. I'll make sure the next one will be our own third time charm.

      I will write again as soon as it's done and give you details for the pickup. It should go just as easily as the first two. We are almost there.
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        * * *

      

      "So," said Brandon, leaning forward in the backseat as Ross drove the SUV down the motorway. "How do you like driving on the wrong side of the road?"

      "I'm not on the wrong side," answered Ross. "I'm on the correct side. Which here, is the left side."

      "And shifting with your left hand?"

      "Not bad once you get used to it."

      "How long did it take you to get used to it?"

      "About a minute. That was all the time I had," kidded Ross.

      "You'd think he'd been driving like this all his life," said Mae. "I could probably do it if I had to, but I'm fine just being a passenger on this trip."

      "So am I," said Chloe. "Now, we're going to a town in County Kerry called Waterville. Right?"

      "Right," said Mae. "It's called 'Waterville' because it sits on a little strip of land between the ocean and a very large lake."

      "So they'll be plenty to do for tourists," said Brandon.

      "As I said, it's a very small town – the population is only about five hundred or so – but yes, it's a wonderful place for tourists. Waterville is the only town on the Ring of Kerry that actually sits right on an Atlantic beach and faces out into the west."

      "I keep hearing about the ‘Ring of Kerry,’” said Chloe. "What does that mean? Is it a museum exhibit, or what?"

      "No, not at all," said Mae. "The Ring of Kerry is simply what they call the scenic road that makes a big circle around this part of the county. It's just over a hundred miles long altogether. The drive takes you past all sorts of ancient historic sites, little villages, and spectacular views. It lets you see a lot of the most interesting places along just one road."

      "Sounds nice," said Brandon. "But I thought I heard something about going fishing in that little town where we're staying."

      Mae looked at Ross. Since they were encountering some traffic on the motorway, he was concentrating on staying on the left side of the road and shifting the SUV with his left hand instead of his right.

      "I think the hotel does have fishing guides available," he said, after a moment. "As your mother said, there's a lake right behind the place. It's supposed to be great for fishing."

      "I'd like to see the historic sites," said Chloe. "Lots of very old places in Ireland. And I'll even bet some of them are haunted."

      Mae laughed, but not entirely out of amusement. "You can be sure that most any ancient site in Ireland is haunted. And you don't want to disturb any of them."

      "Okay. I promise I'll just visit, and not stay too long," said Chloe. "But it does sound like fun."

      "I'd like to see the historic places, too," Mae told her. "They’re greatly treasured here. That's one reason why County Kerry remains wild, rural, and somewhat isolated. The people are protecting both their beaches and some of their most ancient history."

      "Works for me," said Brandon. "I've gotta admit that I'm looking forward to being in a small town or otherwise low-crime area. Living just off the main campus of Ohio State, it seems like we hear about one friend or another getting their car broken into every other day."

      "It's true, sadly," said Chloe. "The city surrounds the campus now. Unfortunately, the city brings the losers with it. We need to live there to get to class every day, but I'll be glad when we can move somewhere else."

      "We should look for another place for you as soon as we get back," said Mae. "There's bound to be something better that isn't too far from the campus."

      "Sure, we can look," said Brandon. "I guess I'm turning into a country boy. The more time I spend outside of a city, the more I like it."

      "I know exactly what you mean," said Mae, smiling at both of them.

      "I don't," said Ross.

      They all looked at him, a little puzzled. If there was anyone who would not want city life, it was Ross Goodnight. "I've never lived in a big city, so I've never had to miss the countryside," he said, and they all smiled.

      "Andrew seems to like the city life and that's fine for him," Brandon went on. "He's going to be a doctor and Emily's going to be a hospital administrator so cities work for them."

      "Wait," Mae interrupted. "You did meet Emily?"

      "Sure we did. Last week their flight to Ireland left from Columbus, same as yours and ours, so they drove down from Ann Arbor to Columbus. Chloe and I saw them off at the airport."

      "Andrew and Brandon laughed the whole time over the trick Andrew was playing, since you didn't know he was coming," giggled Chloe. "Or that he was married. Or that he was bringing his new wife along with him."

      "And then he and I laughed some more knowing that Chloe and I were going to do the same thing the week after," said Brandon, grinning.

      "Mission accomplished," said Ross.

      "I guess so," Brandon said with a chuckle. "But, yeah, Emily's pretty great. I think they'll be just fine together."

      "I think so, too," said Mae. "She's a wonderful young woman and we had a terrific time together up in Dublin. We went pony trekking, shopping, everything. I think she's the ideal match for Andrew."

      "Sure. I think so, too,," said Brandon. "So as I was saying, I don't really need a big city. If I'm a journalist and a writer, I can work anywhere I can get online. The quieter, the better."

      "I understand what you mean," said Ross. "I've lived in rural areas all my life and would never want to live anywhere else. But no place is free of crime. That's why I had a job with the sheriff's department in a very small town in Texas."

      "He's right, you know," said Mae. "The whole reason for this Ireland trip in the first place was because a distant cousin of mine died under suspicious circumstances, right outside of a beautiful little Irish town. And last week a woman was murdered in a quaint little park, in broad daylight, in the city of Dublin."

      "It's true. Awful things can happen anywhere," said Chloe, a little sadly. "Even in the most wonderful, idyllic places." Then she brightened. "But I'm still very much looking forward to this trip. I don't know if I told you, but this is my first time ever traveling outside of the USA."

      "You could hardly have a better introduction to another country," said Mae. "Most everyone speaks English here, though sometimes it's a different type of English than what we're used to."

      "That's for sure," said Ross. "I've already learned da, gardai, and Guinness."

      "Pretty sure that's all anyone would need," said Brandon.

      "I know that Guinness is one of the best beers on the planet," said Chloe. "But what were those first two?"

      "Da is the word for father," said Mae. "Kind of like a shortened form of dad. And gardai – which is pronounced gar-dee – is the plural word for the police. Garda is the singular."

      "I should have realized you'd know that one, Mom," said Brandon.

      Mae just grinned at him. "I'm also realizing that this vacation has included three different kinds of water all around us."

      "Water?"

      "Yes. Ross and I had the River Suir in County Tipperary. Along with Andrew and Emily, we had the Irish Sea just off Dublin. And this time, with you and Chloe, we've got the Atlantic Ocean."

      "And a lake for fishing," said Ross.

      "And a lake for fishing, yes, as ordered," confirmed Mae.

      "I read about our hotel, too," said Chloe. "It sounds fantastic. And historic. And it's big. I guess I was expecting a little bed and breakfast, but this is anything but that. It's even got a very fancy restaurant in it."

      "Oh, a bed and breakfast would have been nice, too," said Mae. "But yes, the Western Light is big and absolutely historic. I can't wait to see it."

      "Now, you just said that most people speak English out here," said Brandon, pointing out of the window. "But look at that road sign. I'm pretty sure that's not English."

      "It isn't," said Chloe, peering out of the window. "The travel books I read say that a lot of people speak the Irish language in this part of the country. They want to make sure it doesn't die out."

      "Don't most speak English, too, though?" asked Ross. "So far, we haven't run into anyplace where they didn't."

      "Most of the people do speak English, even when they speak Irish as well," said Mae. "But it's true that in several parts of Ireland, especially down here in the southwest, the road signs are in Irish. See that one right there? I don't know how to pronounce it in the Irish language." She pointed at the one that read Tiobraid Arann. "Fortunately, all we have to say is the translation."

      "Let me guess," said Ross. “That's 'Tipperary.’”

      "Why, yes, it is," said Mae, looking over at him. "How did you—"

      He gave her a sly glance.

      "Hey, of course you knew what it was. We were just there. The signs were all over the place."

      Ross just looked pleased with himself as he went on driving.

      "Anyway," said Mae, "the sign we'll be seeing most often out here is that one there – the one that says Ciarri. That's 'Kerry,' the name of the county, though I think out here they might say it more like Keer-ree or even Keh-ree."

      "Glad we got the easy one, Mom," said Brandon.

      "I guess we did," Mae told him. "The country is fortunate that there are so many who love the Irish language and who want to speak it among themselves as much as possible."

      "That's how they keep it from being lost," said Ross. "As long as enough people use it, it'll survive."

      "It will," said Mae. "And it's well known out here that the places where Irish is spoken the most are the places that work the hardest to preserve the historic, traditional ways of Irish life… the arts, the crafts, the stories, the heritage. That's what really matters when it comes to saving a culture and keeping it alive."

      "I can see that," said Chloe. "It's so easy for all of that to be lost in a fast, modern world."

      "Well, be prepared to slow down a little, at least for this week," said Mae. "We're almost there."
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      The four rode along in comfortable conversation for the next hour or so, as the SUV traveled down to the southwestern part of Ireland. The smooth, modern motorway soon took them into open farm country that was delightful to look at, especially for Mae. Most of the land was divided up into small fenced or dry-walled fields for crops, though much of it appeared to be grass for cattle or sheep or, sometimes, horses.

      At first there were many small and medium-sized towns along the motorway with hotels and restaurants and small modern shops sitting very close to the road. Back behind those were farmhouses and rowhouses and old stone pubs and schools, always with small green fields and the occasional stand of trees just beyond them.

      After a couple of hours, they crossed the line into County Kerry, and all of them began to notice the changes in the countryside. The towns and villages became less common and gave way almost entirely to fields and farm homes. Then, almost suddenly, the road took them up into mountains which were mostly open and somewhat rocky and bare. It looked like the sort of place where farmers might be able to graze goats and sheep, and possibly a few horses or cattle.

      In the flatter regions were more of the small patchwork fields defined by low dry-stone walls, and scattered among those were some of the old traditional white-washed cottages with thatched straw roofs that looked like something right out of a movie.

      Ross slowed down even more going through this part of the journey, for it was not unusual to encounter a couple of men herding a flock of sheep down the road or a large horse-drawn cart taking a load of hay to a barn somewhere.

      "The roads in County Tipperary were a lot like this, too," said Mae, sitting up straight in the front left seat. "But this place is much more open. Only a few homes that you can see – some of them very old traditional cottages – and most of those are surrounded by small fields."

      "It really does look like something out of the travel books. Or a history book," marveled Chloe, trying to look everywhere at once.

      "It does," said Brandon, gazing out at an enormous lake very near the road with isolated stands of trees beyond it. "Wild. Kind of bare. Like it hasn't changed for centuries."

      "In a lot of ways, you're right. It hasn't changed," said Mae. "This is Kerry which has the westernmost points in Ireland. It is a wild place, as you said, and gets the winds and storms directly from the Atlantic. It's not as easy to farm or raise animals here as it might be in some of the other spots which are flatter and covered with forests."

      "I'll bet you'll find a lot of history here," said Ross, carefully negotiating the winding road. "When this much land is largely undisturbed, and not built over, you'll find a lot of very old sites."

      "I hope to see a few of them while we're here," said Mae. "The books have all sorts of ancient places listed, like ring forts and standing stones and a few very old monasteries. But for now—" She glanced back at Brandon and Chloe, and grinned. "I think this is our town coming up right here."

      "And the ocean," said Chloe. "Oh, look at that."

      Off to the right, and sparkling in the afternoon light was Ballinskelligs Bay. It formed a near-perfect circle in front of the town of Waterville, and at the western end was a wide channel to allow for boat traffic into and out of the great Atlantic. A few scattered small islands offshore were all that stood between the entrance to the bay and the far western horizon.

      At first glance, the town of Waterville seemed to consist only of a line of charming shops and hotels that ran side by side along the curve of the shore. They were traditional rowhouses converted into places to buy genuine Irish crafts and other souvenirs, along with restaurants and pubs.

      It seemed that the permanent residents had a small community of homes and industry all to themselves back behind all of the tourist buildings, with open hills rising up behind them that were covered with nothing but rough grass and rocks.

      Then Ross turned on the blinker of the SUV and pulled into a parking lot. As the vehicle stopped, Mae saw that they were in front of a long white building – made to allow for plenty of ocean views – that looked something like a cross between a castle and a mansion.

      "Oh, my goodness, look at that," said Mae, as she prepared to get out. "This is our hotel. Like I said, it's called the Western Light, and now I can see why."

      All of them got out of the SUV and stretched a bit after the long ride. They were trying to choose between gazing out to sea and looking at the beautiful hotel. Right then, the white walls of the building were beginning to catch the afternoon sun and would certainly be a lovely sight at sunset.

      "Looks nice.” Ross opened up the hatch of the SUV so everyone could get their suitcases. "It's been there for a while, but it's well kept."

      "You bet it is," said Mae. "The Western Light Hotel has been open for over a century. In this splendid isolation with almost nothing around you but mountains and ocean, you really could believe you were living in the Ireland of long past. I think we're really going to enjoy this, every one of us."

      "Okay. But right now, I just want dinner," said Brandon, as they all started towards the door. "It's been a long time since breakfast."

      "Same for me," said Chloe. "And I think we've come to the right place for that."

      "Let's check in, then, and try their restaurant," said Ross. With that, everyone grabbed a suitcase and they all walked inside.
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      "Good day, good day to you all," said the clerk. He was a man of about forty and wore a nice grey suit. "Welcome to the Western Light. If I may have your names, I'll check you in and find your keys."

      While Ross talked to the clerk and got all of them signed in, Mae noticed that there was a sign for the restaurant on one side of the desk with the hours posted – and next to the sign was what looked like a little black stuffed pony with a shaggy mane and tail. It was very cute and looked to be handmade.

      Gently, she picked up the toy pony. "That's adorable," she said, as the clerk looked at her and smiled. "I know a few folks back home that would love one of these."

      "You will want to visit our gift shop, Mrs. Goodnight," said the clerk. "We have many unique items made by local artisans, just like this little Kerry Pony. Things you could not find anywhere else."

      "I'd love to see the shop," said Chloe.

      "So would I," said Mae. "And some real Kerry Ponies as well. Is that possible? I've heard they are a rare breed."

      "They are a rare breed," he agreed, "but you can see them whenever you like at the Kerry Bog Village Museum. Here's a brochure. It's about an hour from here on the Ring of Kerry drive, with many wonderful sights."

      "The – Kerry Bog Village?" asked Chloe. "What is that?"

      "It's one of our most popular attractions, Miss Block," said the clerk. "The Village is quite an accurate a recreation of how the Irish lived in the 1800s. It has many fine exhibits, including rare Irish breeds of animals such as Kerry Bog Ponies and the original type of Irish Wolfhound. Occasionally, they have a few of the small black Kerry cows, some Galway sheep, and Old Irish Goats, too. All of those are being carefully raised so that they are not lost to us."

      "Oh, that sounds wonderful," said Mae, and looked around at Ross, Brandon, and Chloe. "Could we go? Would you mind?"

      "I'd love to see it," said Chloe.

      "Sure," said Ross and Brandon, at the same time.

      "That settles it. We'll definitely make the trip.” Mae took the brochure and held it so that Chloe could see it, too. "Look at this. Recreated cottages that show daily life, down to the last detail. And yes, Irish Wolfhounds and Kerry Bog Ponies."

      "Anywhere to play golf near here?" asked Ross.

      "Indeed, sir. We have an outstanding course very close by. If you'd like to go, do let us know very soon. The available times go quickly."

      Ross turned to Brandon. "Want to try it? Your brother and I played on a small course in Dublin."

      "Mmm… well, I don't know… I've never played at all. If this is a pro course, I'm sure it's out of my league."

      "I don't know a thing about any kind of golf," said Chloe. "Except maybe miniature golf, but I don't think that's what you're talking about here."

      "I don't exactly need any more golf on this trip. Not after what happened on the course in Dublin." Mae was remembering how an unfortunate young woman had been found dead on the small course near the city under frightening and mysterious circumstances. Even though the case had now been solved, it was still difficult to think about.

      "But, Ross, we could certainly look into it once we get back home," Mae said. "There are golf courses all over the place in Ohio."

      "We could." Ross looked up at the clerk again. "Anything with riding, or pony trekking, nearby?"

      "Oh, yes. There is a very good place called Misty Morning Stables. They have beach rides which our visitors love, as well as carriage rides through some parts of the town."

      "Now, that sounds like something perfect for us," exclaimed Chloe. "Mae, do you think we could go?"

      "I certainly hope so. I'll check their website and see if we can get in." Mae took the brochure from the clerk.

      "We know that they can usually accommodate one or two extra riders a day or more, in advance," he said. "It's certainly worth checking on, especially if you would like to try the beach ride."

      "We definitely would." Then Mae looked up as two men wearing rough working clothes and heavy boots walked through the lobby and stepped up to the other end of the check-in counter.

      They did not appear to be either tourists or businessmen. One seemed to be quite a bit older than the other, though they did not look like father and son, and they both stood quietly waiting for the clerk to be finished with his clients.

      "I'll be right with you, Joseph," said the clerk, to the older of the two men. "And with you, Liam. Although—"

      The clerk paused and then looked back at Ross. "Mr. Goodnight, these men might have just the thing for you. Do you enjoy fly fishing? Because Joseph Hart and his assistant, Liam Thomas, can take your group out to the finest spot in County Kerry for it. You may never want to return home at all."

      "Fly fishing?" Ross glanced up at the clerk and then at the two men who had just arrived at the hotel's front desk. "I've done that a few times, back when I lived in Texas. You have it here?"

      "We certainly do," said the clerk. "Joseph does many things for us here at the Western Light, and so does Liam. But Joseph likes nothing more than to take a group of visitors out to Lough Currane to catch some sea trout."

      "That I do," said Joseph. "Even better, we're nearing the end of March. That means it's time for salmon."

      "Salmon," repeated Ross, looking interested. "Nice big Atlantic salmon?"

      "Aye, sir. Good chance of a big one, especially near the island. Church Island, I should say, not far from the shore out there in Lough Currane."

      "Church Island," said Mae. "Isn't that the one with some very old ruins on it?"

      "It is, ma’am. It's a small place, being only about four acres, but it has a wonderful history. Draws both fishermen and sightseers alike."

      She glanced up at Ross. "Sounds like a great way to start our trip. We could all go to the island. You and Brandon could fish, while Chloe and I explore the ruins. What do you think?"

      "Sounds like a plan," agreed Ross. "Mr. Hart, could you take us tomorrow?"

      "I could. There are rowboats there with men who hire out to tourists. I have a group of three leaving at nine, and the rowboat can take four more. You can all go. We'll be there for about two hours."

      "Everybody okay with that?" asked Ross.

      "Count me in," said Brandon. "I love salmon."

      "So do I," Chloe smiled. "Salmon and history."

      "Sign us up, then," said Ross. "Put the charge on my card."

      "Done," said the clerk, smiling. "I have no doubt you'll have a wonderful time there. It's less than two miles to drive from here to the rowboats. I'll give you the map."

      "Though you'll need a bit of cash, sir, for the rowboat. The men there will charge you fairly, but they do not take credit cards," Joseph said, smiling.

      "No problem," said Ross. "I'll take care of them."

      "Fine, fine." Joseph turned to the younger man. "Liam, that will leave you here to take care of things tomorrow morning. I take it you're available?"

      "I am," said Liam. "I do like the fishing, but I'm probably of more use changing light bulbs, repairing hinges, and sweeping porches and such."

      "Ah, but you're a good fisherman, too," said Joseph. "And a fine handyman."

      "Though if I may, miss," said Liam, looking at Chloe, "I'd suggest you leave that bracelet in your room, safely locked up, so that nothing can happen to it on the island visit. It's no place for delicate finery."

      "Oh, yes. Good idea. I will," Chloe said, and began sliding the bracelet on her wrist as though already looking for the clasp to take it off.

      "I'm sure you can wear it to dinner this evening," said Mae, smiling. "But I think he's right about tomorrow. Now that I think about it, maybe I should do the same with my wedding ring."

      "Your wedding ring?" asked Chloe.

      "Yes. I don't want anything to happen to it on that trip." Mae held out her hand and looked down at the slender gold ring inset with three diamonds – one for her, one for Ross, and one for the family they had brought together and created as their own.

      "Tired of being married already?" asked Ross.

      "No, of course not. I just don't want anything to happen to my beautiful ring."

      "You work around the horses while wearing it."

      "I do, most of the time. Except for bathing them, where the soap might make my hands too slippery and the ring could come off." She smiled at Chloe. "That's why I wanted just the band with inset diamonds, so that there would be nothing sticking up and getting caught on harness or reins or anything else. And also so I could wear gloves for riding, driving, grooming, and wrestling with hay bales and feed sacks. It works really well. But if I might be reaching into a lake to help you wrangle fish tomorrow, wearing my ring might not be the best idea."

      Ross just nodded.

      Mae knew very well he was just teasing her. "I'm pretty sure I can put it back on in time for dinner tomorrow," she told him.

      "Okay, then. For now, though, let's check in and see about arranging for dinner tonight."

      "Liam and I will take your bags and show you to your rooms," said Joseph. "And there's no question you could ask about this hotel, or the town of Waterville, that we couldna answer."

      "We'll take your word on that," said Mae, as he and Liam gathered up the suitcases. "But for right now, I can’t wait to see the rest of it."
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        * * *

      

      Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe walked up the one flight of carpeted steps to their side-by-side rooms, following Joseph and Liam who carried the suitcases.

      "There you are, now," said Joseph, as he and Liam set down the bags inside the rooms and then stepped back. "Enjoy your evening. The restaurant is not to be missed. And I will be waiting at the boat landing tomorrow morning at nine."

      "Thank you," said Mae. "We’ll be there."

      "Aye, ma’am." With that Joseph closed the door, rejoining Liam in the hallway as Mae and Ross began settling in.

      "My gosh, look at this view," said Mae. "We had the river in Clonmel and St. Patrick's Cathedral in Dublin, but I think this tops both of those."

      "I think it might," agreed Ross. For a moment, they stood together at the tall windows near the far end of the room just gazing out at Ballinskelligs Bay where it lay sparkling in the afternoon sun. "Though I'm still ready for an early dinner."

      "Okay, you win," Mae said, laughing. "I think the kids said they were hungry, too. Now that we've got our fishing trip planned, I'm ready to go eat whenever you are."

      "We were lucky, running across the fishing guide first thing."

      "Looks that way. But I have to admit, I'm really more interested in seeing those old ruins out on the island than in fishing."

      "Remember that when they're serving up the salmon I'll catch for lunch tomorrow."

      "Well, when you put it that way… maybe I should try to help."

      "That's all right. Just don't lose your ring if you're going to take it off for the fishing trip. Maybe you should put it in the room safe. It's in the wall of the closet."

      "Good idea. Will do."
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      "Oh, I feel so much better now," said Chloe, as Mae welcomed her and Brandon into her room. "I took a shower and put on some fresh clothes. It's a long flight to Shannon, Ireland from Columbus, Ohio."

      "It sure is," said Mae, picking up her purse. "And then a three-hour car ride after that. But now I'm ready for a lovely dinner in this beautiful place."

      "I'll settle for just about any kind of dinner at this point," said Ross.

      "So will I," added Brandon.

      "Do you think nice jeans and a decent blouse are all right for this restaurant? It looked kind of fancy," said Chloe.

