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      As her Uber pulled up to the curb, Hildy Dannaher pressed a hand to her middle, trying to quell the sudden riot of butterflies. This might actually be the most impulsive thing she had ever done, with the possible exception of planting her first script on the front seat of a director’s convertible when she was fresh out of USC. Fifteen years later and she still couldn’t make eye contact with the man whenever they ran into each other at industry events.

      Here's hoping things worked out better this time.

      As she looked up at the austere, century-old brick building, with its first-floor pub incongruously glowing with the electric hue of a half-dozen neon signs and packed full of late-night revelers, she realized with a start that there was no need to check the address, which she’d hurriedly looked up not even six hours earlier after she’d booked the last-minute flight from L.A. to San Francisco. She definitely remembered this place. Being here now was like stepping into a memory—one she’d barely known she’d even possessed. Honestly, she hadn’t expected to recognize the place at all, seeing as how she’d barely been six years old the last time she’d been here.

      “All good?”

      She looked up to find the driver eying her in the rearview mirror. Pasting on a smile, she nodded and said, “Yeah, thanks,” since she definitely wasn’t going to confess to him that she was more or less ambushing the man she could only hope still lived in the apartment over the pub.

      Admitting that to herself made her feel more than a little crazy.

      But she was here now, and like her mother used to say: In for a penny, in for a pound. Taking a steadying breath, she shouldered her hastily packed overnight bag, carefully lifted the cardboard box from the seat beside her, and stepped out onto the sidewalk. The street was unsurprisingly crowded with people availing themselves of the thriving San Franscisco nightlife scene, their peals of laughter and shouted conversation rising above the thumping bass emanating from several nearby clubs.

      The good old days of partying all night weren’t that long ago for her—she was only thirty-eight—but dear God did they feel like a lifetime ago. Turns out having your life fall apart really ages a person.

      Gripping the box more securely to her chest, she bumped the door shut with her hip and wended her way through the throng, headed for the discreet black door twenty feet from the pub’s main entrance. A tipsy woman in a gorgeous black leather coat knocked into her, making them both stumble.

      “Sorry! My bad,” she exclaimed, giggling as she reached out to steady Hildy.

      “No worries,” Hildy responded, glad for her death grip on the box. At this point, it was pretty much the most precious thing in the world to her.

      “Can I buy you a drink, babe? You look like you could use one.”

      Could she ever. But Hildy shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m meeting someone.” Not that he knew it.

      With a wobbly salute, the woman went on her way, and Hildy turned back to the door. She was relieved to find the old push button numbered keypad lock was still there, the numbers now mostly worn off. Shifting the box to her left hip, she pressed the first passcode she had ever learned: 54321. She shook her head in disbelief as the lock gave way. Apparently, some things never changed.

      The stairway was marginally quieter and lit with fussy Victorian-style sconces that mimicked candelabras. The place smelled of seasoned wood and old paint and a vague hint of tobacco of decades past. All of it felt familiar.

      Her heart was pounding by the time she reached the third-floor landing, though how much was due to the climb she couldn’t say. She ran a nervous hand over her ponytailed hair, cringing at the crunchy residue of too many days of dry shampoo. Even before she’d found the box this afternoon, she’d been running on fumes thanks to the nerve-wracking work deadline hanging over her head like an anvil. God, what was she doing here?

      But even as she had the thought, she knew she couldn’t have done anything else. She had questions, and this was the only place in the world she could think to find answers.

      The jaunty Irish jig that played when she pressed the doorbell made her chuckle, calming the rioting emotions she’d been battling all day. She waited, holding her breath as she listened for sounds from beyond the apartment’s front door. She was reaching for the doorbell again when the lock sounded, and the door was opened as wide as Seamus Murphy’s bleary-eyed face.

      She didn’t have to fake the smile that came to her lips at the sight of him. She was relieved he was here, of course, but it was also just really nice to see him after all this time.

      There was a moment of stunned confusion as he blinked as though to clear a lingering dream. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Hildy—is that you?” he asked, his voice sleep-roughened and thick with his Irish brogue.

      Despite the late hour, she hadn’t expected to catch him asleep. As the owner of the Irish pub below, he’d always been a night owl, going to bed in the wee hours of the morning and waking close to noon.

      “Hi Seamus. Long time, no see.”