      "I think so," said Mae. "We're in the country and this place caters to tourists. Besides, I need my jeans and trainers for the beach walk we're taking after dinner. I can't wait to get a good look at the seashore."

      She looked around at the other three, who just shrugged.

      "Food first," said Ross.

      "Food," said Brandon.

      "Food sounds good," said Chloe, laughing.

      "A novel idea," said Mae. "In that case, let's go."

      The four of them went downstairs and walked into the hotel's main restaurant which was indeed "kind of fancy" as Chloe had said. But it was comfortable and friendly at the same time, with both tables and booths and plenty of space. There was no way to miss the floor-to-ceiling windows with their views of the bay and the land that nearly enclosed it.

      It was difficult to decide what to order, for all of it sounded wonderful. To save a little time, Mae decided on a selection of seafood platters that everyone could share, along with roast lamb chops for Ross. He was also pleased to find that he could get colcannon here, the Irish dish made with fried cabbage and creamy, buttered mashed potatoes that had become a favorite of his.

      "I hope I can learn to make that once we're home," said Mae.

      "I hope you can, too," said Ross. "Either this or Guinness."

      "Well, I don't think I could make Guinness very well, so I guess it will have to be colcannon."

      "That's fine with me. I'm pretty sure we can get potatoes, cabbage, and butter in Ohio."

      "I'm pretty sure we can, too."

      The dinner turned out to be something of a buffet brought right to their table. There were oysters, mussels, lobster, and smoked salmon with side dishes of fresh greens, roasted potatoes, and fresh-baked bread with butter.

      "I wasn't sure I liked seafood all that much," said Mae, as the plates were cleared away. "But I sure did like all of that."

      "Anything would taste good with that much butter on it," said Brandon. "But yeah, it was pretty nice."

      "I don't think I'll need to eat ever again," said Chloe.

      "Try the lamb chops next time," said Ross.

      "We would, but I don't think there are any left," said Mae. "So, I guess no one wants dessert?"

      "Not right now," said Chloe, and the others shook their heads.

      "I couldn't, either." Mae started to get up, and the others followed. "I can see that it's almost sunset – the perfect time for a beach walk. Want to go?"

      "Yes. I need to walk off an eight-hour flight, a three-hour drive, and several pounds of food," said Brandon. With that, all four of them left the restaurant and then walked out through the hotel's front doors.

      The tide was in, and the water of the bay was very close to the shore. Mae, Ross, Brandon and Chloe walked across the road and then stepped onto the promenade, the smooth walkway that allowed visitors to get a perfect view of the beach.

      It was not really a beach in the traditional sense since between the promenade and the water were large smooth rocks, not sand, so the walkway was the best place to see the bay.

      For a time, they all stood in silence watching as the sun approached the horizon and sent up a long and glittering gold shadow on the water.

      "See that? That light cast on the water?" said Mae. "The old legends say that such a light was a door to the Otherworld."

      "To – the what world?" asked Brandon.

      "The Otherworld. Kind of like heaven to the ancient Celtic people. The Otherworld was the beautiful land where the gods and goddesses lived. It was also a place where mortals might accidentally wander in and become lost forever."

      "Always a cheerful bunch, these Irish," noted Ross.

      "They are, I'm afraid," said Mae, smiling.

      "It is a beautiful sight, though," said Chloe. "I know I'll never forget seeing this." She stepped close to Brandon and he reached down to take hold of her hand.

      "Do you remember how in all the movies, the heroes always ride off into the sunset?" asked Mae. "That's because the old stories always say that the Otherworld, or heaven, is in the west. So that's where the heroes always end up."

      "Now I can see why," said Ross, nodding as he looked out into the setting sun and the glittering light on the water.

      "I know they were right," said Brandon, gazing out at the golden sky. "Because our home is in the west, from here."

      Mae could only smile at him, not sure she could keep her voice steady at that particular moment.
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      The next morning, Brandon and Chloe walked next door to Mae and Ross's room for a quick breakfast.

      "I ordered blueberry muffins with butter, a pitcher of cold milk, and, of course, hot coffee.” Mae rolled the cart over to the small table near the window.

      "Perfect," said Chloe. "After all that food last night, I sure don't need anything more."

      "I don't, either," said Brandon, helping himself to a large hot blueberry muffin and reaching for the butter knife.

      "Just make sure you're hungry for lunch. I'll have a big salmon for us," said Ross.

      "Sounds good." Brandon chuckled. "But just in case, I heard there's a little pub down the street that has nice basic Irish food like shepherd's pie."

      "Better eat your breakfast, son," said Mae, pouring him a cup of coffee. "Best not to tease the man who's catching your lunch."

      Before long, they were all walking outside and getting into the SUV.  Ross, who once again wearing his familiar grey Stetson hat, drove them the mile and a half or so down a narrow country road to the place where the rowboats docked.

      "That's Lough Currane," Mae said, trying to pronounce it correctly as lok kern. The enormous lake sat right in back of the town while the rocky hills, strewn with tall dry grass, rose up as a backdrop behind it all. "It looks almost as big as the bay on a map. There's just a narrow strip of land dividing the two and that's where our hotel, and part of the village of Waterville, are located."

      "Clever name," said Brandon, grinning.

      "I suppose it is," said Mae. "But what really matters is that there's a break in that strip of land. That break connects the lake with the bay. That's how the salmon get in and out."

      "And after this morning, one of 'em's not getting out again," said Ross. He parked the car in the small gravel lot which already had a few other vehicles in it, and all of them stepped out.

      "I guess I thought it was more of a pier," said Mae, as they walked across the grass. "But it looks like this is all they need."

      Sitting on the grassy shore, pulled mostly out of the water and tied to a stake in the earth, were several colorful, fair-sized rowboats. They looked like something out of a painting, though when she looked closer, Mae saw that the boats were equipped with small outboard motors. Each boat was painted a different bright color and all looked neat, clean, and well kept.

      Mae glanced around, but did not see Joseph anywhere. There were only several men wearing traditional woolen work clothes, including tweed jackets and flat caps, sitting on rocks near the boats. A few of them smoked pipes and none of them seemed in a hurry to go anywhere.

      As Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe waited together on the shore, a few more cars pulled up and the fishing parties got out. They walked to the men and made arrangements to have themselves ferried over to the island.

      Soon the men were helping their passengers into the boats and pushing them back into the water. Each man stepped into his boat, walked to the back of it, and started up the motor. The boats slowly backed away from the shore and in a few moments, a line of the little vessels – blue, green, yellow, and white – were headed out across the lake at a gentle pace towards Church Island, over a mile away.

      It was hard to see the island from there, for it was very small and entirely flat. The only thing that made it stand out were the small stone ruins scattered across it, looking like ghostly shadows from the shore of the lake.

      The weather was cool and damp. The breeze was fresh from the ocean and blew right at them across the lake. Mae was glad she had dressed warmly and felt sure that two hours out here would be enough – if, that is, they ever got to the island in the first place. There was still no sign of Joseph and only two of the rowboats were left.

      She touched Ross's arm and he bent down to listen to her. "We didn't get the wrong time, did we? We were supposed to meet him right here at nine o’clock this morning, right?"

      "I thought so. Maybe something came up."

      "Need a boat, sir?"

      Mae looked up to see one of the men who ran the boats. "I can take ye," he said. "I can take a party of four."

      "Thank you," said Ross politely. "We'll probably do that. But we're waiting for our guide to get here from the hotel."

      "His name is Joseph Hart," added Mae.

      "Ah, Joseph," said the man with the boat, nodding. "He'll be here, for sure. The man works a dozen jobs at once and sometimes runs a bit late. But if he said he'd be here, he'll be here." Then the boatman looked back towards the road, for a car was just coming down the gravel lane. "And that's probably him right there."

      "Oh, good.” Mae looked up at Ross. "I know you and Brandon want to fish, and the more I see of that island, the more I'd really like to see the ruins on it."

      The car pulled into the parking lot and found a spot, and then four men got out of it. Mae was just glad to see that Joseph had finally arrived.

      "Good morning," he said, walking towards them. "I see you made it. Ready for your fly fishing?"

      "I think so," said Ross, and Brandon nodded as well.

      "The rest of the party was running a bit late," said Joseph, "but we're all here now. This is Harold from the USA, along with Richard and Thomas from Canada." All three men nodded to them and said "Good morning."

      "Now, then," said Joseph, "if you gentlemen will kindly pay our boatman, we'll be on our way." Ross and Henry took out their wallets and paid in cash, and then the boatman tipped his hat to them and led the way to the bright red boat that sat waiting on the grass.

      Very carefully, the four of them got into the boat along with Joseph and the three other men who would be fishing that day. The boatman pushed the boat off of the grass and stepped in just as it floated out onto the water of the lake. Then he made his way to the back, sat down, started the motor, and slowly backed the boat away from the shore.

      In a moment, he had turned it around and they were on their way to Church Island.
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      "I know we're going out there for the fishing," said Mae. "But Chloe and I would just like to explore, if that's all right."

      "Oh, it's quite all right, ma’am," Joseph answered, as the red boat moved along. "Many go to Church Island purely to see the sights, fishing or no. It's just past a mile or so to get there, but well worth the trip."

      "Good chance of catching anything today?" asked Ross.

      "Quite good," said Joseph. "We'll be there for about two hours and if you canna get one by then – well, there are always the restaurants." Then he grinned. "As I said, quite a good chance. You've come at a very good time, during the spring."

      "Do the salmon run in the spring?" asked Brandon.

      "Well, you see, young man, springtime is when the fully grown salmon return from the Atlantic. That's why we call them 'springers.' They're the ones who spent the winter far out in the ocean – maybe as far away as Greenland – where they did nothing but eat and eat. Now it's spring and they're coming home, after growing large, silvery, speckled, and delicious on all that good food. They're the ones we'll be after today."

      "And I thought I wasn't hungry," said Brandon.

      "We're allowed to keep only one, correct?" asked Ross.

      "One per rod, sir, quite correct. Any others are catch and release, as are all of the sea trout should you get one of those. But if you get a nice sized salmon, say ten pounds or so, you can all have a fine feast for your tea tonight."

      Brandon looked up. "I thought you were kidding about that. So, the restaurant will cook it up for us?"

      "That they will, young man. With the largest roast potatoes and the freshest salads you've ever had."

      "Sold," said Brandon. "We'll see who gets one first – me or Ross."

      "Probably you," said Ross. "I'm old and tired."

      "Then I'll share mine with you."

      "Sold."

      Mae turned away a little to hide her smile. "Joseph, at first we thought you were just the bellman," she said. "I know now that you do far more than carry suitcases."

      The boat moved along nicely in the cool breeze from the quiet lake. "Well, you see, I do a little of everything at the Western Light," Joseph said, "I live close by in a little house my family has owned for generations. It's just myself there, now, and so the hotel keeps me as kind of a man of all work."

      "We can see that," said Chloe, holding on to the side of the small boat and keeping her jacket pulled close around her.

      "It's true," he said. "I can carry bags up the stairs. I can take the tourists fly fishing. And I can repair most anything that might go wrong in any of those historic hotel buildings. Maintaining my own very old family home gave me a good start on that."

      I see," said Mae. The man was quite personable, and in his own tweed jacket and cap he seemed like someone who should be on a travel promo for Ireland. "It sounds like the ideal situation for you. I think the hotel is lucky to have you."

      "Why, thank you, ma'am. I appreciate that. I feel I am quite fortunate to have them, as well."

      Up ahead of them, Church Island began to grow larger. It was small and flat and still difficult to see against the water, but in a moment, the ruins of the old monastery came into view and the shoreline became better defined. Mae found herself looking forward to seeing such a truly historic site.

      She looked up at the clear sky with only a few high white clouds, and tried to think of what it must have been like for those who had first gone to that island to live so many centuries before now. No doubt they, too, had delighted in a glorious morning on the water and looked forward to catching some fine fish for their supper.

      Mae found it rather reassuring that some things, at least, didn’t change.
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      Even though the bright red boat was loaded with nine passengers and fishing gear, it took only a short time of steady traveling across the lake for the boatman to get the little craft out to Church Island. He ran it ashore on a long sandy spit just below the grass and then got out to tie it to a stake in the earth. One by one everyone departed, carefully stepping over the prow, with the men picking up the long fishing rods and tackle boxes and bringing them out, too.

      Mae stepped out onto the long thick grass of the shore with Chloe beside her and walked a short distance away from the boat. She could hear Joseph explaining things to the men as they prepared to get their catch, but right then, she only had eyes for the island … the wild and isolated little island where people had come to build, live, and worship a long, long time before now.

      "You see, gentlemen," said Joseph, "the thing about springtime salmon is that now they're back into freshwater, here in this lough, they've got no appetite. They've spent all winter eating and eating in the saltwater of the North Atlantic, and are not now looking for food. So, ye might ask, how do ye get a fish that isn't hungry to take a strike at your hook? Well, let me say a little about that…"

      Mae walked further away from the water, looking all around.

      "Oh, Chloe," she whispered. "Look at this place. I thought I'd found the real Ireland when I saw my cousin's farm in County Tipperary, and again on the night when I sat on a bench in the park outside St. Patrick's Cathedral in Dublin. But now I think … I think maybe, it's right here."

      "I can see why you would," agreed Chloe.

      Across the little island, covered now with long tough grasses and a few colorful spring wildflowers, were the remains of the monastery that had once stood on this place. Now, though, the old monastery consisted only of a few small and mostly ruined stone huts and one very old chapel. There were also what looked like the remains of old stone walls in haphazard lines across the center, mostly fallen in now and half covered with earth and weeds.

      Nearest to the place where the boats were tied up was what looked like a large, rounded pile of smooth rocks.

      "Let's start over there." Mae walked along with Chloe. "I did some reading. All of these ruins are anywhere from nine hundred to fifteen hundred years old. That one, there, was said to be St. Fionan's cell – what we would call his home. He's the one who founded this monastery."

      "Why would the monks want to come all the way out here to live and build a church?" asked Chloe. "Wouldn't it be better to have the church where more people could come to it?"

      "You might think so," said Mae. "But a small gathering like this was mainly so that the monks could spend their time in prayer and contemplation. They might also do things like make copies of Bibles, or carve crosses, or build simple furniture such as tables or benches."

      "Seems like there would be plenty of work here just to keep them in food, clean water, firewood, and things like that," said Chloe. "They were probably going back and forth to the mainland a lot."

      "I'm sure they were. It's not like they didn't have plenty of other things to do besides prayer and meditation."

      They two women went on walking to the big pile of stone, and Mae turned her face up to the mostly blue sky to feel the cool fresh breeze. Again she imagined how the people who first lived here might have felt on such a day, raising their faces for a trace of warmth from the springtime sun, and being grateful to receive it.

      They approached the stone structure. It was bigger than it looked, rising up above their heads, and had been kept clear and free of most of the weeds so that it could be clearly seen.

      "This is a beehive hut," said Mae. "It's called that because of its shape, like half of an egg with the pointed end up."

      "Or an old-fashioned beehive," said Chloe, grinning.

      "Yes. Exactly right. It would have had a rounded stone roof on it, too, supported by timbers, and would have provided good shelter."

      "Can we go in?"

      "Right this way." The two of them crept in through the low opening and then stood up tall, inside the home of the ancient monk now known as St. Fionan.

      Though there was no roof, the interior of the beehive hut was still shadowed and cool. It wasn't much bigger than one of the horse stalls in the barn back at Goodnight Farm. The only other entrance or exit, aside from the missing roof, was a small opening at the very back that looked just large enough for an adult to crawl through.

      A low stone wall in the center, looking like a bench, divided the structure into two small rooms. Out of the stones of the old wall grew delicate fern plants, along with blue, white, and purple wildflowers that also turned their faces up to the bit of sun.

      "Imagine living in a place like this," murmured Chloe. "Out here on this island, in the wind and the rain, in a stone hut."

      "It was probably a very fine accommodation at the time," said Mae. "With the roof in place – either stone and timber, or maybe straw thatching like some of the cottages still have today – it would keep out the wind and rain pretty well."

      "I hope so. It would get pretty chilly out here at night, I'm sure." Chloe ran her fingers over the low wall in the center. "At least, they could sit down on this, I guess."

      "It would get cold in here," agreed Mae. "But you know, I'll bet this wall was actually for sleeping. It would keep you from having to lie down directly on the cold damp ground."

      "Well, maybe. I'd still rather have a mattress, a down comforter, and central heat."

      "So would I. But really, this wall, or ledge, wouldn't have been bad to sleep on if it was cushioned with warm straw and furs. Just add some natural sheepskins or woven wool cloaks, light a couple of candles in the wall niches, and build a little fire vented to the outside. I'll bet it could be surprisingly warm and cheerful."

      "Hmm. It does look like these niches in the stone sides are made for a little candle or a lantern or something. They must have been using something like that. And…" Chloe paused, looking closely at the flat wide niche in front of her. "This is bigger than it looks. Is there something in it?"

      She started to reach into it, but then hesitated. "I can't see that far. I don't want to put my hand into anything like that, when I don't know what it is."

      "That's right. You shouldn't. Just give me a minute." Mae took out her cell phone from her shoulder bag and touched on its light. After looking into the deep wide niche for a moment, she lowered the phone.

      "You're not going to believe this," she said, and raised up the bright light of the phone to look again.
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      "Believe what?" demanded Chloe. "Mae, what's inside that niche? And how long has it been there?"

      "I don't think it's anything ancient," Mae answered. "It looks like – well, it looks like craft supplies of some sort."

      "Wait. You said – craft supplies? In an ancient ruin?"

      "Yes. I can see what looks like rolled-up pieces of leather. Nice leather, too, in brown and black and some kind of grey. And fabric, like felt. A big roll of heavy waxed thread, and a few short white candles. And – is that a wooden plate and cup? Yes, it sure is. And what looks like some canned food."

      "Food? And a plate? And candles? Is someone living here, or is it just for a caretaker or something?"

      "Could be for a caretaker, sure. Maybe they come in here at break time. There's a wooden box, too. I've got to see it. It's small. The top flips up. And it has—"

      "What does it have?"

      "Well – believe it or not, it looks like sewing supplies. Big needles, heavy thread, some rivets and decorations, and glass beads."

      "Of all the things that might have been hidden in an old ruin, I don't think I would have expected anything like that."

      "I wouldn't, either." Very carefully, Mae replaced the wooden box and turned away. "If I didn't know better, I'd think someone's been staying out here at night. Maybe someone who just likes the solitude and is happy enough to live out here and make things in peace and quiet, even if they don't have much in the way of modern comforts."

      "Maybe," said Chloe. "Back in Ohio, we have homeless people taking up residence in all kinds of strange places – in parks, under bridges, whatever they can find. It's sad, but it happens."

      "It happens everywhere," said Mae. "I guess if this place was good enough for a saint back in the past, it might be good enough for someone wanting solitude now."

      Chloe nodded. "We'd probably be surprised at how many people might end up living in other historic structures, too. As long as they're quiet and don't damage anything, they could probably stay hidden for a long time."

      "They could. And then – ohhh!"

      There was a sudden wild scrabbling sound from the other side of the stone bench. Then a small black streak shot out from behind it, tore across the floor, and vanished through the small back door.

      "Oh my gosh, what was that?" cried Chloe, as she and Mae grabbed onto each other's arms.

      "If I didn't know better, I'd say it was a cat," said Mae, trying to catch her breath and quiet her suddenly pounding heart.

      "A cat? On this tiny little island?" Chloe took a deep breath and let go of Mae, and then tried to peer over the bench to look at the ground on the other side. "I don't see anything else over there. But how would a cat get all the way out here?"

      "Well, if someone is more or less living here, they might have brought a cat for company." Mae switched off the light on her phone and put it back in her bag. "Cats would keep down any mice that found their way to this place. There's some shelter here in these old buildings and at least some food. Plenty of cats can learn to grab a small fish that gets close to shore, and there are always birds. And if someone is staying out here and bringing cat food with them, the cats would do just fine."

      "Okay. Maybe it was just a cat," said Chloe, pushing her windblown blonde hair out of her face. "But whatever it was, I'm ready to go back outside and leave this place to the saint. And all his cats."

      "Good idea." Mae and Chloe went out again through the entrance and began walking outside.

      It was good to be back in the open again, after the strange closeness of the little stone hut. The wind off the lake blew fresh and damp and there was, again, a little warmth in the sun. A number of people stood fishing along the shore, all standing in little groups with their guides, and more or less learning to cast their long, flexible fly fishing rods. A couple of the tourists had opted for boat fishing farther out on the water, but most had elected to enjoy their fishing day from the edges of the island.

      "I think I see them," said Chloe, looking back in the direction of the stone hut. "Right there. See? Not far from the red boat."

      "Yes, I see them. Ross and Brandon both. They do look very focused," said Mae. "I've never tried fly fishing, but I've heard it's not easy. I hope they at least enjoy it."

      "And catch something for our lunch," added Chloe. "And farther down, with that other group – is that the other guy we saw yesterday? He was with Joseph at the desk. Liam, that was his name."

      Mae looked again, squinting, but couldn't be sure. "Might be. It's too far away to tell for sure."

      "I can't really tell, either. The rest of them just look like black silhouettes with the sun behind the clouds."

      "I'm sure that plenty of people here take advantage of the opportunities to earn extra money when they get the chance. I'm sure there's good business in taking the tourists out when the salmon are running."

      "Like the four of us. This place is just about full this morning." Chloe turned and looked ahead of them, down the middle of the island. "Are these walls that I'm looking at here? Or what used to be walls?"

      "I think so. I'm seeing – yes, it pretty much covers this whole center of the island. Looks like rectangles, more or less, sitting end to end. Do you see them?"

      "Yes. Not much left, now, and pretty low, but those are definitely stone walls down in the grass."

      "It would have been easy to keep a few sheep or goats in there and then put up a wooden lean-to for a little shelter. That's almost certainly what these walls were for."

      Suddenly Chloe grabbed Mae's arm again. Something had moved along these walls, too. "What was…?"

      And then both of them laughed. "You see? It was a cat," said Mae. "This time it was a very pretty ginger cat, running along the old stone wall right there."

      "But look at that one," said Chloe, her voice sounding concerned. "Black as midnight against that white stone wall. Like a shadow.”

      "Like a cat," said Mae firmly. "It's normal for cats to be black. Or ginger. Or a lot of other colors."

      "Of course. And they must be used to being fed," said Chloe. "They're trying to hide, but I can see them watching us."

      "And here's why." Mae walked over to the remains of the wide stone wall which was overgrown with grass and only about as high as her knees. "Look here, along the top. Looks like dry cat food. Like kibble. You're right. They are being fed, so most likely they come around whenever they see people."

      Chloe relaxed a little. "Of course, it was cats. That black one had to be what we just saw back in that beehive place, or wherever it was."

      "St. Fionan's cell. His house. Yes, I think it was that one, too. I'm sure a saint would not mind a cat taking shelter in his house."

      "I guess not. But you know – this island is beautiful, but it's also strange. Shadowy. Kind of haunted, almost."

      "I know what you mean. There have been people here for a very long time – so long that they leave their shadows behind, even when they're friendly and really don't mind that you're here."

      "Okay, now I'm scared," said Chloe, laughing.

      "I think we're safe enough," said Mae, smiling at her. "But it's true that you could easily picture things like the puca out here."

      "The – what?"

      "The puca," said Mae. "Another old legend. It's a creature that can take other forms, like a pony or a cat or even a man, and nearly always looks solid black like a shadow."

      "Oh, my gosh, Mae, I'm going to be on the next plane out of here."

      "Most of the time, though, it just likes to play tricks and fool people."

      "Most of the time?"

      "Well, some stories say it can be dangerous."

      "Great."

      "But usually it's just a trickster. Lots of places have a trickster of one sort of another that appears in a lot of their stories. You know, like a tricky coyote, or a fox. That kind of thing."

      Chloe sighed. "In a place like this, I could fully believe in something like that. Let's get out of here and finish exploring."

      "You bet. We've saved the best for last. There is one structure here that's pretty much recognizable. Right this way."

      Together, Mae and Chloe walked the rest of the distance past the old stone walls to the far end of the island where the main attraction stood: the ruins of a small twelfth-century chapel, still sitting tall and proud on the flat little island despite having no roof.

      A few other tourists were also there and looking around at the chapel, apparently taking a short break from catching fish. But as Mae walked closer to the old stone building, with Chloe staying very close to her, she could see why plenty of tourists and students of history would want to come there and see it.

      The chapel grounds were entirely surrounded by a rough stone wall of various heights and in different states of repair. The old church itself was larger than Mae had thought and was a neat rectangle made of stacked dry-stone construction. It was essentially just small flat stones piled up with no mortar to hold them together; instead, they were kept in place solely by being carefully interlocked. The front was especially impressive with its arching stone doorway that was beautifully detailed with several more surrounding, decorative arches.

      "The door is so pretty," said Chloe. "But what is all this out here?"

      On the outside of the chapel were three large piles of rocks, and each pile had a single tall standing stone in the middle.

      "Those are thought to be burial sites, most likely for those who lived and worked here and helped to found the monastery," said Mae. "This one here – the standing stone by itself with the beautiful Celtic cross carved into it – is believed to be the grave of St. Fionan himself."

      "He did a lot with one little island," said Chloe.

      "He did indeed.” Mae gazed at the chapel. "The Irish and their descendants still talk about him today and visit his home and his church right here. His home still looks pretty good, considering it's been something like fifteen centuries since he walked here."

      "I hope he doesn't mind," said Chloe.

      "In all seriousness, I'm sure he'd be pleased to know that so many still come here." Mae reached into her bag again and took out her phone. "Why don't you go stand by the chapel door – actually, get right there in that corner formed by the front face and the surrounding wall – and let me get a picture."

      "Sure. Nobody back home will ever believe I went to a place like this." Chloe pushed her shoulder bag back behind her, thus keeping it from half covering her in the picture, and then turned to face Mae and smiled.

      "Good, good. One more. Now look out at the water. Okay. I think those will turn out great."

      "Thanks," said Chloe, as Mae again put away her phone. "We should trade and I'll get some pics of you with my phone. Then we can – hey!"

      Chloe stopped short as though jerked back, but then staggered forward a step as the strap on her shoulder bag suddenly snapped. The bag fell down onto the old surrounding wall and bounced out of sight, apparently dropping into the deep grass below.
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      "My gosh, what happened?" cried Mae, quickly walking back to Chloe. "Where did your shoulder bag go?"

      "I don't know," said Chloe, trying to look over the three-foot, dry-stone wall. "I must have caught the strap on one of these old stones that are sticking out. The strap broke. It fell somewhere down there, on the other side of this old wall."

      She started to try climbing over the wall, but Mae stopped her. "Wait. We don't want to damage that wall by stepping on it. It's dry stone and not half buried in the ground like the other ones. I wouldn't want to explain that to the people who maintain this place."

      Mae took Chloe by the arm and drew her towards the entrance. "Here. We can go through the building and around the back. Then we won't have to climb over that wall."

      "I knew I should have gotten a better bag for this trip," Chloe said, her voice shaking. "Those stones are sharp. They cut that vinyl strap right in half."

      "It's strange. If I didn't know better, I'd say it stretched out and then snapped back," said Mae, steering her through the chapel. "But I'm sure I saw it fall on the other side, for whatever reason."

      Then, as they made their way through the old ruin which was of course open to the sky, they found that the rear doorway was blocked by a small gathering of tourists. It looked like the same fishermen that they'd seen outside not long before. Right then, though, all of them were looking at the tall carved stones that were supported against the walls with metal pins, and were marveling at the stones' inscriptions of Christian crosses, old Irish words, and a man playing an ancient lute.

      "I've got to get that bag," wailed Chloe. "It's got my wallet and keys and my phone and – and everything else. I can't lose it."

      "You won't," said Mae, trying to soothe her. "Come this way. We'll go around." They turned around and walked quickly through the old chapel. Mae longed to get a closer look at the inscribed stones along the walls, but first, they had to retrieve Chloe's broken bag.

      Chloe went out through the front doorway, broke into a run, and hurried around to the other side of the chapel. Then she made her way along the outside wall as quickly as she could, ran across the back, and rushed up the other side. Stumbling over hidden rocks and nearly falling in a couple of low spots, Mae caught up with her just as she began rummaging frantically through the tall rough grass and tumbled stones.

      "I don't see it," Chloe cried. "But it has to be here. It has to be. Where else could it have gone?"

      "There's a lot of stones and tall grass here, and a few holes," said Mae. "Keep looking. I'll check in these weeds here beside the chapel. We'll find it. I mean, we saw it fall. It can't have gone far."

      "Oh, I hope so," said Chloe, blinking back tears. "I have to find it. I have to. It can't be gone. It just can't."

      After a good ten minutes of searching all through the grass, and all along the edges of the old wall, and the ruin of the chapel, Mae had to shake her head. "I don't see it. I can't imagine where it might have fallen that we can't find it, but it's not here."

      "And it's not on the other side of the wall, either," moaned Chloe, near tears. "This has been such a wonderful trip and now – now this. I just can't believe it."

      "Let's go. We'll tell Ross and Brandon what happened. They might have some idea of where we can look or what might have happened."

      "Oh, I hope so," said Chloe. Then she stopped, looking around along the shoreline. "I don't see them. Where'd they go?"

      Mae peered out across the island in a couple of different directions. She faced the front side of it, where the boats were tied up, and then finally turned towards the back. "There," she said, and pointed at two familiar figures – one of which was wearing a Stetson hat from the American west. "They're right there, on the opposite side of this place from where we started. Come on," she said gently, and took Chloe's arm. "We'll get it figured out. I promise. "

      Slowly, with Chloe still looking back towards the ruins every few steps, Mae led her around to the far side of the island. Ross and Brandon were trying their luck at fly fishing, while Joseph seemed to be farther down the shoreline helping the three other fishermen who had come out with them on the boat.

      Brandon caught sight of them first, and he frowned when he saw the look on Chloe's face. "What happened?" he asked, trying to talk to her and work his line at the same time. "You all right?"

      "I lost my bag," she told him, fighting back tears. "I can't believe it, but I lost my bag."

      "How could you lose it? Did you set it down somewhere?"

      "No. We were trying to take pictures. When I walked away, the strap got caught on a rock or something sticking out from that church. It snapped and fell on the other side of the wall. But by the time we got over there to look, it was gone."

      "Maybe we can go take a second look before we leave," said Ross, also trying to talk and keep an eye on his line at the same time.

      "We should," said Brandon. "I mean, how far could it have gone?"

      "There was nobody around?" asked Ross.

      "Not right at that spot, no," said Mae. "At least, I don't think so. There were some other tourists around – mostly inside the chapel – and so we had to go all the way around to the other side to get to the place where the bag fell. It was only a couple of minutes, but by the time we got there we couldn’t find it."

      "All right," said Ross. "We're almost done here. We'll go and look again before we leave."

      "We'll find it," promised Brandon, still looking intently at his line. "Worst case, we'll have to call and cancel your credit cards and stuff. We can do that if we have to."

      "Yeah, I know," she said, leaning her head against his shoulder. "But that's not the worst of it. It's – it's – "

      "There, now, young lady. Is this what you're looking for?"

      Mae turned around to see Joseph walking back to them. In his hand was Chloe's lost bag, with the broken strap dangling from one corner of it.

      "Yes." Chloe dashed over to him and took the bag. "Oh, thank you. Thank you. Where did you find it?"

      "Wasna me who found it," said Joseph. "It was Harry who found it, over there with the other two men who came here with us today to do some fishing."

      "Oh, I'm so glad he did," Chloe said fervently, examining the bag very closely. "Where was it?"

      "He said he spotted it down in the weeds while they looked at the chapel," Joseph told her. "The little strap was broken. Caught on the dry stone edge of the old chapel, most likely."

      "That's exactly what happened," confirmed Mae. "We had just finished taking pictures when the strap got caught and the bag disappeared over that low wall that surrounds the place."

      "I should go and thank him," said Chloe. "I'd be lost without this."

      "Ah, now, no need to do that," Joseph said. "I think he's the kind of gentleman who would rather do his good deeds quietly. He'll be pleased to know you got it back. That's all the reward he will need."

      "We appreciate you bringing it back to us," said Mae.

      "Oh, it's no trouble, ma’am. Harry and his companions planned to take the bag back to the hotel and let them try to find the owner. I told them I'd take it for him since I work there, so here it is. You've saved me a trip to the front desk."

      "Thank you again," said Chloe, fervently. "I just can't believe I lost it like that."

      "I just can't believe we missed seeing it," said Mae. "We looked and looked."

      Joseph shrugged. "I can only guess that the edges on those old stones cut that thin little strap right in half, and then it fell right into the weeds. It appears that by the time you got there, the other gentlemen had found it and taken it with them. That's why you didn't see it."

      "But you've got it back now," said Ross, glancing out at the water where his line rippled in the light current.

      "Yes. I do have it back. Joseph, I can't thank you enough."

      "You're welcome, miss. We'll be leaving here soon, but your two gentlemen want to try for a salmon just once more."

      "Oh, that's fine," said Mae, glancing at Chloe. "Take your time. This is really a fishing trip, not so much a sightseeing trip."

      "No problem," said Chloe, hugging her bag close.

      As Ross and Brandon turned back to their fishing under Joseph's instruction, Mae and Chloe walked back to a couple of boulders in the weeds and sat down.

      "Wow, what a strange trip," Chloe said with a sigh. "I can't believe I lost my bag like that."

      "But you've got it back now," said Mae. "All's well that ends well."

      "Yeah, I was lucky. I just hope that Brandon and Ross can catch a salmon for our lunch. I'm starving already."

      "Oh, so am I. For now, though, do you want to look around some more while they get done with their fishing?"

      "No, thank you. Between cats and pucas and ghosts of ancient monks, I'm not sure this place likes me. I'll stay right here with Brandon and be glad to get back to the hotel – fish or no fish."
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      For a little while, Mae and Chloe just sat on the boulders enjoying the faint warmth of the springtime sun. Together they watched the boats out on Lough Currane, as well as the fishermen and tourists on the little island. The sun became slightly warmer and the breeze off the lake was cool and refreshing. Again, Mae thought she saw Liam out with another group of fishermen, though mostly she just gazed out at the water and at the quiet stone ruins all around them.

      Then there was a bit of a commotion along the shoreline.

      "Oh, I think Ross has caught something.” Mae slid down from the boulder.

      "I think so, too." Chloe hopped down to the long tough grass below. "Let's go and see."

      Sure enough, with Joseph directing him, Ross pulled a large silvery salmon out of the lake. Brandon used a net to catch it and bring it onto the shore, and soon it was closed up inside a small cooler and ready for the journey back to the hotel.

      "Mae, I think I've got lunch for all of us," said Ross, looking quite pleased.

      "Wonderful," she said. "The Irish used to call salmon 'the food of kings,' you know. I can't wait to try this one."

      "This one is about ten, perhaps eleven pounds," said Joseph. "It will make a fine meal for all of you. I shouldn't be surprised, though, if the flesh looks rather pale compared to the deep color you might be accustomed to, but it will still be good to eat."

      "I take it that's because the fish haven't been eating since they got back into freshwater," said Brandon.

      Joseph looked up and smiled at him. "Exactly so, young sir. But I think you'll find that the chefs at the Western Light restaurant will do a very fine job with it nonetheless."

      "I think I'm ready to go back to the hotel anytime," said Ross, beginning to gather up the equipment. "Fly fishing is harder than it looks. But I did enjoy it."

      "And we're all going to enjoy the result," said Mae. "Let's go have lunch."
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      All seven of Joseph's charges, including Harold, Richard and Thomas, got back into the bright red boat moored on the spit off of Church Island. Then Joseph again pushed it off and stepped in, their boatman started the motor, and they were headed back across the lough to the shore.

      The other three men had not done as well as Ross, and all of them appeared tired and a little muddy; but they politely looked in at the big silver salmon in the cooler and congratulated Ross on his luck and skill. Mae was pretty sure that those three would be more at home on a golf course instead of on a wild island trying to catch fish, and most likely, wouldn't be seen again near Lough Currane.

      After the boat was up on the grassy shore of the mainland, Joseph got into the car with the three other men and left for the hotel, while Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe followed them in the their SUV. With them was the small cooler which contained the salmon that Ross had caught, and he was quite protective of it.

      "I can see that you're very proud of that fish," Mae said, as they drove back to the hotel. She loved being able to tease him just a little and see him begin to relax. "Are you sure you're going to be willing to turn it over to the chefs?”

      Ross glanced at her. He was learning to tease her back, as well. "Hmm. Maybe I should just keep it as a souvenir. It's the only salmon I've ever caught."

      "I'm pretty sure the airline would refuse to let us take it as luggage."

      "I guess they wouldn't want it on one of their planes, and I am getting hungry."

      "So am I. Maybe we should give it to the kitchen instead, so we can have it for lunch."

      "Well, when you put it that way… all right."

      Back at the Western Light hotel, Mae slowly got out of the car and found she was feeling a little stiff and sore. The others, too, all looked somewhat wet and cold and windblown after being out on the island all morning for fishing and exploring.

      "I think I want a hot shower before lunch," Mae said to Chloe. "That Irish wind was blowing right through me this morning."

      "Me, too," said Chloe. "I thought Ohio was cold, but it seems colder here. I guess it's from sitting between a lake and an ocean."

      "I think you're right. The dampness will chill you to the bone."

      As they walked into the main lobby, Ross paused before going in the direction of the restaurant.

      "Brandon and I want to go fishing tomorrow, too," he said. "Might as well sign up now so we can get a guide."

      "Of course," said Mae. "Glad you enjoyed it. Let's stop by the front desk right now to make sure you get a spot."

      "Got to drop off our fish, too," said Brandon.

      "You bet," added Chloe.

      Before they could walk to the desk, the main doors opened behind them. They all turned to see two members of the Republic of Ireland's police force come inside. The two policemen brushed past them and walked straight to the front desk.

      "Oh, dear. Those are gardai," said Mae, feeling a sudden concern. She had learned to pronounce the word as the Irish said it: gar-dee. "Why would the police be here on a quiet Sunday morning? I hope everything is all right."

      "Even if it's not, I'm going to eat lunch first," said Ross.

      They watched as the startled clerk turned to speak to the gardai. "Yes, sir? Is there any trouble?"

      "Not at the moment," said the first one.

      "But we have two reports of suitcases being lost by two different airlines," said the second. "Apparently the bags were opened before being returned to their rightful owners."

      The clerk shook his head, though he looked a little pale. "I don't understand, sir. Things of that nature happen all the time, I am sure. What would such incidents have to do with us?"

      "Both times, the suitcases belonged to guests leaving this hotel and flying out of Shannon Airport."

      "Both times, the guests were traveling to O'Hare Airport in the city of Chicago, USA."

      Mae listened quietly. For any tourist leaving Ireland to go back to America, they would most often fly into either Chicago or New York City. There was nothing unusual about that. But finding riffled luggage coming straight from this particular hotel, not once but twice? That did seem odd.

      "Was there any damage to the belongings of the guests?" the clerk asked, sounding nervous.

      "There was. In each incident, there was report of souvenirs being ruined."

      "Ah – souvenirs, sir?"

      "In fact, it was these." The second man pointed to the little black Kerry pony that Mae had noticed when they checked in. It was still sitting near the front desk sign. "These little toys. These soft toys that look like horses. The guests stated that the toys were ripped open and then placed back in the suitcases."

      "Ripped open? As though – as though something were hidden inside them?"

      "Exactly so," said the first man.

      Mae glanced up at Ross. It seemed obvious that someone was trying to smuggle drugs into the United States by hiding the drugs inside toys.

      "But the damaged toys were tested," said the second man. "There was no trace of illicit substances in them, as one might expect."

      Ross frowned ever so slightly.

      "Do you sell these toys here?" asked the first of the gardai. "Are they found in other places?"

      "They are sold here in our gift shop, but to the best of my knowledge, sir, they are exclusive to us. All are handmade by a local craftsman from an original design."

      The two gardai looked at each other. "Someone might have thought they were valuable, being one of a kind."

      "It's true that some will pay handsomely for unique toys. Collectors may be looking for them."

      Then why destroy them? Mae wanted to ask. Why not steal the toys and sell them?

      "I suppose that's why the toys were ripped apart," said the first man.

      "Indeed," said the second. "Perhaps someone wanted to steal the design and make copies."

      The clerk seemed to relax slightly. "Or even put the maker out of business. Less competition that way. We have had inquiries from around the world about these very toys."

      "I see," said the first of the gardai. "In that case, we would like for you to stop selling these toys for a short time."

      "We'll see if it stops then," said the second.

      "I suppose we can do that, though I'll have to ask the manager," said the clerk. "He may think it rather extreme simply for a few lost toys."

      "They were not lost. They were ripped into pieces, right out of your guests' bags at a major airport in the United States. On two different nights. That's a very strange set of circumstances to happen in the same way twice."

      "And if someone would go to that much trouble to ruin a couple of little toys, they may escalate later on. Thieves sometimes practice first and then go after bigger fish once they have their lure and tackle figured out, if you get my meaning."

      "I think so," said the clerk. "I will speak to the manager. And for right now, this fellow goes into hiding." He took the little black pony and dropped it into a drawer behind the desk.

      "Very good," said the first man. "If we have any other information for you, we will come by once again."

      "And if you have any for us, just call," said the second man. "Good day, now."

      "Good day to you, sirs." With that the two gardai turned and walked out through the lobby, while the very relieved-looking clerk stood with his head down and one hand leaning on the desk.

      Mae and Ross looked at each other. "Maybe it's just a coincidence that people from this hotel had their luggage gone through in Chicago," she said quietly.

      "Could be," said Ross. "But right now, as I said, it's time to make fishing reservations for tomorrow and then drop off our lunch with the cooks."

      The lobby doors opened again and Joseph came back in, no doubt to see what other task the hotel had for him today. Ross nodded to him and then stepped up to the desk. "Hello," he said to the clerk. "We'd like to sign up for fly fishing again tomorrow morning."

      Brandon nodded in agreement. "And we'd like to have Joseph as our guide again."

      Quickly the clerk stood up straight and smiled politely at his guests. "Very good, both of you," he said, regaining his composure after the unexpected visit from the two gardai. "Are you available at that time, Joseph?"

      "For this party, I am," said Joseph. "I'd say nine o’clock again, same as today."

      "Good, good," said the clerk, typing on his computer behind the desk. "And the two ladies as well?"

      Mae and Chloe looked at each other. "I think we'll just do shopping tomorrow morning," said Mae. "But we did enjoy exploring Church Island today. The ruins are amazing. I didn't know there was such a place right here."

      "Oh, yes, ma’am." The clerk made a few more notes. "Fascinating place. I go out there myself on occasion. Very peaceful."

      "Peaceful, yes," said Mae. "And I didn't mean to overhear, but we're in the same situation that the two gardai just spoke of. We're staying here and we'll be flying back to Chicago in just a few days. I guess I couldn't help but feel concerned."

      Instantly, the clerk looked up at her, again with a wide-eyed expression. "Oh. Well. I assure you, Mrs. Goodnight, you need not worry. It is a very unusual happening and personally, I think it is just a coincidence."

      "Most likely," agreed Ross, watching him. "These things do happen. Luggage sometimes gets opened up at airports. Things go missing or get damaged. I'm sure that bags from this hotel are not the only ones it happens to."

      "For certain, they are not," agreed the clerk. "I will speak to the manager later today and we will all be watching even more closely than usual. More than anything, we wish for our guests to feel secure while they are here and enjoy their stay to the utmost."

      "We've all been enjoying our stay very much," said Mae. "Most likely it was just a guest who forgot what they were bringing home, or even accidentally damaged their own souvenir toys."

      "I might agree," said the clerk, and began collecting a few slips of paper from one side of his desk. "Of course, we do strongly encourage all guests to put any valuables in the room safe and otherwise keep such things out of sight."

      "Of course," said Mae. "We'll be sure to do that." She turned to smile at Chloe, wanting to reassure her; but the younger woman was staring at the desk clerk with a very serious look on her face.
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      The front desk clerk picked up the small stack of paper slips and handed them to Joseph. "We have a few rooms that need minor repairs today. Just as soon as you have a few moments."

      "No trouble," said Joseph, and tucked the slips of paper into his shirt pocket. "All will be done this afternoon, if that’s acceptable."

      "It is." The clerk smiled politely at Mae. "As I said, it's only small things such as burnt-out light bulbs, a leaking faucet, and a window that does not want to rise. But repairing them will add to our guests' comfort, so they'll be repaired as soon as possible."

      "That they will." Joseph bent down and picked up the small cooler with Ross's salmon in it. "This hotel is not so large, but there is still no end of repairs to be made. I'm glad to have Liam to help me."

      "Is he still at the lough with his fishing guests?" asked the clerk.

      "Liam and his guests were coming just after us, when we left the island," said Joseph. "He should be here very soon. As soon as he returns, the two of us will have these little things taken care of in no time."

      "Good. Good. And – ah – Joseph – I want to ask if you might have any more souvenirs for us to sell. Especially if you have other toys aside from the ponies. The guests do like the things you make. They sell well in the gift shop, as you know, and of course the customers do like a variety. Do you have any others?"

      Joseph blinked and looked at the clerk for a moment. "I have a few others, but it's mostly the little horses that sell the best. I have more of those that are completed. Do you not want them?"

      The clerk sighed. "You might have seen the two gardai leaving just before you came in. They informed me that on two separate occasions, guests leaving here and going through the airport in Chicago had their luggage inspected. Nothing missing, but both times the little horses you made were ripped and damaged. The guests swear they were not so when they put the toys into their bags."

      After staring at the clerk for a moment, Joseph just shook his head slightly. "Strange," he whispered. "Surely other things were found to be damaged, too?"

      "None. Only the toys, both times."

      "I suppose that's why you want other things beside the horse toys."