      He blinked at her a moment before giving a little snort of amusement. “About thirty or so years, give or take.” He pulled the door all the way open. “Well I won’t have you standing on the doorstep like a thief in the night. In you come.”

      He gestured for her to enter, the motion making the wide sleeves of his silk robe flap, which in turn caused the fabric panels to part and reveal a wide swath of his white-haired chest. He and Russell Crow—a la his Zeus cameo in the last Thor movie, not his Gladiator days—were of a body type, thick and sturdy and clearly not averse to the occasional over-indulgence. Despite the white hair, extra pounds, and added wrinkles, he was still just as handsome and lovely as she remembered.

      She hesitated, wanting to get straight to the point but realizing it was probably best not to blurt it all out on the doorstep. She offered him a grateful smile as she stepped inside. “It’s been twelve years, actually, at my wedding. And I’m sorry to bother you so late. I thought you’d be up, like the old days.”

      His mouth quirked in a tired half-grin. “Yeah, would that I still could, girl. The mind is willing, but the body is old, as you can see,” he added wryly, spreading his arms unabashedly before tucking the robe closed again. “And I don’t really count the wedding since there were about five thousand people in attendance—not that I’m complaining. Best damn food I’ve ever eaten, and the people watching was second to none. To this day no one believes that I danced with Julia Roberts.”

      “Maybe because you didn’t? She could only make it to the ceremony.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t know that,” he said with a wink. Waving a hand towards the living area, he said, “Make yourself comfortable, and pour us both a finger or three of that good Irish whiskey on the sideboard, would you? I’ll just go put on something a little more guest-appropriate.”

      Even as she knew she should have waited until morning to come, she couldn’t bring herself to feel bad. Seamus had been her mother’s oldest friend, a sort of cool uncle figure for the first six years of Hildy’s life. It felt so good to see him, to hear the accent he’d shared with her mom. It was like stepping into summer after a long, dark winter.

      “Sounds like a plan,” she said, dropping her bag to the floor. She carefully deposited the box on the couch before heading to the sideboard. The whiskey, poured from a tall skinny bottle with a pair of old-timey boxers on the front, smelled surprisingly good—warm and spicy with the promise of a good kick. Not her normal drink of choice, but it seemed appropriate.

      She carried both glasses to the couch and set them down between two brightly colored coffee table books: Humans of New York and LGTB: San Francisco. She smiled, thinking of when she was nine or so and had asked her mother why Seamus hadn’t married her. After all, he was kind and funny and made her mother laugh more than anyone else ever could.

      “Oh bless ya, Hildy,” she’d laughed, patting her arm fondly. “No, lamb. Marrying a woman is definitely not on his to-do list. Which is just as well since I’m not the marrying sort.”

      He reappeared, still in the robe, but with conservative black silk pajamas on underneath. Joining her on the couch, he took a long drink of whiskey, sighed happily, then eyed her and said, “Well then, to what do I owe the pleasure? It’s been donkey’s years since I last laid eyes on you. I can’t say I expected you to be the one behind the fists beating down my door in the middle of the night.”

      “I rang the doorbell—once,” she said, giving him an arch look.

      “In the middle of the night.”

      He had her there. Welp, there was no time like the present. She slid a hand along the top of the box before meeting his curious blue gaze. “When Mom died, I was more than a little overwhelmed.”

      “Ah, of course you were, love. I can hardly believe she’s been gone two years now. I really am so sorry for your loss. I wish she would have let you have a memorial, but it’s just like our Moire to be telling you what to do from beyond the grave,” he said with a fond chuckle.

      “Definitely on brand,” she said, one corner of her mouth tipping up. It felt so good to talk to someone else who had known and loved her mom—and understood her many quirks. “She couldn’t stand the thought of people gathering around to mope over her ashes. I don’t think it occurred to her that those of us left behind might like a shoulder to cry on.” She paused, swallowing against the lump that had started to form in her throat.

      Hildy remembered every detail of that last trip home. Pulling up to her mom’s little bungalow having no idea what awaited within. It had been so shocking, walking in and seeing the bare bones state of both the house and her mother all at once.

      Tears had blurred her vision as she demanded to know why her mother hadn’t told her she was sick again. It had only been two months since Hildy’s last visit home, so it was beyond comprehension to find her mother little more than a shell of her former self, like the shucked hull of a cicada.