      "It is. The gardai suggested it, to see if someone was only after those toys as collectibles or some such thing."

      "I see." Joseph took a deep breath and seemed to be thinking. "In that case, I can make any sort of small soft toys. Dolphins, deer, salmon, cows… whatever you like. Those little things do keep me in tea and shoe leather, as they say. Give me a day or so and I'll have another collection for you – this time without any ponies."

      "Oh, that's fine. Very fine. We'll look forward to that."

      Joseph stepped back from the desk. "Now then, Mr. and Mrs. Goodnight, and your friends. Please follow me and I'll take you to the restaurant. I promise that the chef will delight in preparing that fine fish for you. He will use a baste of melted butter and lemon juice, with just a touch of garlic. The very best eating anywhere."

      "Sounds good to me," said Ross. "Lead the way."
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        Gabriel Johnson

        P.O. Box 495051

        Chicago, Illinois 60018

        Gabriel

      

      

      I found a way to get hold of money. I've wired it straight to you. Use it for her ticket. Get her on the next plane to Shannon.

      You know how much danger she is in. Do not risk failure. Use the money I sent and if at all possible, get her out. Get her out now.
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      With the big silver salmon safely in the hands of the hotel chef and his happy assistants, Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe all went back upstairs to wash up and get ready for lunch in the restaurant.

      "I know we don't have much time," called Mae, from near the closet of the room. "I was thinking of getting a hot shower, but for now I'm just going to change into jeans and a decent shirt and wash up a little. That island was fascinating, but we did spend a while climbing on the walls and digging in the dirt and grass for Chloe's bag."

      "Take your time. As long as they don't serve that fish to anyone else, I'm good." Ross finished buttoning up a clean white western-style shirt and sat down in one of the chairs to wait.

      Mae walked out with fresh clothes on and her face and hands washed, and then she quickly brushed out her hair. "Oh, I want to get my wedding ring out of the safe before we go back to the restaurant," she said, setting down the brush.

      She walked back to the closet and found the little wall safe in the back. "I missed wearing it, but I was worried that hiking and fishing and all might be a little rough on it."

      "No problem," said Ross. "I'm pretty sure we're still married."

      "I'm pretty sure we are, too." She smiled as she retrieved the ring from the safe and slipped it on again, wondering, as she sometimes did, how she had been so fortunate to have the life she was living.

      In just a few short years, Mae had gone from living as a grieving young widow, wondering how she would get her two teenage sons through college, to fulfilling the dream of a lifetime by starting her own horse-drawn carriage business.

      That business had led her to Ross, who owned the barn where she kept her horses, and now she was his wife … enjoying a wonderful trip through Ireland and knowing she had an equally wonderful life to go back to in Ohio.

      Both of them looked up when there was a sudden frantic knocking on the door.  Ross frowned and walked over and pulled it open.

      Chloe hurried into the room with a devastated look on her face. Brandon came in close after her.

      "What's going on?" asked Mae. "Chloe, what's wrong?"

      "Oh, Mae, I can't believe it," she said, holding back tears. "My diamond bracelet is missing. It's gone."

      "Well, let's not panic," said Ross. "There are plenty of places it could be."

      "You didn't wear it to the island this morning, right?" asked Mae. "I don't remember seeing it on you. Surely, you wouldn't put it on when we knew we'd be hiking around out there and maybe fishing?"

      "That's right. I didn't," said Chloe. "I took it off this morning.  Mae, you took off your ring for the same reason. Did you find it when you came back?"

      "Yes, of course." Mae held up her left hand to show the diamond ring. "We'll find your bracelet. We'll go to your room and we'll all look."

      "Did you put it in the wall safe before you left?" asked Ross.

      Chloe and Brandon looked at each other. "Wall safe?" Brandon asked.

      Mae sighed. "I'm so sorry. I should have told you both about that. Not all hotels have them, but the ones with a lot of international travelers usually do – and this one does. It's in the back wall of the closet. Come on. Let's go look in your room."

      Mae slipped on a light jacket and grabbed her purse, and all of them went over to Brandon and Chloe's room.

      "Are you sure your room was the last place you saw it?" asked Ross, as they all walked inside.

      "I'm – well, yes, I don't know where else it could have been," said Chloe. "I was so excited about going fishing, and going on the boat ride, and seeing the island. Before we left, I took off the bracelet so nothing would happen to it.”

      "Same reason I took off my wedding ring," said Mae, nodding.

      "Think back to this morning," said Ross. "Where did you last see your bracelet?"

      Chloe looked at Brandon and then at Mae, and then stared down at the floor. "I didn't know about the wall safe. And even if I had – I wanted to keep it with me."

      "Keep it with you?" asked Brandon, clearly puzzled. "What do you mean? Like, in your pocket or something?"

      Then Mae realized what Chloe was trying to say. "Oh, no. You put the diamond bracelet in your shoulder bag. The same bag that you took with you to the island this morning. Didn't you?"

      Silently, fighting back tears, Chloe nodded.

      "Are you sure you didn't take the bracelet off before then?" asked Brandon. "Maybe you just dropped it somewhere in the hotel or in the restaurant. Or maybe you put it in your pocket and it fell out or something."

      "No. No, I couldn't have done that," wailed Chloe. "I was sure I put it in my bag, way down inside. It couldn’t have fallen out, but it's not there now. Oh, what am I going to do?"

      "Could it have fallen out when the bag dropped, out there on the island?" asked Mae. "Out in that deep grass next to the old church?"

      "That would be the most likely place," said Ross.

      Again, Chloe shook her head. "I had it zipped up inside a little compartment down in the bag. It's still zipped up, but the bracelet is gone."

      Mae and Ross looked at each other. She was sure he had the same thought that she did … how could a bracelet fall out of a zipped-up compartment? It's got to be somewhere else.

      Mae stood up and took Chloe by the arm. "Okay. If we're sure it's not in the bag, and you don't think we overlooked it on the island – well, all we can do is keep looking in the room and anywhere else you went this morning. And we can tell the desk about a lost bracelet."

      "Do you think someone would turn it in if they found it?" asked Chloe.

      "I hope so," said Mae.

      "I do, too," said Brandon. "But if they knew how valuable it is, they might not."

      "Oh, I feel so, so bad about this," Chloe whispered, closing her eyes.

      "But we're not there yet," Mae said firmly. "First, we'll keep looking. We'll start right now. We can worry about the rest later, if we have to."

      All four of them scoured the small hotel room, looking through jackets and pockets and suitcases, but there was no sign of the beautiful diamond tennis bracelet. Chloe sat down on the edge of the bed, looking utterly defeated.

      "There's nowhere else to look," she moaned. "I know it's down in the weeds and ruins somewhere on that island. I'll never find it."

      She looked up at Brandon with tears running down her face. "I'm so sorry. I should have left it here, even if I didn't know about the wall safe. I could have closed it up in a suitcase and it would have been fine. I knew I shouldn't wear it for a hiking and boat trip, but I just didn't want to be separated from it … oh, I'm so sorry. I hope you believe me."

      Brandon moved to sit next to her and she leaned her head against his chest, sobbing quietly for a moment. All he could do was pat her shoulder and let her cry.

      "I know you didn't mean to lose it," he said quietly. "Don't give up. Maybe someone will find it and turn it in, just as you said."

      "Sure. Maybe." Chloe sat up straight and took the tissue Mae held out to her. "But I doubt it. Oh, I promise I will never do anything like that again."

      "We'll let the front desk know when we go downstairs," said Mae. "We'll do everything we can."

      "We will," said Ross. "Including going to lunch. You can at least try a little of that salmon that I managed to catch."

      "It'll be the most expensive fish I ever had," said Chloe, with dejection. But finally she got up, managed a small smile for Brandon, and then walked to the door with the other three as they left the room to go downstairs.
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      "You three go ahead into the restaurant," said Mae, as they reached the foot of the carpeted staircase. "Make sure they know we didn't forget about our lunch reservation."

      "No way I'm forgetting that salmon," said Ross. "Or letting anyone else have it."

      "Except Chloe and me," said Brandon. "We get to share it with you. Right?"

      "Well, maybe." Ross glanced at Mae. "You go tell the desk about the lost bracelet. We'll save you a seat at the table."

      "We’ll save you a fin to eat, too," said Brandon, grinning at his mother.

      "You do that. I'll meet you inside." The other three left to walk down the hall to the restaurant, while Mae approached the desk.

      She noticed that in place of the little black Kerry pony that had been sitting near the sign, there was now a blue-and-grey stuffed dolphin. It was propped up on a stack of hotel brochures and was also cute, though maybe not as much as the pony.

      "Hello," she said pleasantly to the same clerk who had been there earlier. "I'm afraid we have a lost item to report."

      Right away the clerk looked up from the computer and took a step towards her. "I'm sorry to hear that, ma’am. What has been lost?"

      Mae hesitated, glancing around to make sure no one was too near. "My son's girlfriend lost a bracelet. We'd call it a tennis bracelet. It's very slim, but looks like it's made of gold with diamonds set into it from end to end."

      "I see. Do you know the value of it?"

      "It would be worth at least several hundred dollars."

      The clerk glanced up. "For a costume piece?"

      "Ah, no. These were real diamonds. Small, and undoubtedly not flawless, but real just the same."

      "Oh." He moved back to the computer, clicked the mouse a few times, and began typing. "When was it last seen?"

      "This morning.  She and I went with my husband and son out to Church Island. It turned out that she had hidden it down in her bag, which she dropped at one point while we were exploring the ruins out there. When we returned here, the bracelet was gone."

      "I'm so sorry. So, the item was lost this morning and could be anyplace between here and Church Island."

      "I guess so, though she insists it was zipped into a compartment down in her hiking bag. If I'd known she wanted to take it with her, I'd have insisted that she leave it in the room safe – but she didn't know about that. She knew better than to wear the bracelet while hiking out on an island and going fishing, but she still wanted to keep it with her so she put it in the bag. Unfortunately."

      The clerk finished typing. "We will certainly watch for it, ma’am. It's not uncommon for small things to be lost at a large hotel like this, but they nearly always reappear in time."

      "Thank you. I sure hope so." Mae turned to go, but at the last moment she glanced back over her shoulder – just in time to see the clerk starting intently at his computer screen and then quickly dialing a number on his cell phone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mae sat back from the table, placing her heavy silver knife and fork across the white china plate. "I thought I was hungry after all that hiking around on the island, but that was more than enough for me."

      "And for me," said Brandon, who looked over at Chloe.

      "I might never eat again," she said, trying bravely to smile.

      "At least until dinnertime," said Ross, and they all agreed.

      "That really was one of the best meals I've ever had," said Mae. "Filet of salmon cooked in butter and lemon and a touch of garlic as promised. Enormous roasted potatoes dripping with pale yellow butter. The freshest, crispest garden salads on the side." She sighed. "I hope we can try that again somewhere in Ohio. Though no matter how good it is, it will never be quite the same."

      Ross nodded. "Nothing like food that you brought in yourself. Glad you enjoyed it."

      "Oh, I sure did." Mae looked up as their waiter approached their table. "If you've come to offer dessert, I don't think you'll find many takers here right now."

      "Well, ma’am, I have come to offer exactly that," he said, smiling. "But if you don't order, I assure you that the chef will only take it as a compliment."

      "He should," said Brandon. "That was great."

      "The best," agreed Chloe.

      "I think we'll wait on dessert until later," said Ross.

      "I quite understand. Though if you should find yourselves walking out to see the ocean on this lovely day, there is a delightful ice cream shop just down from us along the main street." He leaned down closer to Chloe and Brandon. "Be sure to try the sea salt caramel flavor. One of the best anywhere."

      "Oh, sounds amazing," said Chloe.

      "You know, a walk does sound good," said Mae. "I'm too full to do anything else but sleep, though I don't want to spend too much time doing that. Maybe a little walk through town would be just the thing."

      Brandon shrugged. "Sounds all right to me. Maybe we could walk on the beach this time, if we can find the part that has the sand."

      "Yes," said Chloe. "And Mae and I could check out the stores and see where we want to shop for souvenirs tomorrow, while the men go fishing again."

      "That works for me," said Mae. "Ross, is that all right with you?"

      "If there's caramel ice cream, I'll go," he said.

      "Sea salt caramel, is what the waiter mentioned." Mae stood up. "This is a beachfront town like no other, and like Brandon said, we could try walking on the beach a little, too. Let's go. I'm ready when you are."

      They left the hotel and turned south, walking along the sidewalk just in front of the shops.

      "They do have a little of everything here," said Mae. "We'll have a good time going into all these shops tomorrow morning while the men go fishing again."

      "We will," said Chloe. "These little places look like something out of a movie – the stone fronts, the windows with white curtains, the doors all painted in different bright colors."

      "And there's a pub for Ross," said Mae, nudging him. "Small and quiet, much like the one you liked in Clonmel when we first arrived."

      "Looks all right," he said, glancing over at the place. "Might work for lunch tomorrow, after we get back from fishing."

      "Hey, what if I get a salmon this time?" asked Brandon. "I don't think we want to carry it all the way down here for them to cook, do we?"

      Mae grinned. "If you get a salmon, we'll have it gold-plated.”

      "Nothing doing. We'll have lunch at the pub and then salmon again for dinner," Ross said. "If I could get one, I'm sure he could, too."

      Mae turned her face to the fresh ocean breeze. "Let's go across the road. I know about a little tourist attraction up here that would be fun to see."

      The four of them crossed the paved road and walked a short distance along the promenade which was just a wide sidewalk between the main road and the rocky beach. They climbed up a few steps into a low-walled enclosure where they found a bronze statue of a man.

      "If I didn't know better," said Ross, "I'd say that was a statue of Charlie Chaplin."

      "You do know, and you're right," said Mae. "Apparently he was very fond of this place. He loved the quiet and the ocean, as a kind of antidote to the demands of moviemaking. The town liked him, too, and actually had this statue put up to remember him."

      Ross glanced at Brandon and Chloe. "You know who he was, right?"

      "Um … silent films?" asked Brandon.

      "Yes," said Chloe. "I kind of like them sometimes. There are stations on cable TV that show old movies all the time. This guy was famous for them."

      They all gathered round the statue and took turns taking pictures with their phones, carefully lining up the shots to get the open bay in the background. Eventually, they left the statue and walked across a small grassy field to the large rocks at the water's edge.

      "So still not much of a sand beach down here?" asked Brandon.

      "I guess not," said Mae. "It's beautiful, as before, but still mostly just big rocks and not much sand. We'll try to find you a nice sandy beach before we go back home."

      They stood for a moment looking out at the bay watching the water come in from the wide open space that led out to the ocean. A few tourists sat at picnic tables on the grass while others, a little more daring, picked their way across the rocks as the water lapped at their feet.

      Just then Mae's phone chimed to signal a text message. "Oh, it's the riding stable. Misty Morning Stables," she said, turning so that the light would not glare on the screen. "Hey, we're in. All four of us are signed up for the beach ride at nine on Tuesday morning."

      "Perfect," said Chloe. "I was hoping maybe we could ride horses while we're here."

      "I did get to ride a genuine Irish hunter in Dublin, and of course I drove a couple of the family's Connemara ponies out in Tipperary County," Mae said. "But this would be the cap on the trip, riding on an Irish beach with all of you. Everybody still okay to do that?"

      "Sure," said Brandon. "If it's a beach ride on horses, I'm pretty sure it will involve sand somewhere."

      "I'm sure it will," said Mae, smiling at him.

      "I don't mind going," said Ross. "I can enjoy looking at the beach while the horse does all the work."

      "Can't beat that." Mae tapped on her phone, making sure to confirm the horseback riding reservation. "I don't imagine they have too many ocean beaches around Fort Worth, Texas."

      "I don't remember seeing any, but I'll go for a ride on a beach out here. Just let me know what time you want to leave Tuesday morning."

      "I'd say we should leave the hotel by eight. It's not far, but they want to allow time to get everyone mounted up."

      "That'll work," said Brandon. "For now, though, is that the ice cream place that the waiter talked about? Right over there, with the bright yellow door?"

      "I believe it is," said Mae. "Everybody ready for a little ice cream now?"

      "I am, if it's sea salt caramel," said Chloe.

      "Then let's get some ice cream, and after that we'll go in and have a nice peaceful night," said Brandon. "That's the one thing we don't always get when Mom's around, you know. I'm not sure Ireland will ever be the same now that she's spent almost three weeks here."

      Chloe giggled.

      "Brandon," said Mae. "We've had so many, many trips, and driving engagements, too, where everything went just fine. No excitement at all. This is a beautiful place, hidden away, quiet, peaceful, and serene. That's why even the world's biggest movie stars, like Mr. Chaplin, loved to come here. That's why we're here, too."

      "Okay, Mom. If you say so," said Brandon, as they all started towards the ice cream shop. "Maybe this little town is just a nice quiet place where nothing ever happens. But on a trip like this, I'll believe it when I see it."
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        P.O. Box 495051

        Chicago, Illinois 60018

        Gabriel

      

      

      We got a visit today. They know about the pick-ups at the airport.

      I know you need more to buy the ticket. When next the plane comes in, leave the ramp. Go into the terminal. Look for the purses. You know the ones. The jewelry will be in the wallet, inside the invisible pocket. You can pull it straight out. A little care and they'll never know.

      Get her passport. Get it now. Bribe those curs who guard the house with a little something for them to smoke. They'll let you leave her a note. You know she shops at the grocer's almost every day, to keep herself and the rest of them in meat and beer and biscuits.

      Go to the grocer's and get it from her. Keep it safe so they don't take it. It's got to be done now. We're running out of time.
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      "Going to be a little rain today," said Ross, as the four of them walked down the steps to the hotel lobby. "But I don't think it'll bother the fish any."

      "Probably not," said Mae. Inside the lobby, she turned to the window and looked out at the soft grey clouds that were slowly rolling in from the sea. "We'll wait here with you before you leave. Then it's off to shopping heaven for Chloe and me."

      "You bet. It's my turn to find some souvenirs for family and friends back home," said Chloe. "I know for sure they've never seen anything like what we'll find today, genuine handmade things from Ireland. They're going to love it."

      "I just want to get a bigger salmon than the one Ross got," said Brandon.

      "Fine with me," said Ross. "As long as I can eat some of it."

      "If I get one, we'll have the restaurant cook it again," Brandon said. "That was not bad at all."

      "It was delicious," said Mae. She glanced up at the clock on the wall of the lobby. "Joseph should be meeting you here anytime now. It's already a little after nine."

      "No rush," said Ross, sitting down on a sofa. "The fish aren't going anywhere."

      "Not today, anyway," said Mae.

      But then another fifteen minutes passed with no sign of Joseph. "Should we ask at the desk?" said Mae. "They could probably call him and make sure he's still available today."

      Brandon shrugged. "I guess. Or we could just go over and get one of the boats to take us out."

      "We could," said Ross. "But we don't have the fly fishing gear. Need a guide for that."

      "Yeah, yeah, that's right." Brandon looked back towards the desk. "Maybe they can call another one for us."

      "I'll go ask about it," said Mae. "Joseph does a lot of other work around here, too, as he said. They might have him doing something else right now. I'm sure they could call someone who can get the gear and take you out to the island again today."

      But before she could leave, a young man in sturdy outdoor clothes and boots came rushing through the front door of the hotel and went straight through the lobby to the front desk. "Is Joseph here?" they heard him say.

      Mae looked over at Ross. "That was Liam, wasn't it?" she said. "The younger one who works with Joseph on fishing trips."

      "And as a handyman in the hotel, too, it sounded like," said Ross. He got up and walked to the desk with Mae, Brandon, and Chloe following him.

      "You couldn't get hold of him at all?" asked the desk clerk. He was an older man and not the same one who had been there yesterday.

      "I have not talked to him since last evening," said Liam. "And you've not seen him here this morning?"

      "Not at all," said the clerk, and looked up. "I believe this is his fishing group for nine o’clock." He glanced at a clipboard on the desk. "You are Mr. Goodnight and Mr. Monahan?"

      "We are," said Ross. "Is our guide all right?"

      "I'm sure he is, sir, but he seems to be unavailable right now." The clerk sounded a little puzzled. "Joseph Hart is usually here early almost every day, and is always quite willing to take care of whatever minor repairs may be waiting. He likes to have them all done before the nine o’clock fishing groups, you see."

      "Yes, he talked about being something of a full-time handyman for the hotel," said Mae. "It sounded as though he had little in the way of family, and probably thought of this place as his family instead. That's why he was content to spend many hours a day here."

      "You are probably quite right, Mrs. Goodnight. That is why it is strange that he did not come in today. That is not like him at all."

      "Indeed it is not, ma'am." Liam looked at them and smiled politely. "I believe I met all of you when you arrived and I'm sure I saw you yesterday out on Church Island. I was also there, helping another group of fishermen.

      "And I must apologize. You see, I am a family friend of Joseph Hart. He didna answer his phone this morning and that is indeed not like him – especially not when it involves the hotel and his work. "So I went to his house where he lives alone to check on him. That is why I am a bit late today. But he was not there and it seems no one can reach him."

      "Well, we certainly hope he's all right," said Mae. She noticed that Liam looked very tired and nervous, with bloodshot eyes and an anxious demeanor. He did seem to be a friend to the older man who was probably his mentor and possibly even a relative of some sort.  No wonder Liam was worried.

      "I'm sure you'll hear from him soon," said Brandon, trying to be polite.

      "I do hope so," said Liam, with a sigh. "But if you're agreeable, Mr. Goodnight, I can at least get you and your party to Church Island and bring all the rods and tackle."

      "It would just be me and Brandon today," said Ross. "The women are going shopping in the town."

      "Oh, that's fine, fine," said Liam, as though that somehow solved everything. He stood up straight and took a deep breath, as though pulling himself to present a calm face to the world. "Now, I'm not as good a fisherman as Joseph, but I have the equipment and I can arrange for a boatman to take us out. We can leave whenever you're ready."

      Chloe looked a little worried, but Ross and Brandon just nodded. "I think we're ready to leave now," said Ross.

      Mae and Chloe walked with them out to the parking lot and just before the three men reached the SUV, Chloe placed her hand on Brandon's arm. "You'll look for it again while you're there?" she asked quietly.

      "Sure. I'll look. The left side of the church ruin. Down in the weeds. Right?"

      "Right." They hugged for just a moment, and then Mae and Chloe stood watching under damp, drizzling skies as Ross got behind the wheel of the white SUV. Brandon and Liam took the passenger seats front and back and then Ross drove away towards Lough Currane, leaving Mae to hope that somehow Brandon could find Chloe's lost diamond bracelet … and to wonder what had really happened to their guide.

      Together, Mae and Chloe left the hotel and started down the sidewalk towards the town. On one side were the stone buildings with their colorful doors containing the shops and pubs, and on the other was the Ballinskelligs Bay with its gentle waves rushing back and forth over the rocks of the shore.

      The sky was grey and a light rain fell, but Mae didn’t mind at all. "Such a beautiful morning," she said, deeply breathing in the misty air. "This is very typical Irish weather. Soft, damp, grey, and cool. And it makes things grow like little else."

      "I hope they don't get too cold out there, fishing on that island," said Chloe. "They're going to be standing around in it for a while."

      "I'm sure they'll be fine. They're wearing the handmade wool sweaters we bought in Dublin, with jackets over them. Those sweaters would keep a person warm at the north pole."

      "I hope so. I did ask Brandon to – to look again for the bracelet, even though I don't have much hope that he'll find anything."

      "That's all right. It's worth looking again, since they were going out there anyway and will have the chance to do it. I don't think they're planning to go fishing again after today, since there are plenty of other things to do here."

      "I know. This is the last chance to find it. I just thought maybe Brandon might think of something that I didn't, or would look somewhere else on the island for it." Chloe looked as though she might cry again. "I'm so sorry that I didn't leave my bracelet in the safe. I'll never forgive myself for losing it. I know what it took for him to buy that for me."

      "Try not to think about it now," Mae told her, steering her down the sidewalk with one arm on her shoulders. "He knows you didn't mean to lose it. If anything, you were trying to keep it with you. If it can be found, he and Ross will find it."

      Chloe took a breath and smiled weakly, looking over at the shops. "Okay, then," she said, pausing in front of a bright blue door. "I want to get some special souvenirs for a few people I know back home. This looks like a good place to start."

      "It does. Let's go in. We'll get our shopping done and then the men will meet us at the pub for lunch."

      "And I'll try not to wonder if they found my bracelet."

      "So will I, Chloe. So will I."
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      The morning passed nicely for both Mae and Chloe. They spent most of the time browsing through the gift shops, which had many original handmade items that Mae had seen nowhere else.

      There were small leather goods like wallets and purses with unusual cuts and sewing; warm knitted hats and scarves in fine wool with unique patterns and stitches; and jewelry put together from seashells, driftwood, and small polished stones.

      In one shop – the one with the pristine, white-painted door – they found items made of handmade lace. Behind the counter was a smiling, grey-haired lady who also seemed to have stepped right out of a guidebook for Ireland.

      "Welcome, ladies," she said to them. "We have many completed lace items for sale here, along with threads, needles, and books to use in making your own."

      "Oh, I don't think I could hope to make anything like this," said Mae, looking around at the fine white pieces on display in the glass cabinets. "But I think we’ll have to consider taking home something that's finished."

      "You've come to the right place," the lady told her. "Most of our inventory comes from the Lace and Design Centre in Kenmare and is of the highest quality."

      "I can see that," said Mae, and glanced over at Chloe. "Kenmare is another town in County Kerry not far from here."

      "For a quiet little place, this County Kerry seems to have everything," said Chloe, and finally managed a smile.

      "Oh, my goodness," said Mae, as she looked through the displays. "I've heard of Irish lace, of course, but did not know it was this beautiful."

      "It sure is," said Chloe. "Brides would be in heaven here. These handkerchiefs with all the lace edging are said to be specially made for them."

      "Yes, they'd be perfect for a bride." Mae kept looking, not sure if this place was a shop or a museum. Maybe it was a little of both. "And these medallions? These individual pieces made to look like leaves and flowers, or birds, or – or anything at all. You could do anything with those."

      "You could," said the lady shopkeeper. "We have many brides come in, of course, and they do love the medallions to place on their gowns or veils or even their bouquets. Or simply to use as hair ornaments. All of the pieces in this shop are handmade from cotton threads, and so they become lovely heirlooms after the wedding."

      "Wonderful," said Mae. "I know we'll be getting a few things, if we can ever decide on which ones."

      "Take your time," said the shopkeeper, and stepped back behind the counter.

      Chloe stood looking at the bridal handkerchiefs.

      "You could get one of those, you know," said Mae, leaning down to her. "And then put it away until – well, until you're ready for it. Young women used to do things like that. They'd keep special things for their wedding in what they called a hope chest, and when the day arrived they were ready for it. This would be a wonderful way to start your own hope chest."

      But Chloe only shook her head and took a step back. "I don't know," she whispered. "I'm just the girl who managed to lose a real diamond bracelet that her boyfriend gave her. I'm not sure I'll ever need a bride's handkerchief."

      Right away, Mae picked up one of the beautiful white handkerchiefs – one with an inset done in the shape of little sweetheart roses. "We're getting this one for you. You'll need it eventually. I'm sure of it. Now, who else do you want to buy for?"

      The two of them went on looking through the shop and settled on some handmade lace bookmarks, carefully protected in clear plastic sleeves.

      "Too pretty to use in a book, I'm sure, but they could also make lovely ornaments for a mantlepiece. Even a Christmas tree," said Mae. "And they're small enough to be a little more affordable."

      "I've got a couple of those, too," said Chloe. "I think my mother will love them, and my grandma, too."

      After they left the lace shop, Mae and Chloe made a few more stops to make sure they had seen it all. Chloe did seem to be feeling better as she went through and picked out gifts for her friends and family back in Ohio. "I think I've got most everything I wanted to get for everyone," she said, as they walked out of the last shop.

      "I think I finally have, too," said Mae. "And it looks like you've done very well with all of your shopping."

      Chloe lifted up the large brown paper bag she carried. "I think the shopping has been a success, at least. The gifts I got are all small enough to fit in my suitcase, but I'm pretty sure everyone will like what I got for them."

      "No doubt about that. So many beautiful things here. And you just can't get them anyplace else."

      "That's for sure. Did you get a text from Ross yet?"

      "Not yet, but we should be hearing from them soon. They said they wanted to meet here at the little pub for lunch. I suspect Ross is ready for steak again after all the fish we've had, even the one he caught himself."

      "If they managed to get another salmon, I think that's going to be dinner tonight, not lunch."

      Just then, Mae's phone chimed. "This should be one of them. Let's see… okay, Ross says they're on their way here right now."

      Chloe's phone briefly played a piece of a popular song, and she silenced it and looked at the screen. "I've got the same message. And – hey, look. There they are."

      Sure enough, Ross and Brandon were walking down the street together in front of the shops.

      "Well?" asked Mae, grinning as the two of them rejoined the little group. "How was the catch today?"

      "Only thing I want to catch is a prime rib," said Ross, but he did not look unhappy.

      "Actually," said Brandon, "I was the one who caught the fish today."

      "You did?" said Chloe. "You got a salmon, too?"

      "Well, not exactly," said Brandon, "I did not get a salmon. I got two sea trout."

      "Sea trout?" said Chloe. "That sounds good."

      "And two of them?" said Mae. "That sounds even better."

      "Unfortunately," said Ross, "out here, sea trout have to be released if you catch them. So we have no more fish to eat."

      "But I didn't mind," Brandon told him. "It was a lot of fun. I might try it again sometime, once we get back home."

      "That's the idea," said Mae. "Now, then, gentlemen, if you'll follow us, we know of a fine little pub that serves excellent beef dishes as well as seafood."

      "Colcannon, too?" asked Ross.

      "Definitely colcannon," Mae told him.

      "Lead the way," he said, and all of them followed Mae down the street to the pub.
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      "Two orders of prime rib, one for each of the gentlemen, with colcannon on the side. And for the women, two orders of shepherd's pie."

      The server, a young man, set all the dishes in front of them and then stepped back. "If you wish anything else, just come up to the counter. We'll take care of it."

      "Thank you. We will." Mae picked up her fork and started in on the generous serving of shepherd's pie, served in a large bowl. It was actually beef and vegetables and gravy that had been covered with mashed potatoes and then baked. "Delicious," she said. "Perfect hot dish for a cool damp day like this one."

      "The prime rib is perfect," said Brandon, cutting it with his knife.

      "So is the colcannon," added Ross.

      "And I'm very happy with my pie, too," said Chloe. "This was such a good idea to come here. The hotel restaurant is wonderful, but sometimes it's nice to be casual."

      "I think so, too," said Mae. "So, can either of you gentlemen tell us more about the fishing trip?"

      "Aside from us not catching anything?" asked Brandon.

      "We already know that." Chloe smiled at him.

      "Well, all I can say is – it was a little spooky out there," Brandon went on. "Maybe it's this weather. Everything's grey and you keep thinking you see shadows where there aren't any."

      "Are you sure?" asked Mae, not certain if he was serious or not. "I thought I saw all kinds of things in Ireland, especially when we were in Dublin. I think it's just this place… it's Ireland… and I've heard the stories all my life."

      "I saw it, too," said Ross. "I can understand where those old stories come from now. People and rocks and faint shadows all tend to blend together, in a place where everything is grey… including the water and the sky. Anything that moves stands out – or blends in – and it's hard to be sure of what you're seeing."

      "Well, now," Mae said quietly. "Glad to know I'm not the only one. I'd say you understand Ireland as well as anyone."

      "A couple of times, it did look like someone was moving around those old ruins. Especially the smaller ones," said Brandon. "I've never seen a ghost in my life, but this was almost enough to change my mind."

      "If nothing else, you can see where the old legends come from," said Mae. "Especially in a place as strange as that island. It's peaceful, yes, but maybe too peaceful. There are only ghosts living there now. Though they were peaceful in life, I'm not sure they enjoy having all this company in the present day."

      "I think so, too," said Ross. "I was glad to go out there. The boat ride was nice and the fishing was sure good, but I'm not sure I'd want to go back again."

      They all ate in silence, enjoying the excellent food. Then Mae glanced up at Ross again. "While you were there," she asked, "did anyone know what happened to Joseph? I'm pretty sure all the guides seemed to know each other."

      "Not that we heard," said Ross.

      "A couple of times it looked like Liam was trying to ask a couple of the other guides about it," said Brandon. "But all I saw was them shaking their heads. They didn't seem to know anything about him at all."

      "It is strange," said Mae. "He's been here for so long. Very personable. It sounded like he's been a part of that hotel for a long time. And he did such a good job taking you fishing on that first day. But to just disappear one day, and tell no one? Not at his work or at his home?"

      "People do disappear, and often when you'd least expect it," said Ross. "Some even go so far as to fake their own death. With this one, we'll almost certainly never know."

      "I hope he's all right," said Chloe.

      "Most likely, he is," Ross told her. "If it were a case of accident or illness, someone would know. They'd find him at home or in some other familiar place. But when someone just vanishes without a trace, very often you'll find it was intentional."

      "Liam did seem worried about him," Chloe said.

      "Liam knows more than he's letting on," said Ross.

      "He does?" asked Mae. "Why would you think that?"

      "Because he was almost trying too hard to find out what might have happened to the man." Ross left off of the colcannon and picked up his knife to cut another piece of prime rib. "And he never said anything about calling the police. The gardai, as they say here."

      "Good points." Mae took another bite of the shepherd's pie with baked mashed potatoes.

      "Brandon," Chloe said quietly. "Did you… I mean, I guess not…" Her voice trailed off and she sat with downcast eyes.

      "We looked," said Brandon. "We looked for the bracelet, especially around that little church. Liam did, too. We told him what happened. He backtracked through the places on the island that you said you'd gone to yesterday, especially the stone house at the place where the boats pull up."

      "We went there first," said Mae, and Chloe nodded.

      "There were other tourists around this morning, too," said Ross. "Liam talked to a few. He followed a couple of them into that small ruin where you went. But nobody had seen the bracelet."

      "Or if they did find it, they kept it," said Chloe.

      "Maybe," said Brandon. "But Liam did find out, from talking to the other tourists, about a rumor going around."

      "Rumor?" asked Mae.

      "Yeah." Brandon tried the colcannon, and seemed to like it. "Yeah, a rumor that another guest lost a pair of diamond earrings and a ruby necklace out of their room."

      Ross glanced up at that. "Could be just a story. Always rumors like that around a hotel. Could be someone who heard about Chloe's bracelet being lost and got the stories mixed up. Or they embellished it. Happens all the time."

      "But if it's true," asked Mae, "is it common for this many guests to lose this much jewelry? This hotel is big, but not that big."

      Ross shrugged. "Hard to say. Places don't exactly like advertising the fact that guests are having jewelry disappear. All I can say is, use the safe for anything you don't wear."

      "For sure," said Mae. "I don't plan to take off my wedding ring again for this trip. There's no reason to. For the beach ride tomorrow, I don't think they'll make me bathe any horses first. Not with soap, anyway."

      "You should be fine, then."

      But Chloe set down her fork and looked away. "I don't know a thing about any of this," she said, her voice trembling. "Not about ghosts or tourists or fishing guides or anything else. I just want to find my bracelet."

      "I'm sure we'll find it," said Brandon, a little uncertainly. It was clear that he did not really know what to say.

      But Mae spoke up firmly. "We'll find your diamond bracelet, Chloe. One way or another, I promise you … we'll find it."
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      Mae had slept very well the night before, after a relaxing day of doing little else but shopping for beautiful things and eating far too much wonderful food. But this morning she awakened with a feeling of excitement and not a few butterflies, because today they were all going riding on an Irish beach.

      She had called room service the night before and ordered a little breakfast for all four of them – one delivery for each room. While Ross went on dozing in the comfortable bed, Mae quickly got dressed in a set of riding clothes and brushed her hair. Sure enough, at seven thirty there was a gentle knock on the door and when she opened it, a cart bearing covered dishes stood waiting.

      "Good morning," she said to Ross, wheeling the cart inside and closing the door. "I ordered us some breakfast to get us on the road to the stables. It's not too much. I figured we could make up for it at lunch."

      "Sure. Coffee?" he murmured, with one eye barely open.

      "Of course. I wouldn't dream of bringing you breakfast – or any other meal – without coffee."

      "All right. Give me a minute and I'll be there."

      Mae pushed the cart over to the small table and sat down, serving each of them a plate of scrambled eggs, sausage patties, and baked beans. There were also blueberry muffins with butter and, of course, a large pitcher of coffee with cream.

      "You call that a light breakfast?" asked Ross, sitting down to join her. He had only needed a couple of minutes to get dressed and washed up, and looked ready to go.

      "On this trip? I say it's pretty light. I can't imagine the weight I've gained since we've been here."

      "Don't worry about it. With the amount of work we've got waiting for us at home, it'll be gone in no time."

      "I sure hope so. But I'll worry about that later. Today all I cared about was fitting into my riding jods, which I did, because today we're riding on a beach in Ireland."
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      The place known as Misty Morning Stables was only about five miles from the hotel, so it did not take long for Ross to drive everyone there in the SUV. Mae, Brandon and Chloe all got out and Ross joined them in front of the long shed row where the patient horses waited.

      Like so many horse stables in Ireland, there was no actual barn like the one Mae and Ross had back home at Goodnight Farm. Instead, there were just long rows of stalls joined end to end with an overhang in front. This allowed plenty of fresh air for the horses while still sheltering them from the rain and dampness. The place was surrounded by sloping green fields with rough stone-and-wood fences that had probably been there for two centuries, if not more, where the horses could be turned out. A large, neatly fenced arena sat at the far end of the shed rows.

      And beyond it all was a spectacular view of the ocean, down at the bottom of the sloping fields, looking quiet and grey on the cloudy morning.

      "Good morning," said the woman with the clipboard, smiling as she walked over to them. "I'm Liz. You must be the rest of my nine o’clock beach ride."

      "We are," said Mae. "And we're so happy to be here."

      "We're happy to have you. Now, we'll be mounting up in just a few minutes, and then the ride will last about an hour. Mrs. Goodnight, I've already assigned the mounts from what you told us online. I think you'll be pleased with them."

      "I know we will."

      "For now, go on over there to the tack room and find a helmet that fits you. Then we'll get you mounted up."

      "Sorry about that," said Mae, looking up at Ross. "You can leave the Stetson in the car. Not that it hurts anything to wear a riding helmet, but I'm sure they have to make everyone use them for insurance purposes."

      "I know. I can always say I was just trying to fit in."

      They got their helmets and then the stablehands began leading out the horses, which were already groomed and saddled. Most of the horses were grey and looked like Irish draught animals to Mae, being big and strong and able to do heavy work. Brandon and Chloe got a couple of big greys called Frosty and Raincloud, and they both seemed very quiet and settled.

      A pair of tall, stout draft horses were led out for her and for Ross, but these had coats of splashy black and white with long thick manes and tails.

      "What kind of horses are those?" asked Ross. "In Texas, we'd call them pintos, but I doubt that's what they say here."

      "I think," said Mae, "those are what Americans call Gypsy Vanner horses, after the traveling people here who use them to pull wagons in their caravans. Here, those horses are most often called the Irish Tinker breed. Big, strong, and colorful."

      "I can see that," he said.

      "Here you are, Mr. Goodnight," said Liz. "We've got Phantom for you, and for Mrs. Goodnight, we've got Harlequin."

      "Such perfect names," said Mae, with a laugh. Both of them got mounted up and adjusted the stirrups, and Mae felt comfortable that all four of them had been assigned the proper horses.

      A lone woman got on her horse, also a Gypsy Vanner like the ones Mae and Ross had been assigned, and was ready to go. She had clearly done this before and would need no help. Then there was only an American couple left.

      "Oh, I can ride. I rode many times as a girl," said Bebe, the wife. "You can give me any kind of spirited horse. I can handle it."

      Mae glanced up on hearing that, and watched as Bebe walked up to the mounting block to get on her large, stout grey pony. He stood very quietly and seemed half asleep, as horses sometimes did even when they were working. With a grunt, the woman managed to get her foot in the stirrup and swing her leg over the pony, dropping her weight – which had to be approaching two hundred pounds – into the saddle. The pony raised his head and opened his eyes, but otherwise stayed where he was.

      She might have ridden when she was much younger, but that would have been long ago, and in Mae's estimation, she really hadn't learned very much. And no experienced horse person ever used the word "spirited" to describe a hot or energetic horse. But Mae was also sure that the staff here probably saw this often – a person claiming to be a better rider than they actually were – and would handle it accordingly.

      The husband, Pete, seemed more than willing to tell the barn staff that he'd never ridden before. He was given an aged chestnut-and-white pinto with a grizzled face and a very quiet demeanor.

      It looked like everyone was finally ready to go. Mae could see that all of the horses were clean and nicely turned out, and looked very strong, calm, and experienced. They would be ideal as lesson and tourist horses. They reminded Mae of her own steady carriage horses – well, at least, most of the time they were steady – and she was happy to see that these working horses were also well cared for and looked presentable.

      Liz and her assistant quickly got on their own horses, which looked like a pair of long-legged Irish hunters, and took the group of seven riders into the arena for a little instruction and warming up. Mae kept an eye on the American couple and saw that neither the big grey pony nor the old chestnut-and-white pinto would move much past a slow jog. It looked like the two of them, including the boasting woman, might be all right on the beach ride after all.

      Brandon and Chloe were doing fine on Frosty and Raincloud, while Ross seemed comfortable on the big black-and-white Phantom. Mae found that Harlequin seemed willing and responsive and she suddenly remembered why she was here, to ride on the beach.

      At last it was time to go, and Liz took the lead and had everyone follow her in single file out through the arena gate. The other guide took up her place at the back. Then the entire group guided their horses onto a country lane that led down the slope in the direction of the sea.

      The nine riders continued along a few different country lanes on their way to the beach. They rode for about twenty minutes, and Mae found she could relax while steady Harlequin simply followed the horses in front of him along the path. Here and there, Mae could catch glimpses of the ocean past the craggy hills, and they were so close that she could hear the roaring of the waves breaking against the front of the cliffs.

      Mae could also hear the sparring of Bebe and her husband, Pete, as they rode along just behind Liz. Instead of marveling at the spectacular scenery all around them, Bebe seemed intent on boasting about her riding ability. Pete, though, seemed mostly concerned with keeping his wife happy while spending as little money as possible.

      "Isn't this fantastic?" said the beaming Bebe to her husband. "Just wait until we get to the beach. I'll show you how to take a horse swimming right in the water."

      "Sure.” Pete kept one hand on the front of the saddle and worked hard to keep his balance as his horse plodded along.

      "Aren't you enjoying this?" Bebe demanded, sounding like a child.

      "Sure," said Pete. "I'm just worried about how much this whole trip is costing. I'm going to be paying down the credit cards for at least a couple of years. Probably a lot longer."

      "Credit cards," said Bebe, laughing. "Isn't that what they're for? To let you buy things when you want, and have a good time when you want?"

      "I might have to get a second mortgage on the house," muttered Pete, wobbling a bit in the saddle. "I wish I was kidding."

      "Oh, Petey," Bebe said, rolling her eyes. "You know you'll always find a way to let me do what I want to do, no matter how much you complain. Can't you just have a little fun for once, and actually enjoy our trip?"

      "Not when all I can think about is taking out that second mortgage on the house."

      She just laughed again. "Even if you do, we can still live in it, can't we? What are you worried about?"

      The man just shook his head and clung to the saddle with both hands, barely looking at the views he was paying so much to see.

      Mae slowed her horse a little so she could ride alongside Ross. "I have to say – I'm with the husband on this one," she told him, in a low voice. "I couldn't enjoy a trip if I thought it was hurting someone else."

      "He's not wrong about the expense," said Ross. "You did a fine job of getting us the best deals on hotels and such everywhere we've gone. But it's definitely not cheap."

      "It's not. But at least I know how much it is, down to the penny. And I'll sure be working to help pay it all off."

      "I might do a few things around the barn to help pay the bills, too," said Ross, and Mae just smiled at him. They both knew they could count on each other for anything they might need, including money, a home, a vacation, or anything else. And at that moment, Mae was very grateful to have such a life and knew that she would never take it for granted the way this silly, spoiled woman seemed to be doing.

      When they reached the end of the hills, the open beach lay before them. Mae guessed it was probably half a mile long and very wide, with very smooth sand and gentle waves rushing back and forth.

      "Everyone stay behind me," called Liz, "and we'll let you jog into the water. You can canter if you want to, for you more experienced folk. Let's go."

      And from there, Mae forgot about everything else except trotting out onto the beach on this big powerful Irish horse. Harlequin splashed through the water as though enjoying it very much and stepped high over the shallow surf. In a moment, he broke into a rocking canter following Liz's horse over the soft footing of the sea and splashing water with every stride.

      It was glorious to ride there on this magical place, which was both ocean and land, but after a moment Mae had to look back to check on the rest of her family. She was pleased to see that Brandon and Chloe were trotting bravely at the edge of the surf on their two greys, while Ross steered Phantom a little farther into knee-deep water and followed along with them.

      They all seemed to be having a fine time and did not need any help. But then, up ahead, Bebe's shrill voice broke through the rushing of the surf and pretty well shattered the moment.

      "Petey! Watch! I told you I could ride a horse into the ocean. Watch!" Bebe turned her big grey pony and tried to force him into the deeper water, kicking his sides hard.

      The pony started to go, but then he stumbled into a low spot on the unseen floor beneath his feet and nearly fell. His head dunked into the surf and he got up fast, snorting the saltwater out of his nose.

      He also got up without Bebe.
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      "Everyone halt, please!" called Liz, turning her own tall hunter horse towards the now-loose pony. "Everyone halt where you are."

      It was the best thing to do. If all the other horses stood still, the loose one would almost certainly join them and could easily be caught again. As it was, the grey pony simply waited for Liz to come and get him.

      Bebe, however, had fallen completely under the water and then popped up gasping and sputtering. Now she stood almost waist-deep in the rushing surf, which nearly knocked her over again. Mae was about to vault down and help her when the other guide, riding at the back of the group, quickly came up and dismounted into the water. She had Bebe hold on to her own horse's stirrup leathers to help her walk out of the ocean and get back onto the beach.

      "He fell. He fell down," cried Bebe, staggering up onto the dry sand. "I didn't make him do that. I just wanted to ride in the surf like you were doing."

      Mae knew that the woman should not have tried to force the pony into deeper water and really had no sympathy for her at all. She was just glad the pony seemed none the worse for the experience.

      "Are you all right, ma'am?" asked Liz, as cool as frost. "You should probably take off the helmet and get the water out of it."

      "Yes. Yes. I should. Oh, how awful. Maybe you shouldn't use that horse anymore, if he's going to fall down with guests on his back."

      "Yes, ma’am. We will surely look into it."

      Bebe stood pulling and tugging at the helmet in an effort to get it off, and finally managed to remove it. Water poured from the headgear, and she pushed her soaked, matted hair out of her face. Then she stopped, dropping the helmet and placing both hands on her ears.

      "My earrings! My earrings are gone," she cried. "No. No. They can't be gone. They were diamond stud earrings. Real diamonds! And now they're gone!"

      Petey just sat on his red-and-white horse, staring down at the water where his wife had fallen. Mae could just hear the cash register ringing as he added the cost of her diamond earrings to the trip.

      Finally, Pete looked up at Bebe. "Are you sure you put them on this morning? I don't remember seeing them on you today."

      "How would you know? You never pay any attention to anything I do," cried Bebe. "Of course, I put them on this morning. I wanted to wear my anniversary gift while I went beach riding in Ireland. My hair covers them up and so does this helmet. I think it was the chin strap on this helmet that must have scraped them off under the water. Oh, how could this happen?"

      As Liz helped the woman get back on the grey pony, and kept her walking only on the sand of the beach, the whole situation caused Mae to doubt herself about their own missing jewelry – Chloe's diamond bracelet.

      Maybe it had simply been misplaced. Maybe it did just fall out of her bag when it caught on the rocks of the ruins out on Church Island. That was no more strange than the way Bebe could have lost both of her diamond stud earrings when she fell off and rolled in the sand and water. The wide chin straps on the helmet could have knocked the earrings off, just as she had said.

      Mae wondered if they would ever know the truth about what had really happened to the diamond bracelet that Brandon had given to Chloe. Not only was it an expensive piece of jewelry, it meant a lot to both of them. But it seemed they had no more chance of finding that bracelet than Bebe had of finding her earrings, now lost in the soft sands of the County Kerry sea.
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      "Are we going back to the hotel for lunch?" asked Mae. "Or into town?"

      "I think there's still a few pubs there we haven't tried yet," said Brandon.

      "I'm starting to like pubs, too," added Chloe.

      "No," said Ross. "I think we're going right here." He pulled the SUV into a small parking lot, half hidden by the hills, and then Mae could see that there was a tall and modern-looking building sitting very near the edge of the sea.

      "I noticed it while we were driving in," said Ross. "All of you were looking at the cows in the field on the other side of the road."

      "I think you're right," said Mae, smiling. "It's a pretty sight, though. Green grass, grey stone walls, black cows, and white and yellow spring flowers."

      "I'm sure it is, but I'll bet their steaks and colcannon are even prettier."

      "Maybe they are," said Brandon. "Sounds good to me."

      "Let's find out," said Chloe, and all of them got out of the car.

      Before long, they had a table inside the restaurant. The place was surprisingly new and modern with tall glass windows curving over the dining room almost like a greenhouse, and was built on some cliffs right beside the bay. They offered mostly seafood, of course, but did have some beef and chicken dishes.

      "I'll bet they do a good business here, hidden as they are," said Mae, as they all handed their menus back to the server.

      "They probably do," agreed Brandon. "Lots of traffic from tourists up here to go riding."

      "Or walk on the beach," said Chloe.

      "Or play golf. There's a big course near here," said Ross.

      "We'll get you out on a real course after we get home," said Mae. "Now that you know you enjoy it."

      "Maybe once in a while," he said. "No hurry. I did enjoy the beach ride today."

      "Especially watching that loudmouth fall off into the water," said Brandon, while Chloe pretended to be shocked and tapped him on the arm to make him stop.

      Mae tried to suppress a grin. "I'll admit to not having much sympathy for her. I felt a lot worse for the pony, who got dunked. But what I keep thinking of now is … lost jewelry? Again?"

      "Oh, I'd almost forgotten about that," moaned Chloe. "But you're right. It's happened again."

      "I still think it's just accidents and forgetfulness that's making jewelry go missing," said Brandon. "And coincidence. Just like that woman falling and losing her earrings today."

      "Now, I'm not exactly an expert on women's earrings," said Ross. "But it seems to me that if they weren't fastened properly – or even if they were – they could easily have come off when she rolled into that rushing water and the helmet got knocked back and forth."

      "And if they'd come off that easily," said Chloe, "I'd have to wonder if they were even real diamonds. They could have been costume jewelry and there's nothing wrong with that, but real diamond stud earrings are going to have very good clasps on the back to hold them securely no matter what. And it seems unlikely that both earrings would fall off at the same time."

      "Those are good points," said Mae. "So, either this woman forgot whether she actually put her earrings on or not, or the clasps came off when she fell from the horse."

      "Some pickpockets are very good," said Ross. "But I'm not sure any of them could lift two separate earrings off of a person without anyone noticing. Especially when the person wearing those earrings is sitting up on a horse."

      Mae nodded, reaching for her glass of tea. He was right. It hardly seemed possible that it could have been anything else. But why, then, did she still feel there was something else going on in these cases of missing jewelry?
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      The next day was to be spent outside with nothing but hiking through the countryside and seeing some of the oldest and most historic sites in Ireland. Only about a mile from the hotel was a trailhead for several different trails and paths, all of which led through gently sloping, grass-covered hills that rested between Lough Currane and Ballinskelligs Bay.

      Mae found a sense of peace returning to her in this place, especially as she watched Ross, Brandon, and Chloe exploring the hilltops. The sun came out periodically, in between the silver-white clouds flying in from the sea, and she had a real sense of walking where some of Ireland's most ancient heroes had walked. Yet, unlike on the island, the sprits here seemed not to mind. The place seemed alive and welcoming, and the views were spectacular in every direction.

      At the top of the highest hill there was a row of four standing stones some five to nine feet high. They were flat and roughly rectangular and set into the earth on one end where they stood solid and upright like a line of guardians between the sea and Lough Currane.

      The exercise and beautiful day had a good effect on all of them, and it was late in the afternoon before they finally said goodbye to the place and drove back to their hotel. After a buffet lunch in the restaurant, they all decided to keep the exercise going and have a swim in the small hotel pool.

      All of them went upstairs for a quick change and then met again downstairs in the lobby. With Ross and Brandon in swim shorts and t-shirts, and Mae and Chloe in swimming suits with cover-up dresses over them, they all walked past the front desk and the gift shop – and then Mae stopped.

      "Chloe, it occurs to me that even after all the shopping we've done in Ireland, we have not yet been in that gift shop," said Mae.

      "And I'm looking at those handmade bags in the window," said Chloe. "Think we could go in now, before we're soaking wet from the pool?"

      "I'm sure we could. Ross—"

      "Go ahead. We'll meet you," said Ross, and Brandon just waved as the two of them headed out to the rear courtyard of the hotel where the pool deck waited.

      "Wow," said Chloe, as they walked inside the gift shop. "Who knew you could find all one-of-a-kind things inside a hotel?"

      "It does look like it," said Mae. "These bags are so nice, and definitely handmade."

      There was quite a selection of large purses and shoulder bags, all pieced together in different shades of brown and tan leather.

      "They sure are," said Chloe, taking one down and looking at it. "I wonder if – I might—"

      "Do you want one? I know what happened to the one you brought with you," said Mae. "This might make a nice replacement."

      Chloe placed the bag back on the shelf. "They're nice, but I think I'll just stick with my old one. Brandon said he could fix the strap, maybe with one of his belts or something. I think I'd kind of like that."

      "Sounds fine to me," said Mae. "I think I'll just look through the souvenir books here and find something to read on the way home… if I can stay awake long enough."
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      Soon the four of them were having a leisurely swim in the pool, located in the sunny rose garden behind the hotel.

      "Oh, this feels great," said Mae, splashing from one side to the other alongside Chloe. "Now I'm looking forward to just having dinner in the room and then watching a movie."

      "Works for me," said Chloe. "What are we doing tomorrow, again? Going to a museum?"

      "We're going to a place called the Kerry Bog Village. It's kind of an outdoor museum, with recreations of houses and shops and farms from a few centuries ago."

      "Oh, one of those places where they show you how people lived in the past. Sure, sounds like fun. And don't they have those horses you wanted to see?"

      "They do. Kerry Bog Ponies. Promise me you won't let me buy one and take it back with me."

      "Well, I'll try. As long as I can get through the next few days without losing anything else, I'll be happy." Chloe dove under the surface and swam up alongside Brandon, both of them giggling and splashing in the cool water. Nearby, Ross, was content to just float on the surface with his eyes closed against the sun and paddle with his hands now and then.

      As long as I can get through the next few days without losing anything else…

      Swimming casually around the sides of the pool, Mae again found herself thinking of Chloe's bracelet. She had very much hoped she could somehow figure out what happened to it before they had to leave this Saturday, but that was looking less likely all the time. Yet there had to be something she could do.

      Then Mae stopped and let her feet drop to the bottom of the pool. She'd just had an idea and decided to run it by Ross.

      She walked across, pushing her way through the water, to where Ross was floating and looking half-asleep. He would have had his Stetson pulled down across his face to block the sun if he was willing to risk having it fall in the pool – and he wasn't.

      "Say. I've got a question for you," said Mae, standing beside him.

      "Go ahead," he said, eyes still closed.

      "If someone really is stealing jewelry from this hotel… why not leave a little mousetrap for them?"

      He opened an eye at that. "Such as?"

      "You know I usually wear some little earrings when I'm driving the horses. Or most any other time. When I’m working with the horses, it makes me look a bit dressier."

      "Okay…"

      "I've got several pairs with me. Most all of them are just costume jewelry – just rhinestones or even colored glass. I buy them online by the dozen. Now, if I were to accidentally leave a couple of pairs out on the sink tomorrow, and wrap them up nice like they were valuable… and then we came back and they were gone…"

      Ross opened his other eye. "Then I guess we could be pretty sure it was someone working here. Maybe even something organized. A regular ring of jewel thieves."

      "Yes. I just hope… I just hope that it isn't Liam running it."

      "Or our fishing guide, Joseph."

      "Or anyone else working at this hotel. I like this place far too much."

      "It happens, though, that even people who seem nice and normal get mixed up with a bad sort. Then they're trapped. They have to keep it up or the bad ones will make them sorry."

      "We've seen that before."

      "We have. That's the biggest trouble with crime, it's so hard to get out once you're in. The rest of them aren't about to let you walk away and stop the gravy train of stolen goods."

      "Or risk having you turn in the rest of them." Mae placed a hand on his arm. "Think it might work?"

      Ross let his feet drop down and then he stood up. "We can try," he said, as the water ran off his broad shoulders. "I've got an idea to expand on yours. Sure you don't mind losing a few pairs of earrings?"

      "Not if it will stop the theft of far more valuable things. Besides,  anything that gives me another chance to go shopping is worth it."

      The next morning, with everyone dressed in jeans and boots and sweaters, Mae and Ross, and Brandon and Chloe came downstairs to the lobby.

      "You sure you don't want me to drive?" said Ross. "I don't mind."

      "Oh, I know you don't," said Mae. "But the hotel runs a regular shuttle bus out to this place, so we thought we'd give you a break."

      "Well, all right, then. Here, let me stop by the desk." Ross walked over to the front desk and put in a request to have someone bring up a light bulb for one of their floor lamps, which they saw last night did not have one.

      The desk clerk promised to have one sent up as soon as possible, and then the four were on their way.

      "Okay, so my two pairs of earrings are sitting out on the bathroom counter with a cotton handkerchief over them," Mae said quietly.

      "And the hotel's light bulb is under the bed," said Ross. "They'll get it back eventually."

      They all walked out to the parking lot where a dozen or so other people were just beginning to line up at the door of a small tour bus.

      "Looks comfy," said Ross. "I guess I don't object to not driving."

      "Good," said Mae. "You've been driving us everywhere out here. You deserve a break."

      "If I'd known for sure I wasn't driving, I might have had a Guinness for breakfast."

      "Next time. I promise."

      They got in line and boarded the bus – and as she stepped up, Mae looked twice at the driver. It was Liam Thomas, the young man who had been working with Joseph at the hotel as a guide and handyman.

      "Why, good morning, Liam," said Mae, taking a seat right behind him. "Good to see you."

      "Good to see you, Mrs. Goodnight. Mr. Goodnight. And the family."

      Ross sat down beside Mae. "Any word on Joseph Hart?" he asked.

      "None, I am afraid," said Liam. "He is known to have distant relatives elsewhere in Ireland, and my best guess is that he is seeing to something with them. I'm sure he'll be back as soon as all is well."

      "I hope so," said Mae. "The hotel is lucky to have you to fill in for him and do so many things."

      "Not at all, Mrs. Goodnight. I am the one who is fortunate to have them." As the last passengers got on, Liam closed the door and started the engine, and then Mae realized that the two who had boarded last were actually Bebe and her husband Pete, who had gone on the beach ride with them yesterday.

      They seemed none the worse for the wear, and though Mae quickly pretended to look out of the window, Bebe had already seen her and waved happily.

      Oh, well. It is said to be a bog village. Maybe she'll sink into the bog and disappear… credit cards and all.

      The little recreated village proved to be one of the highlights of the trip. Mae found it so interesting to actually see the whitewashed, thatched-roofed cottages where people would have lived some two centuries ago. Each one had carefully placed tools and implements and furniture that the family would have used each day.

      There were workshops, too, built in much the same way as the cottages, though some were made of stone instead of wood, clay, and straw. And even more fascinating were the rare breeds of domesticated animals that the village prided itself in having.

      "Those are some big dogs," said Ross, as they walked through the village.

      "Irish wolfhounds," said Mae, looking at the tall, long-legged, shaggy grey dogs walking around with their handlers.

      "Could they really take down a wolf?" asked Chloe.

      "They could," answered Mae. "That's what they were bred for, but they're also very good-tempered dogs and have many devoted breeders and owners."

      "I think I found your ponies, Mom," said Brandon, and pointed around the next corner.

      "Oh, I think you're right," said Mae, and she and Chloe walked up to the paddock fence. "Look at them."

      Inside a large stone-walled paddock, which provided plenty of grass and flowers, was a herd of maybe a dozen ponies. They were quite a bit smaller than Mae's own large Haflinger pony, Goldie, but still a little larger than the typical small Shetland.

      "They're nice and slim, aren't they?" asked Chloe. "I guess I thought they'd look like little draft horses. But they've got long slender legs and pretty heads."

      "They do," agreed Mae. "And long necks and backs. They're small and finely built like this so they can get through the soft, muddy ground of the bogs. People would actually cut brick-sized pieces of earth – called peat – out of the bogs. Then they would dry the peat bricks and burn them for hearthfires. They needed a very steady and surefooted pony to carry all that peat out of the bogs in big baskets strapped to their backs, and that's where the Kerry Bog Pony came from."

      "I think they're too pretty to work like that," said Chloe. "Are you sure you don't want to take a couple of them home, Mae? Drive them as a pair?"

      "Oh, my goodness, no," said Mae, laughing. "They are very, very pretty, but I've already got enough horses, and that's plenty right now."

      The village had a visitor center with a pub inside, so they decided to sit down and have a drink and a bite to eat on the way out. Yet before they could even place an order, Mae heard a shrill voice behind her.

      "Oh, hello! Hello! I saw you on the bus, but didn't get a chance to say hello. So, hello."

      It was Bebe, laughing at her own joke, with her husband dutifully following close behind her. "Isn't this place great? So much to see. I just love the ponies. But they're really too small to ride."

      "They are small," agreed Mae. "But very useful for farmers in need of small pack ponies over rough ground." Then she looked a little closer at Bebe. "Those are some very pretty earrings you have on today."

      "Oh, yes, yes," Bebe said, grinning and looking a little embarrassed. "You won't believe this, but yes, these are the diamond earrings I thought I lost on the ride yesterday. When I got back to the hotel, they were still locked in the safe where I left them."

      "I told you they were in there," muttered Pete, and then quickly pretended to be looking across the room.

      "I must have been thinking of the day before, when we went sightseeing in the town and I wanted to wear them with a new outfit I had on. It would have been quite foolish to wear them while riding, when there's always a chance of taking a fall. I'm just lucky I wasn't hurt."

      "That's right, Bebe, dear," said the husband.

      "Well, we'll see you later," Bebe said. "We still have more things to see."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      On the bus ride back to the hotel, Mae found that she no longer had much of an argument against the idea that Chloe's bracelet – and the other items reported missing – were just accidental losses. "I think I'm defeated when it comes to the idea of a ring of jewel thieves out here."

      Ross shrugged. "These odd things do happen. Losses and accidents are more likely than having an organized ring of jewel thieves on the loose in this small town."

      "Yes, but I'm also thinking about those damaged toys taken from the suitcases of hotel guests. I can't believe they were after the toys. They were clearly after something inside them. Jewels?"

      "Maybe. Drugs, most likely. Maybe even messages of some kind."

      "Are you talking about spy rings now?"

      "I suppose it's as likely as anything else. And there are some circles who do communicate with each other in very strange ways like that."

      Mae sighed. "The truth is, we'll almost certainly never know the answer for certain. Most likely Chloe just misplaced that bracelet in the same way that woman on the trail ride was mistaken about losing her earrings. Maybe some things really are just coincidence."

      "Maybe they are."

      Maybe.
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      Mae walked into their hotel room back at the Western Light, glad to be home – or what passed for home right now – after their day at the Kerry Bog Village.

      "Well… bad news, I guess," she said, standing at the bathroom sink. "My cheap little earrings are still here."

      "Maybe the thief has an eye for expensive stones," said Ross.

      "Or maybe all this is my imagination. Oh, well. It was just an idea."

      "Nothing wrong with that. Sometimes even good ideas don't lead to anything much."

      "I guess I really don't have any other explanation. I'm sure you're right. All this has to be nothing but coincidence. What else could it be? The puca, the trickster who hides in the shadows?"

      "Doesn't seem likely, even in Ireland."

      "No. It doesn't, not even in Ireland."

      Trickster…

      Mae sighed and walked back into the main room. "We're doing dinner at the hotel restaurant tonight, right?" she asked Ross, taking off her jacket and hanging it up in the closet.

      "That's the plan," he said. "Sounded like everybody was tired after today and didn't feel like going out again."

      "Works for me. After that, I think I want to just spend the evening inside. Resting up for our last full day in Ireland tomorrow sounds good." Mae sat down on the edge of the bed. "For tomorrow, I think we're planning to finish any sightseeing and shopping in town. Then we can have lunch and dinner at a couple of places there. There are other restaurants behind the main shopping strip, back inside the town. We can try whatever we find that looks interesting. Does that sound all right?"

      "Sounds fine. Just walk around and do whatever looks like fun. No real timetable."

      "Exactly." Then Mae stood up, frowning slightly, and looked at the table over near the window. "What's that?"

      "What's what?"

      "I don't know, but it's not mine." She walked to the table and found what seemed to be a handbag waiting there. Or maybe a shoulder bag. The bag was, made from pieces of dark brown and light brown genuine leather.

      "It's really nice," said Mae, holding it up. "And it sure looks like the bags Chloe and I saw down in the gift shop."

      "You sure you didn't order one? Or maybe she did?"

      "Oh, I'm sure. I've done so much shopping on this trip that I've had to slow down. We were just looking, really." Mae looked closely at the leather bag. "It does look handmade. Hand-stitched. Bigger than just a regular purse… more like a shoulder bag with a long wide strap. Even smells good, like a new saddle. But what's it doing here?"

      "Did a housekeeper leave their bag here by mistake?"

      "Doesn't seem likely. It's brand new and feels empty. Nobody's been using this." Mae opened up the flap of the bag and looked inside. "Nothing in it. No wallet or glasses or anything. But, wait." On second look, Mae found a small cream-colored envelope. She took it out and read the neatly handwritten note.

      

      We hope you will accept this small gift in an effort to make up for the unfortunate damage to your companion's bag out on Church Island. We look forward to having you visit us again.

      The Western Light Hotel

      

      "Does appear to be handmade," agreed Ross, coming over to take a look. "The workmanship is good, brass fittings on it. Something like this would not be cheap."

      "I agree. It looks expensive, and the bags in the gift shop that we saw were definitely not cheap. Well, whatever the reason, it was awfully nice of them give it to me. The damage out on the island wasn't their fault, of course."

      Ross just gave the bag a sidelong glance. "I'll bet Chloe got one, too."

      "I'll bet you're right. It was her bag that was damaged so they must have given her one, too." Mae smiled up at him. "I guess it's just how they do things out here. Not every place would go to so much trouble."

      She set the bag back on the table and walked into the bathroom to wash up and change for dinner. "I'll just be a minute," she called to Ross. "I'm getting hungry and I know you are, too."

      "Take your time. I'm sure they've got plenty of meat and potatoes in the hotel restaurant."

      "With this being Ireland, you can be sure of that." Then, as she walked back into the room while brushing out her hair, there was a knock at the door.

      Ross opened it and Chloe and Brandon walked in.

      "Ready for dinner?" asked Brandon. "I sure am."

      "I am, too," said Chloe. "But look at this. You won't believe what the hotel left in my room."  She held up a leather shoulder bag with a long wide strap and brass fittings. It looked identical to the one Mae had found on the table, except that Chloe's was done in an unusual shade of blue-grey leather trimmed with pale grey.

      "Isn't it nice?" said Chloe, beaming. "There was a note inside that said they heard about my bag being damaged out there by the old ruined church and they wanted to make it up to me. Look how pretty it is. I had to come over and show you."

      "It's very nice," said Mae. "And very unusual. But then again, you won't believe what the hotel left in my room." Mae walked to the table and held up her own new leather bag. "Just like yours, except for the color. And I got the same note inside."

      "Wow, that's crazy," said Chloe, coming over to admire Mae's new bag. "I can't believe how nice this hotel is to do that for both of us."

      "Neither can I," said Ross. "Let me see those bags, if you don't mind."

      They handed over the two shoulder bags and Ross examined them closely. "That blue-grey leather seems like nothing I've seen before. Doesn't look commercial. Probably hand-dyed calf leather, which I imagine they could get around here easily enough. But it's not something you'd see in a chain discount store back home."

      "It sure isn't," said Mae, also looking at Chloe's bag. "And I think you're right about not seeing that kind of leather before, because you haven't. But I have."

      "Where?" asked Ross. "In one of the local shops? I think the two of you must have hit them all this week."

      "No. Out on Church Island."

      Ross looked closely at her. "Somebody else was carrying one out there?"

      "Somebody else was making one out there." Mae turned to Chloe. "Do you remember when we were walking around and looking at the old buildings? The first ruin we went into was that little stone hut with no roof. And no kidding, I found some things stashed away in a deep niche in the wall. It was mostly food, but also what looked like craft supplies."

      Chloe's eyes widened. "I do remember that. It was – leather. Rolled-up pieces of leather. And thread and beads and brass fasteners and – " She stopped. "All the things you'd need to make these bags."

      "Not just bags," said Ross. "Those are one-of-a-kind purses that are worth money. Could be somebody is making copies and selling knock-offs."

      "If they were, why give them away?" asked Mae.

      Ross shrugged. "Free advertising. You'll take them back to the U.S. and show them to friends, who will want to know where you got them."

      "But we don't exactly know where we got them," said Chloe. "All we know is that they're from the hotel. Is the hotel selling knock-offs?"

      "Hmmm. Probably not," said Ross. "At least, not in their own gift shop. Seems like it would be more trouble than it's worth. This is a well-known place with history. Business is good here."

      "It is," said Mae. "Doesn't seem likely that they'd want to have fake goods in their own gift shop. It's actually illegal to do that, in a lot of cases."

      "It is," said Ross. "But something is still strange about this. It just doesn't seem likely that the hotel would give away two of these fancy bags, especially since no complaint was made about a simple broken strap on a guest's own purse."

      He sat down in a chair at the table and began looking very closely at Mae's brown bag, running his fingers along all of the heavy, hand-done stitching. Then, very carefully, he pulled out what looked like a flat, stitched piece of leather that had been hidden within one of the seams.

      "What in the world is that?" asked Mae. "Secret compartment?"

      "Looks like it," said Ross. "This is a sort of wallet. You can see that it's stitched on three sides and just folded over at one end. It could hold something small, like cash or credit cards. Slides right out when you catch hold of it."

      "I don't think I ever would have noticed that," said Mae. "Not if I didn't know it was there."

      "Looks like a pick-pocket's dream," said Brandon.

      Ross looked at him and nodded. "It sure is. This little wallet wasn't attached or zipped up or anything. It was hidden, sure, but still right there for the taking by anyone who knew about it."

      "Anything inside?" asked Brandon.

      Ross held the little wallet open and looked in. "Doesn't appear to be."

      "I wonder if this one has the same thing." Brandon took Chloe's blue-grey bag and examined all of its stitching. In a moment, he pulled out its own secret wallet. It was also made of the same blue-grey leather, stitched and folded and hidden away in the same spot as the one in Mae's bag.

      "Wow," marveled Chloe. "I'll have to remember that. Could be a good place to hide things that I don't want anyone to see, like extra cash or something."

      "Yeah, but remember what we just said. If anyone knows it's there, it would be real easy to steal," Brandon told her. "Whether you're carrying the bag or not."

      "I guess so. I sure like the bag, though," said Chloe. "So pretty. And so is Mae's."

      But Brandon was still looking at the little blue-grey wallet in his hand. He pressed gently on the surface, as though detecting something inside. With a quick glance at Ross, he unfolded the wallet and let the contents slide out onto the table.

      And then Mae and Chloe gasped at the sight of the beautiful diamond tennis bracelet which lay on the table, glittering in the light from the window.
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      For a moment, all of them stared in silence at the bracelet.

      "What – " Chloe began. "Is that – is that my bracelet? It sure looks like it!"

      "One way to find out," said Brandon. He picked up the bracelet and looked carefully at one end of it, at the little plate that held the clasp. "It has C&B engraved on it right there," he said. "It's yours, all right."

      "Oh, my gosh!" Chloe caught up the bracelet and looked at it, growing happier by the second. "I can't believe I got it back. But I'm so glad I did."

      "I'm glad you did, too," said Mae. "I'd just like to know how you got it back."

      Quickly, Chloe fastened the diamond tennis bracelet around her wrist. "You're right," she said, admiring the gleaming stones. "That's a good question. How in the name of – of – I don't know what – did my own bracelet get into that bag? A bag that the hotel gave me as a gift? How could that happen?"

      "Did somebody here find it and they're trying to get it back to you without admitting they found it?" asked Brandon. "You know, they would just let you find it in the bag later on, so you'll think you left it in there by mistake and forgot about it."

      "Good thinking, Brandon. But she never saw that little bag until just now," said Mae.

      "That's right," said Chloe. "Unless they meant it as a nice surprise?"

      Ross just sat frowning, looking at both bags. "It's none of those things."

      "What do you think it is?" asked Mae.

      "I don't know."

      "Those bags aren't gifts from the hotel, are they?" Mae asked, but knew the answer.

      "No. They aren't."

      "Should we keep them?"

      "For now. But tomorrow, you know, I think I might like to go fishing again."

      "Um… fishing? Tomorrow? I thought we were just going to finish up our shopping and sightseeing tomorrow for a low-key day."

      "Just one last fishing trip before we go home. I think the guide might be able to enlighten us as to what's going on."

      "Oh, I see. But Joseph is gone, as far as we know. Nobody seems to know where he is."

      "Then maybe we should go fishing with his apprentice."

      "His apprentice…" Mae's voice trailed off, and then she began to understand. "Yes. If anyone knows what's really going on with all this, it's the apprentice. Liam."

      "Shouldn't we just call the police? I mean, the gardai?" asked Brandon.

      "We will," said Ross. "But we might be able to spare that boy the worst of it if we can find out a few things first."

      "That's kind of you," said Chloe.

      Ross glanced at her and gave her a slight nod. "I had to arrest far too many young people who might have stayed on a better path if someone had talked to them first. Doesn't always work. But I'll take a chance with this one."

      "I don't think he's a bad sort, either," said Mae. "But I do think he's getting mixed up in something that could ruin the rest of his life."

      "Looks that way to me, too."

      "All right, then. Fishing it is for tomorrow. Everybody want to go?"

      Brandon and Chloe looked at each other and then nodded in agreement. "We'll go," said Brandon. "Looks like we might be catching more than just salmon and sea trout."

      "We're going to try," said Mae. "I'll call the desk right now. And I'm going to ask to have Liam Thomas as our guide for fly fishing, first thing tomorrow morning."
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      "I hope this works."

      "Might. Might not. Either way, we'll get some kind of information," Ross said.

      "And you'll get another morning of fishing."

      "I will."

      Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe walked through the lobby of the hotel intending to wait for their guide to meet them. And even before they could get to the chairs to sit down, a pleasant young voice called out to them.

      "Good morning, Mister and Missus! And Mister and Miss." It was Liam, walking up to them from the front desk. "I'll be pleased to go with you to the lough again this morning, whenever you're ready.

      "Good morning, Liam," said Mae. "Good to see you again."

      "Right this way," said Ross. "I don't mind driving." All of them walked out to the parking lot to get into the SUV.

      It did not take long to make the now-familiar trip to the shore of Lough Currane, or to cover the distance between the shore and Church Island in the same red motorboat. This time, though, Chloe's diamond bracelet was locked in the safe in her hotel room. And the new handmade leather bags that she and Mae had received were both put away in suitcases, ready for the trip home.

      Again, they all stepped out onto the sand spit that led from the grassy island down to the water. As before, there were several other tourists on the small island. They were all busy exploring the ruins and trying their luck with the fishing rods.

      The group walked along the grass at the water's edge to find a likely spot.

      "Looking to get another salmon today, are you, Mr. Goodnight?" asked Liam.

      "I might," said Ross, setting down the tackle box near a few boulders beside the water. "It did make a nice lunch."

      "We'll surely see what we can do." Liam laid out the rods and opened up another tackle box to begin sorting through the lures. "I think we might find—"

      "But what we really want to do is ask you a few questions," said Ross.

      Very slowly, Liam looked up. "Ah – questions, sir? I can certainly do my best to answer any questions about fishing this lough."

      "It's not so much about that. We had a few questions about jewelry. Jewelry that has been missing from some hotel guests and might have been stolen."

      Carefully, Liam closed the tackle box and stood up straight. "I'm not sure what you mean. It's known that there have been a few incidents of jewelry theft at the hotel of late. Such things do happen, even in the best of establishments." He looked pale and not a little frightened, but there was determination in his eyes as well.

      "We're actually hoping we can help you, Liam," Mae said quietly. "We think you might have fallen in with something that could take you down a wrong path. We'd like to see that turn around before it's too late."

      For a moment, Liam stood gazing out across the waters of the lough. "You are both right," he said. "I do know something about the missing jewels. But I am not the one who took them."

      "Who did?" asked Ross.

      "I'll bet you know that, too," Mae said quietly.

      "I do, but only because I've been trying to help him. And her."

      "Her?" Just then, Mae saw Liam turn and look towards the interior of the island. When she followed his gaze, she was astonished to see a man walking out of the small stone hut and slowly heading towards them.

      This was not a tourist. He was dressed in rough work clothes, including a hat and heavy boots, and came trudging over to them while keeping his eyes down on the weeds.

      It was Joseph Hart.

      "Joseph," said Liam. "It's good to see you safe. The people at the hotel have been worried about you. So have I."

      "No need to worry," said Joseph, looking steadily at Liam. "I'm well able to care for myself."

      "I'll bet you've been staying out here in that old stone hut," said Mae. "It sheltered a saint once, very long ago. It could still shelter someone now – someone in need of peace and quiet and isolation for a time."

      "Someone making crafts," added Chloe. "Like leather purses, and little stuffed toys."

      "There are even cats for company," said Mae. "If the weather was not extreme, it wouldn't be so bad. A little candle flame or two would not be noticed from the mainland."

      "As I said, no need to worry," said Joseph, and looked hard at Liam. "No need to speak to anyone about it, either."

      "I think it's past that point now," said Ross.

      "I suppose you would think so." Joseph turned a cold glare on Ross. "You were a lawman back in the United States of America, weren't you? I know I heard you and the other young man mention it while we fished."

      "I'm a retired sheriff from Somervell County, Texas," said Ross. "So, yes, I was a lawman. But even if I hadn't been, we got involved in this when this young woman got her diamond bracelet stolen. We were knee-deep in it the minute that happened."

      "You know they are right," said Liam. "They are involved now, too. They have a right to know what happened to the young lady's property."

      "Then they can ask the gardai, as anyone else would," growled Joseph.

      "I don't think you want us to do that," said Ross. "Do you?"

      Joseph glared at him for an instant, and then looked away again.

      "Speaking for myself, Joseph," said Mae, "I have a feeling that you've been doing the wrong things for the right reason. And there's a small chance we might be able to help you."

      Joseph just stared at her with deep distrust in his eyes.

      "If nothing else, we might be able to help Liam," she went on. "You don't want him starting down a path that will take him to a very bad place… do you?"

      The man looked away, the brim of his hat hiding his face. "I do not," he said quietly. "Of course, I do not."

      "I can tell all of you," said Liam, "that I know the truth of what happened to the jewelry taken from the hotel guests. For a moment, I hoped Joseph would go with me to the gardai and confess to them himself, but I knew he would never do so. It was left to me to take action to stop the thefts."

      Again, Joseph fixed an angry stare on Liam. "You told the gardai about the stolen jewelry. Didn't you, you young—"

      "I did," said Liam, cutting him off. "When the gardai came and said they knew about things being stolen from suitcases of travelers from this hotel – out at the airport in Chicago – I told them who I suspected of taking jewelry from hotel guests. Taking it and hiding it in little toys for someone at the airport to find."

      The older man closed his eyes. "Liam! How could you do such a thing? How could you tell them?"

      "Because I knew you had reason to take such valuables. Because I knew you had a desperate need for money."

      Joseph turned away, his jaw set and an angry expression on his face.

      "It was no secret between us that your daughter was in dire trouble," said Liam. "You trusted me enough to tell me her story. I knew you would stop at nothing to help her."

      "Daughter?" asked Mae.

      At last, Joseph sat down heavily on the weeds. He took off his hat and fanned himself with it, clearly knowing when he had lost. "Aye. A daughter."
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      Mae and the others stepped closer to Joseph as he began to speak. He looked tired and defeated, but nonetheless pushed on with his story. Now that he knew he had been found out, it seemed he wanted Mae and Ross to hear it all.

      "My daughter's name is Sheila Dorren Hart. She is twenty-five years of age and lives in the United States of America – in the city of Chicago, to be exact. And as Liam described, she is in dire trouble."

      "I guess I would have to wonder, Joseph," said Mae, "how you came to have a daughter in the USA – especially one who is having a rough time, as we might say."

      "Well, you see…" He actually smiled, looking a little embarrassed. "I've worked at this hotel for a long time. I wasn't always an old man, as I am now. And some twenty-eight years ago, I met a very attractive American woman right here at this hotel.

      "She was here as a tourist. And as women from other countries sometimes are wont to do, she was traveling on vacation while trying to forget a broken engagement. I didna know at that time that such women are to be treated as strictly business. They often become too easily attached to the first man who is kind to them and shows them attention, believing he is something he is not.

      "In any case, we struck up a friendship right away. She was quite a beauty and for some reason, she took a liking to me. I took her fishing. I showed her the ruins on Church Island. We toured Lough Currane in my boat. At night, we sat out on the rocks along the promenade and looked at the bay, and at the moon and stars whenever they were out."

      His voice trailed off. It was clear he was remembering happier times. "Very soon, she decided she could not leave without me. Eventually she did leave, of course, but not before we applied for the paperwork that would allow me to go to America… and marry her."

      Mae nodded gently. It was an old story and one that had happened many times before… lonely people going through hard times, finding each other, and getting married too quickly. And the damage from such quick decisions could last for decades, as it apparently had in Joseph's case.

      "I actually lived in Chicago for a time. I thought it would be all right, for I did love her; but I found right away that I am not a man for a crowded city. I began to long for the water and the soft skies and the green hills everywhere. And she – my wife – learned that she did not want a quiet man of the countryside for a husband.

      "But before that, our beautiful daughter was born. I thought I could stay for Sheila, but her mother took her and moved in with another man. Her audacity shocked me. but there was little I could do, for the courts said my wife – now my ex-wife – was not mistreating the child and neither was her new husband. I felt there was nothing left for me, but to return to Ireland and try to reassemble the pieces of my old life, all the while trying to keep in touch with my little daughter as she grew older.

      "Before long I learned, through the Internet, that Sheila had a younger half-brother by the name of Gabriel. The two of them got on together well and young Gabe seemed very protective of his sister. And that was well for them both, for that marriage fell apart, too. To escape the battles, Sheila moved out as soon as she was of age – moved out with a boyfriend into a small apartment."

      Joseph took a deep breath and moved a little on the weeds. "But like her father before her, she did not know this companion well enough, either. A few years went by and he became more and more involved with a very bad element in that large American city. Thieves. Drug runners. Worse. They were his friends, Sheila thought, but that was not quite true. They may have started out that way, but they ended up as a little criminal gang that her boyfriend was running. And they got bigger and more successful all the time.

      "It was fortunate that she did, at least, continue to write me letters. That's how I knew what was happening with her. That's how I knew that this – this man she was with – was forcing her to act as what some call a 'drug mule.' Do you know the term, Mr. Goodnight?"

      "I do," said Ross. "It means someone who secretly carries illegal drugs from place to place so the drugs can be sold. Sometimes that means across state lines, or even international borders."

      "It does. That was also how she came to have a passport. Sometimes it was needed for the places he would send her." Joseph sighed, and kept going with the story. "I saw a few pictures, and knew that she had grown into a beautiful young woman. This man she was with – he liked using her to carry his shipments because she was quite charming and also quite normal. Few would suspect her of carrying deadly drugs or large sums of cash."

      "A dangerous life," Ross said quietly.

      "Very dangerous. A long prison term if you are caught, though I often thought that might be the best thing that could happen to her." Joseph shook his head, and looked away. "I can hardly bear the thought of it… my child, my little girl, ending up in such a way. And I could do naught to help her."

      It was a heartbreaking story. Mae could see how Liam would want to help if he could… but Lough Currane in County Kerry, Ireland was a very long way from the rough streets of Chicago in the United States.

      "She must have tried to get away," said Chloe. "Though I can imagine what would happen if she did."

      "Aye, she surely did try to leave. Sheila wanted nothing more than to get away from him, and did succeed briefly on two occasions. But on the second try, when his thugs brought her back, he threw her across a room and broke her arm. She didna try again after that."

      Mae closed her eyes.

      "Sheila knew for certain that they would never let her go. She was too valuable. She knew too much about what they were up to. And she had no place to go at any rate, even if she could escape them."

      "I'll bet this gang threatened her other relatives, too," said Mae. "Like her half-brother, Gabriel."

      Joseph nodded. "They did. But I was able to send him messages at his workplace at the airport. He is one of those who loads and unloads the luggage on the planes. And, in an answer to my prayers, he wrote me back and agreed to help me get Sheila to safety."

      "That's good you found help," said Mae. "But it was still going to take money to get Sheila out of there and back to Ireland. Last-minute transatlantic plane tickets are not cheap."

      "They are not," said Joseph. "Gabriel was working extra shifts at the airport in an effort to help his mother – my former wife – and the additional younger siblings. He had nothing to give to Sheila, especially since he knew it would simply disappear if he did and be of no use to her at all.

      "We had to find another way. I had to get money to Gabriel so that he could get her a ticket and get her out. And so we came up with a plan."

      Again Joseph paused, and took a breath. "I have worked in this hotel for decades. The owners know me well. They trusted me, for I have been a fishing guide, a bellman, and a handyman. I know how to do all of those things and I can repair nearly anything. I had free access to all of the rooms… and I began to think about what I had seen in some of those rooms.

      "So often I had seen things carelessly put away or even left sitting right out in the open, making no use of the wall safes at all. Rings. Bracelets. Necklaces. All glittering with diamonds and rubies and such. All belonging to those who were not poor to begin with and could surely replace them if they wished. I told myself I was harming no one by taking those things and indeed I would be saving a life… the life of my own little girl."

      "But I'm guessing there was no place out here where you could sell stolen jewelry for quick cash," said Ross.

      "There is not," said Joseph. "But if I could get it to Gabriel, well… Chicago is an enormous modern city. There are many, many pawn shops there where the proprietors will ask no questions."

      "If you could get the jewelry into his hands."

      "We thought we had that figured out as well. We knew that I could not just mail packages to Gabriel's home. With others of the family there – including children and my former wife – anyone could open a package with no return address on it. Even if I hid the jewelry inside a toy pony, it could disappear with one of the children. It could be carelessly tossed aside and lost.

      "We could not take the chance. We found another way for Gabriel to pick up the stolen jewelry. And to our amazement, it actually worked.

      "Of course, he could send notes to my home here with no trouble. But in order for me to communicate with him, he rented a box at a post office not far from the airport. That made it easy enough for him to stop there and check for messages from me." Joseph glanced up at Mae and smiled. "I was late for your first fishing trip because I always drove up to Shannon Airport to mail my notes to Joseph. That was the fastest way to get them on a plane for the USA.

      "In January, and again in February, we followed the same scheme. I procured the jewelry and stitched it into one of the little stuffed black Kerry ponies that I made as souvenirs. The guest would find it in her room just before checking out, as a 'going away souvenir.'

      "I also marked their suitcases with a strip of silver workman's tape on the underside. That made it easy for Gabriel to find the suitcase when it came off of the plane. He would move those bags to the lost and found section until he could examine them, remove the jewelry from the toy ponies, and get the jewelry. Then the bags were sent on their way again to eventually catch up with their owners.

      "Yet poor Gabriel proved not to be a very good thief, himself. In his panic to get at the jewelry before anyone could see him, he would cut the toys open and put them back once he retrieved the jewels. Would have been better just to keep the toy and let it go missing, but somewhere in the back of his mind that would be stealing. So he simply took what I sent him and left the damaged toys inside the suitcases."

      He smiled faintly. "I didna think to tell him otherwise. I suppose I'm really not such a good thief myself."

      Again Joseph looked out across the lake, as though hoping to find peace there. "As I said, we told ourselves that we were doing no wrong. Inconveniencing a few wealthy travelers was as nothing compared to saving my daughter's life."

      "It sounds like on two occasions, you did get the money from stolen jewelry," said Mae. "Why not stop there, instead of risking the scheme again?"

      He smiled a little. "As you mentioned, Mrs. Goodnight, last-minute plane tickets are quite dear. And we knew Sheila might need a hotel room for a while, not to mention food and a change of clothes and other necessary things. I knew that most likely she would have no chance to pack any of her possessions and take them with her."

      "I take it you were still short the amount needed and had to attempt a third time," said Mae.

      "We were short. That was because, although Gabriel did find establishments that were only too happy to buy the jewelry, we also learned that such places do not exactly pay top dollar for stolen goods. We still needed one more drop to get enough cash for Sheila to leave for Ireland."

      "But there was another problem," said Ross. "The law enforcement out here got wind of your scheme and actually came to the hotel. We saw them. They were quite suspicious and knew that suitcases of guests from this hotel were being riffled at the airport."

      "They did get wind of it. Gave us quite a scare. So I had to think fast and try something else – and get word to Gabriel in time."

      "The purses," said Chloe. "That's why you took mine, right over there at the church."

      "I did, young lady, and I am sorry. I touched nothing else. Only the jewelry."

      "But she got a new purse that, I take it, you made and left in her room. And in my mother's room," said Brandon, watching Joseph closely.

      "All true." Joseph looked up and met his gaze. "Though if you search the bags carefully, you will find that—"

      "Way ahead of you," said Ross. "We found the hidden wallets in both of those leather bags."

      "And my bracelet was right there inside of mine," said Chloe, also watching him.

      "So, if Gabriel was working at the airport," said Mae, "he could arrange to be in the terminal when our plane came in. All he would have to do is look for that unusual blue-grey leather, slip the hidden wallet out, and disappear into the crowd. Right?"

      "You have it right," admitted Joseph. "But that will not happen now. We do not have the money. There is no way to get Sheila out." He looked pale and his voice began to shake. "I don't know what I will do now. I have not heard from Gabriel or Sheila in many days. It may already be too… already be too late."
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      At last Liam spoke up, after listening quietly for a long time. "As I said, Joseph, I took steps to put an end to what you were doing. It wasn't needed any longer."

      "What are you talking about? What do you mean, it wasn't needed…" Then he stopped and for a moment he looked pale. "Tell me the truth," he whispered. "Was I too late? Did something happen to her?"

      "Only something for the better," said Liam. "You know that I have been saving for college. To learn business."

      "Aye, I do know that. I know that you hope to have your own boat someday, for charters."

      "I do. I want a boat big enough to take the tourists out not just on the lough, but out on the ocean. I want to take them on tours to see the little islands and the dolphins and the sunsets."

      "I know, Liam. Such a boat would cost a great deal, but that kind of work would provide a very nice living for you. You could stay right here in County Kerry to do it… " Then Joseph's eyes widened and he sat up straight. "Ah, Liam… please tell me you did not… you did not…"

      "I wired the needed money to Gabriel to give to Sheila. That way, she can finally come home to Ireland, to her father."

      Again Joseph closed his eyes, the pain and anguish evident on his face. "I won't even ask you how you could think to do such a thing. The real question is, how in the name of the devil would you know where to send that money so that Gabriel could pick it up?"

      "Because," said Liam, his voice steady. "Because I've seen the letters you send to Gabriel. I've been in your house, Joseph. You left one letter sitting out on your table, preparing to post it. The half-brother's address was on it. And if you had not left it out, I would have gone to your house on some other pretext and looked until I found it."

      "Then she is safe," Joseph whispered, his anger fading. "But that means you are in this now, too."

      "I am in no danger," Liam said. "The half-brother, Gabriel, is no criminal, is he?"

      "He is not."

      "Everything I saw, and heard, said that he was trying to help her, too, just as you were. I can surely send my own money wherever I wish, can I not? I've done nothing wrong."

      "Except throw away the future life you want."

      "Except save a life that needed saving." Liam managed a smile. "I can earn more money. But you said yourself that it was fast becoming too late for her. I couldna take that chance. I was one who was in a position to help, so I did. I have no regrets for doing so."

      All of them stood in silence for a time. Joseph still sat on the grass, gazing out over the water.

      Then Mae saw a small motorboat coming towards them from the same shoreline where they had left that morning. At first, she thought it was just another fishing boat, since it was being driven by one of the boatmen that she had seen before; but as it drew closer, she got a look at the passengers.

      They were two men in Irish gardai uniforms.

      Joseph got to his feet. "You called them. Didn't you?"

      "I did," Liam said. "This morning. I knew you were staying out here. And I knew why. But you couldna stay in a roofless stone hut on a barren island forever."

      The older man looked down at him. "You must protect yourself, Liam. I know you've done no wrong."

      "I haven't. That will be proved, if need be."

      "I will swear to it myself. If they will take the word of a jewel thief." Joseph replaced his hat and then reached for Liam's hand, clasping it firmly in both of his. "I am grateful to you for what you have done for her. I will repay the money you sent if it's the last thing I ever do in life."

      "I know you will," said Liam. "In the meantime, I'll be here working at the hotel. You see – they offered me your job."

      Joseph smiled. "That's a fine thing. A very fine thing." He placed one hand on the younger man's shoulder. "I'm humbled by what you have done for my daughter, Liam. Though I will not ever forgive myself for allowing this to happen. I should have made her leave long ago. I should have gone there to get her myself. I should have—"

      "It's all right. All's well that ends well, as they say. I did it because it needed to be done. There was no time for anything else. And because I know you would have done the same for me."

      "I would. And I will. God bless ye, Liam Thomas." Then Joseph turned and walked out to the boat where the two gardai waited.

      "God bless you, Joseph Hart, and your daughter," Liam said.

      Then Mae, Ross, Brandon, and Chloe all stood with him and watched as the motorboat slowly pulled away, heading across Lough Currane to the mainland.
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      After the long and emotional day they had had, Mae was quite happy to sit out on the large rocks of the beach and gaze out at the bay beneath the late afternoon sun. With her, of course, were Ross, Brandon, and Chloe, and all four of them sat with dishes of ice cream from the little shop along the beach walk.

      "This has to be one of the best spots in all of Ireland," said Mae, and took a small bite of her sea salt caramel ice cream. "I find I'm at peace with just sitting here to say goodbye to it."

      Ross took a big spoonful of his own black cherry ice cream. "We won't want to stay too long, though. We have to get up way before dawn to get to the airport on time."

      "I'm not looking forward to that part," Chloe said. She and Brandon sat together sharing a hot fudge sundae. "But I guess I can sleep in the car if I have to."

      "And on the plane," said Brandon, getting the largest possible spoonful of sundae. "It's something like an eight-hour flight just to get us back to Chicago."

      "I think we'll all be sleeping then." Mae went on looking out across the water, unable to stop thinking about what they had learned about Joseph Hart and his daughter earlier that day. "I guess what I want to know is… if Joseph could send notes to Gabriel, why not just mail him the jewelry that was being stolen? Why go to so much trouble to make Gabriel pick it up out of suitcases?"

      "I can only guess," said Ross, still working on his ice cream, "that they used surface mail for messages because that would actually be harder to intercept. As long as they used a post office box with no return addresses, it's unlikely anyone would find their notes or be able to trace them."

      "Even with an Irish postmark?" asked Chloe.

      "Lots of people live in Ireland. They send letters to the U.S. just like anyone else," Ross told her. "Wouldn't be that unusual."

      "Yeah, text messages and email can be pretty easy to trace if someone really wants to," said Brandon. "All you need is the IP address. Then it's like having the number on their house and you know exactly where they are."

      "Also, a letter can be dropped in a mailbox anywhere at any time," Ross went on. "With even a small piece of jewelry, you have to pack it up in some kind of padding or small box so it's protected. Then you have to take it to the counter and pay the postage. Can't just drop a ring or a bracelet into a regular envelope and slap stamps on it and drop it in a box like a letter. It would get damaged by the machines, fall out of the envelope, and never get where it was going anyway."

      "So they had to find another way." Mae sat thinking again, playing with the ice cream with the end of her little spoon. "And amazingly enough, for a couple of rank amateur crooks with no experience, their scheme to hide the jewelry in those handmade toys and letting Gabe get them from the marked suitcases actually worked pretty well."

      "It did," said Ross. "They would have gotten caught eventually, but if Gabriel had thought to just keep the toys instead of ripping them open, they might have succeeded at least one more time. As it was, they had to pivot and try a different way. Looked like they had that figured out, too."

      "But here's what I can't figure out." Chloe finished her part of the hot fudge sundae and gave the dish to Brandon. "Gabriel was supposed to take my own bracelet out of my bag – the bag Joseph made for me – as we walked through the terminal in Chicago. But how could somebody take something out of my bag without any of us even noticing?"

      "It's not as hard as you might think," said Ross. "Remember what you saw. That little flat wallet piece was made to slide out easily enough, though it fit snug enough that it was not going to fall out by itself. Once he spotted you carrying that particular bag, this guy Gabriel would just wait for any kind of small distraction – an announcement over the PA, or someone with a cute dog, or a bird flying around in the terminal – anything at all to get you to look away and not think about your bag for an instant. That's really all it takes."

      "But I keep my bag over my shoulder all the time," insisted Chloe. "I put it on over my head with one arm through the strap. I always keep it that way."

      "That's good, sure," said Ross. "But when someone has decided to take something off of you, it's not that hard. That's why this bag is made the way it is. All they have to do is catch hold of the little wallet and slide it out of the pocket as you walk away. Then they disappear into that huge airport crowd. They don't even have to touch you. Happens every day."

      "Joseph said he was not a criminal, but he was very crafty, wasn't he? In more ways than one," said Mae. "He did all this right in front of us. We looked right at him and never knew what he was really doing. Chloe and I even saw the hideout in that little ruin on the island, but I didn't connect it to Joseph."

      "Even I thought I was seeing ghosts out there, especially on our second fishing trip," said Brandon. "I can see now why some believe in them."

      "Now you know how the legend of the puca most likely came about," said Mae. "The puca is a trickster that loves to sneak around and fool you. It often looks like something else – like a black shadow, or a wavering in the mist. And by the time you figure out what it really is, it's too late. It's tricked you out of your possessions or your home or – sometimes – even your life."

      "Fortunately, it wasn't that serious this time," said Ross.

      "But I still think I'll carry everything locked in a steel purse from now on," said Chloe, looking down at the glittering bracelet on her wrist.

      "Me, too." Mae stood up, stretching a little as she took one last long look at the bay and the ocean beyond. "We'd better be getting back. We all have to get up very early tomorrow morning to get to Shannon in time to catch the plane home."

      "We do," said Ross, also standing up. "I don't have to fly the plane, but I do have to drive us to the airport. I should probably sleep."

      "All of us should." Mae started walking towards the hotel, and the other three went along with her. "You know," she said, "this trip has been just wonderful. But I'll admit that I'll be glad to see home again."

      "I will, too," said Ross. "I'll admit that I've enjoyed it, but it will be good to get back."

      "Mae, do you think you'll feel like driving horses again back in plain old Ohio, after seeing them out here?" asked Chloe.

      "You bet I will," said Mae. "I sure do miss my own. It seems like forever since I've seen all the big boys as well as Goldie, the little lady who keeps them all in line."

      "I think I kinda miss them, too," said Brandon.

      "I know I do," said Chloe.

      "That's good," said Mae, "because we've got a whole lot of driving engagements waiting for us. I've been taking care of email while we've been here, and there are an unbelievable number of weddings coming up. All of our working horses are going to be very busy."

      "At least weddings are fun. And easy," said Chloe, and then looked a little baffled when Mae and Brandon burst out laughing and Ross very nearly smiled.
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      After a long and quiet drive in the pre-dawn darkness, Mae, Ross, Chloe, and Brandon got out of the SUV for the last time. They got their suitcases and turned in the vehicle to the rental company, and then started across the parking lot at Shannon Airport just as the eastern sky began to lighten into grey.

      "I don't know how you do it," said Mae. "Stay awake like this in the middle of the night. I know I wasn't much help on the way up. I kept dozing off."

      "Coffee, mostly," said Ross.

      "Coffee sounds good," said Brandon.

      "It sure does," said Chloe, as the big glass doors of the main terminal slid open in front of them.

      "We've got a little time before we have to check in," said Ross. "We can stop at this little place right here."

      A few minutes later, their suitcases at their feet, the four of them sat at a small table near the windows enjoying hot coffee with fresh cream. Mae could see the monitor up above them that showed the arrivals and departures, and nudged Brandon to look up at it. "Our plane just got here. The board says the departure is still on time. That means there's a good chance we'll be home before the sun goes down in Ohio."

      "Works for me," said Brandon. "And Chloe and I will actually get home before you, since we're near campus and you have to go all the way to the far west side."

      "I don't mind a little extra driving, if it means getting back to Goodnight Farm," said Mae. "That's where my horses are."

      Ross sat up, frowning slightly. "Your horses? Anything else drawing you out there?"

      "Oh, my husband, too, I suppose," she answered, with a laugh. "Maybe that's the best thing about a vacation… going home again once it's over. Going home to a place you love."

      They all sat back and finished their coffee. Mae watched as the glass doors opened again and a couple of limo drivers walked in. Both of them wore black uniforms and stood near the door holding small signs with names on them – the names of the passengers they were here to pick up.

      One driver held a neatly printed sign from the Western Light Hotel that read Sheila Hart.

      The arriving passengers began trickling in through the terminal. Most of them stopped to wait at the baggage claim area, but one passenger went straight past baggage claim and the security station and walked towards the waiting drivers.

      She was a thin young woman in old jeans and a worn t-shirt. Her short hair was rumpled from sleeping on it. Her face was pale and her eyes were cast down. Her only possession seemed to be a small, beat-up black purse that she kept on her shoulder..

      The woman finally looked up enough to see the driver from the Western Light. She stopped and stared at him and his sign as though trying to believe what she was seeing. He spoke quietly to her, and nodded, and then together they left the terminal and walked outside.

      Through the tall windows, Mae saw the young woman gaze up at the grey clouds with the rising sun behind them. Then the woman took a deep breath of the soft misty air, closed her eyes, and smiled as they approached the waiting car.

      "Oh," said Chloe. "That was her, wasn't it?"

      "I think so," said Mae. "Joseph Hart's daughter, Sheila Hart. She looked very glad to be here. Even though she's never been to Ireland before, I think she knew that she had just come home."

      Ross saw it, too. "Glad she's safe now. Her father did the wrong thing for the right reason. I guess I can't blame him too much."

      "He did," said Mae. "He'll have to pay the price for that. The hotel can't employ him any longer, of course, and he may have to spend some time in jail. But at least his daughter is safe now. And both of them were saved by a young man who knows the real meaning of a loyal friend, the real meaning of family."

      "You don't think they'll follow her here, do you?" asked Brandon. "The boyfriend, I mean. And his lowlife friends."

      "Doubtful," said Ross. "Too much trouble. And this is the old country, in some ways. They might have their own ways of dealing with those who kidnap a man's daughter and essentially hold her prisoner."

      "They might," agreed Mae.

      "Hope it works out," says Brandon.

      Mae smiled at him. "Maybe things will change enough so there are better ways of handling situations like Sheila's. I sure hope so."

      "So do I," said Chloe. "I’m glad to have my diamond bracelet back. A replacement just wouldn't be the same."
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      Before long, the four of them finished their coffee and began gathering up their luggage. "We probably should get our boarding passes and then go through security," said Mae. "You never know how long it's going to take."

      "That's for sure," said Ross. "I'd rather get through early and sit in the lounge for a while, instead of waiting in a long line the whole time."

      "Yeah. The lines always appear all at once," said Brandon. "You think it's not so bad, and then a few hundred passengers all show up at the same time for their flight that's leaving in half an hour."

      Chloe said, "I'd always rather be early and relax, than late and rushing around."

      "I'm the same way," said Mae. "Let's go."

      They began walking into the long main terminal where ticket counters for the various airlines sat end to end along the walls."

      It'll be good to get back to the peace and quiet of the farm," said Ross. "Away from the cities and all."

      "I'm sure it will be," said Mae. "Even I've had about enough excitement for one trip. And I know you don't especially like crowds."

      "I don't. I'll be glad to get back to the farm. But there is one thing it doesn't have."

      "Oh? What's that?"

      "Guinness."

      Mae laughed. "Well, maybe we can order a case of Guinness Draught for you. I'll look into it."

      "You could, but I'd probably just have it once in a while. I'm actually looking forward to some old-fashioned American-style cherry cola."

      "Cherry cola? I know it's your favorite. And I'm sure they have it here at some of the places. You could have asked for one anytime."

      "I could have, but I didn't want to hurt anyone's feelings."

      "Or miss out on the Guinness, either." Mae shifted her carry-on bag from one hand to the other while trying to pull a large roller suitcase with the other hand. "I'll be glad to check in and get rid of most of this luggage. Then we can—"

      "Mae! Mae Monahan Goodnight? It's us! Mae!"

      It was a woman's voice calling out to them, off to the side. Mae turned to see who it was and then caught her breath.

      "I don't believe it! Kathleen… is that really you?"

      "Of course, it is, Mae," said Kathleen, a pleasant older woman. "Along with my sister Anna."

      "I'm glad to see you, Mrs. O'Neill," said Ross. "And Miss Norris."

      "And Ross, we are so glad to see you again."

      "Brandon. Chloe. Come here. Come here! I can't believe it, but you'll get to meet the family after all." Mae pulled them all close and began the introductions. "This is my younger son, Brandon Monahan, and his girlfriend, Chloe Block."

      All of them began shaking hands with each other. "This lady is Kathleen O'Neill. She was married to my distant cousin named Paul O'Neill. With her is her sister, Anna Norris. These people are the reason why we made this trip in the first place."

      "So pleased to meet you," said Kathleen. "But we're not the only ones come to send you off today."

      "You mean—" Mae looked back to see Mary Lucas, her husband Ultan Lucas, and their daughter Lucinda Lucas quickly walking up to them.

      "We had to park the car," said Mary, wasting no time in giving Mae a hug. "We wanted Kathleen and Anna to come in quickly so they could find you before you left."

      "Oh, I'm so glad to see all of you," said Mae. "Brandon – Chloe – Mary was my cousin Paul's sister. She and her family – Ultan and Lucy – also live on Rose Gold Farm in County Tipperary, where we visited first. Such a lovely place."

      "I know the connections are all rather confusing," Kathleen said, smiling at Brandon and Chloe. "All that really matters is that we are your Irish cousins and part of your family."

      Lucy, a rather shy teenage girl, just smiled at them, while her father, Ultan, shook hands with Ross. The two men had become friends during the week spent in County Tipperary, since both enjoyed nothing more than casual conversation and a quiet time in a peaceful setting.

      "We couldn't let you leave without seeing you one more time," said Kathleen.

      "And I'm so glad you didn't. Tell me, how are things going for you back at Rose Gold Farm?"

      "They're going well," said Kathleen. "Perhaps better than we expected. There is sadness, of course, for my husband has gone to his rest. We all miss him each and every day. Yet though we lost one, we gained another – and more."

      "And we are all grateful for that," said Anna.

      "Lucy has some very good news for you as well," said Mary, smiling at her daughter.

      Lucy blushed and briefly looked away, but did manage to answer. "I took your advice, Mae, about driving the pony carts in town – about driving them as you do, taking tourists for rides and earning money that way. We've had much interest. I'm to start next week and make a full-time business of it."

      "Lucy, that's wonderful," said Mae. "You've got three good ponies and some beautiful vehicles. I'm sure you will do extremely well. If I can answer any questions for you, don't hesitate to send me an email."

      "I'm sure you'll hear from me now and again," said Lucy, smiling now.

      "I'm counting on it," said Mae. Then she sighed, looking at all five of them again. "We've

      had some wonderful adventures over these last three weeks in Ireland. But I'm serious when I say that all of you were the very best part."

      "Well, that and the Guinness," said Ross, and everyone laughed.

      "I'm afraid we brought no Guinness,” said Ultan. "But my wife did prepare apple cake for you."

      "For the flight home," said Mary, handing Mae a small cardboard box with a delicious aroma. "The recipe is included, should you want to try your own hand at making it later on."

      "I just hope I can get these other three to save a piece for me. Thank you so much."

      "I'm sure they'll save you one. But we have something else for you as well," said Kathleen. From her handbag she lifted out what looked like a small dark-blue box from a jewelry store. "We learned that we missed one. You must take it home to him."

      "Missed one? What do you mean?"

      "Open it up and you will see."

      Carefully, Mae took the small box from Kathleen and lifted off the top. "Oh, Kathleen… I can't believe you've done this."

      Within the box, resting on a folded piece of white satin, was a harness brass – a kind of medallion made to go on a working horse's bridle as a sign that the animal was highly regarded and well cared for. It was indeed made of brass, and so polished that it gleamed under the bright lights of the airline terminal and seemed to be made of real gold.

      "You already gave me the brasses for my horses, all specially made," said Mae. "It was the most wonderful wedding present I could imagine. But – one more?"

      "One more," said Kathleen. "You might recall that our Lucy here is quite good at working on the Internet, with websites and such. She looked at yours and learned that you had one more horse."

      "It's true," admitted Mae. "All but one are working now, and they were the ones you made the other brasses for. The other one is just a baby – just a year old, now – and was a wedding present from Ross. When he's ready to start working, my oldest horse, Steel, will be ready to retire."

      "And the young one's name is Chrome Steel," said Lucy. "We had the brass made with a snowflake etched on it, since the story on your website says he came to you in a blizzard."

      "He certainly did," said Mae, looking again at the beautiful gleaming brass. "A snowflake. It's perfect." She looked up at the five of them. "I can't thank you enough. I'll treasure it always."

      "Ah, you're so very welcome, Mae," said Kathleen. "I'm glad you enjoyed your trip to little old Ireland. We will not fail to see each other again."

      "Perhaps next time, we will travel to Ohio to see what America is like," said Anna.

      "Oh, please do! Anytime. I would love that!"

      Then Brandon stepped forward. "Mom, that schedule board just updated. We'd better go. The plane is waiting."

      "And so is Goodnight Farm," said Chloe.

      There was just enough time for one more round of hugs and handshakes. "Off to the west with you, now," said Kathleen, as the four of them finally began walking towards the gate. "But this is no American wake. This time, we know we will see you again."
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      Mae slept most of the way across the Atlantic, while Ross sat up with a new military novel that he'd found at the airport gift shop. After a short layover in Chicago, with just enough time for a fast-food dinner, they boarded another flight and were on their way back to Columbus.

      Finally getting off of an airplane for the last time in a while, they picked up their baggage and were on their way to the long-term parking lot, waving goodbye to Brandon and Chloe as they left to go to their own car and drive home to their campus apartment.

      Mae had never been so glad to see Ross's big maroon truck with Tipperary Carriage Company painted in white on each door and across the tailgate. Sitting inside, with the familiar smells of coffee and warmth and hay and horses, was just like being back home at the farm.

      The sun was setting low as they left the airport and started west across the city. By the time they reached the rural areas, turned off of the main road and drove onto the quiet country lane, the shadows were lengthening and the last golden light of day was filling the sky.

      And there it was – Goodnight Farm, the place that had been Ross's home for a few years and now was Mae's home, too. They turned off of the lane and drove around to the back of the simple modular house, pulling up in front of the big twenty-stall barn whose front and back doors stood wide open to the fresh springtime air.

      Mae opened the passenger side door and stepped down to the gravel of the yard, which was formed by the home in front, the barn behind it, and the old garage-turned carriage house off to the side. She saw that one of the garage doors of the carriage house was raised up, and in the back of one of her white Landau carriages were half-open cardboard boxes overflowing with brightly colored rolls of ribbon and paper flowers.

      She smiled at the sight of it. She had indeed ordered plenty of decorations for the busy upcoming wedding season, so that her carriages might match the color scheme of any bride. It looked like Stanley must have opened the boxes to check the contents and simply stacked them up in the carriages once he saw what they were.

      Mae walked into the rough concrete aisle of the barn. All twenty stalls were empty, for the horses were still turned out in their pasture to enjoy the last of their vacation. And then she heard the noise that was coming from beyond the back doors.

      A long gradual slope, covered with dry grass and something that passed for a dirt-and-gravel lane, led from the barn down to the back of the property. That was where Stanley Monroe's house trailer and the haybarn sat side by side. Mae and Ross walked down the lane past the fields where the horses were turned out each day. It was normally quite peaceful back there… but not today.

      The farm's two black-and-white border collies, Mick and Mack, went racing around behind the far side of the haybarn. When they reappeared, they were chasing Stanley's barn cats Twister, Stormy, and The Grey Mouser. The cats tried hiding under the house trailer, but the dogs persisted. A moment later, there was a loud screeching and yelping, and then it was the dogs who were running away with the three cats tearing after them.

      Out in the pasture, things were equally in an uproar. All of the horses were trotting and snorting and vying for position, knowing that at any moment Stanley would open the gate and allow a few at a time to return to the barn for feeding time. The two bosses of the pasture, the mares Goldie and Cookie, were determined to go first. That led to much squealing and kicking and biting as they refused to allow any others to get near the gate. That included each other, too, and they made plenty of noise as they went on jostling for position.

      On the other side of Stanley's trailer was the hayman's delivery truck, loaded with fresh green-tan bales of coastal Bermuda grass that were ready to be loaded into the protection of the haybarn. But in the midst of the rest of the commotion, Stanley and the hayman were arguing over something and apparently could not come to an agreement as to which end of the barn the new bales should be placed.

      "There's no doubt about it. We're home," said Mae. "And as crazy as it is, and as much as I loved Ireland and the new family I found there, I wouldn't want to be anywhere else."

      "Neither would I," said Ross with a smile.

      Together they walked down to join Stanley, the dogs, the cats, and all of the horses in the light of the setting sun.
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