      Shrugging the sharp blades of her shoulders, Moire had replied simply in her soft Irish brogue, “Why draw out your suffering, lamb? The first time it was fixable, this time it’s not. You couldn’t do anything, now could ya? You got to have two whole months extra of your life without the truth weighing you down. Show a bit o’ gratitude, if ya don’t mind.” The last had been said with a glimmer of mischief in her pained eyes.

      A week later, she was gone.

      Drawing a fortifying breath, Hildy met Seamus’s sympathetic gaze. “She did at least do some planning before she passed. She’d done a Swedish death cleanse before I got there, but had set aside a box of things I might like. When she died, I was so overwrought I couldn’t bring myself to look at the box, let alone go through it. Scott stashed it away for me, and it’s been there ever since—out of sight, out of mind.” Her grief and depression had consumed her for months, and she suspected her brain had simply blocked the box’s existence from her mind.

      She paused a moment, tracing the letters of her name that her mother had scrawled across the top before looking up again. “But now we are getting divorced and the house just sold, so I stumbled on the box this afternoon while cleaning out the storage room.”

      The compassion on his face was enough to make her chest hurt. “Ah, Hildy, you poor wee thing. It sounds like you’ve had quite the past few years. Am I sorry or relieved for the divorce?”

      She shrugged. “It was inevitable, really. I was dazzled to have captured the interest of such a titan of the industry, just as he was dazzled with my youth and enthusiasm I think, but in time it became clear that he’s only passionate about his newest project. My grief for mom’s death only accelerated what was already headed our way, I think.”

      Seamus placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and gave a little squeeze. “I’m sorry, lamb. For the loss of your mam, for the divorce, and for the sadness I see in those pretty gray eyes of yours. How can I make it better? Should I put out a hit on Scott? I’m sure I’ve still got a few unsavory contacts in my old rolodex if I dig deep enough.”

      She grinned, appreciating his attempt at humor. “Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind.” She paused to take a sip of her drink—liquid courage—before deliberately meeting his gaze. She’d dropped everything to come here, and she wanted him to see how badly she needed the truth.

      “So here’s the thing. My mother is dead.”

      He blinked, one gray eyebrow hitching high up his forehead. “Yes, we’ve established that. If you’re here to thank me for the flowers, I’d say we’re well past the statute of limitations on that.”

      She was too nervous to muster a smile. “The thing is, I thought this box would hold the answer. Not at the time, but when I saw it today, it occurred to me that Mom had set this aside for me as a kindness, so I could finally know the truth.”

      The way her stomach had dropped when she’d seen it, the way she ripped through the tape as though her life depended on it, the way she’d dug through all the pictures and trinkets and memories, searching for the letter from her mother she was sure would be there…all for naught.

      She paused and swallowed back the swell of disappointment. The box had held some lovely things, all of which meant something to her, but it didn’t hold the one thing she wanted most. “But she didn’t. And for a while today it overwhelmed me that I would never know. But then I saw this.”

      Pulling off the lid, she picked a small framed picture. In it, Hildy sat before a Snoopy-themed birthday cake, her little cheeks puffed out as she blew the three candles out. Her mother was on one side of her, and a young, dark-haired Seamus on the other.

      “And this,” she said, lifting another picture of her mom and Seamus laughing on the beach while baby Hildy played in the sand. “And this.” Another picture, this time of the three of them posing in the pub, green pints of Sprite in Hildy’s and Moire’s hands while Seamus lifted a glass of green beer.

      “We had some good times,” Seamus said fondly, taking the last one from her hand. “Your mother was a good egg, and I was glad to have the pair of you around. But I’m not sure what it is you are looking for, darlin’. We didn’t keep up as much as we should have after she moved to Los Angeles.”

      Hildy set down the photos and pinned him with an imploring look. “It’s just that you were important to her, especially after she moved to the States and she didn’t know anyone else. You were there when I was born, and we lived right here with you for six years. She trusted you. And it stands to reason that confidences established when she was alive would no longer be in effect, particularly when those confidences affect those who are definitely not dead.”

      He waved his hand, scowling. “You sound like a bloody lawyer, girl. Use plain English and quit your dancing about the point.”

      Right. Lifting her chin, Hildy looked him dead in the eye. “Seamus, who was my father?”
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      There was a stunned moment of silence. A whole lifetime seemed to exist in that moment, and Hildy leaned forward, holding her breath with anticipation of what he would say.

      This was the reason she had literally dropped everything and booked a flight to San Franscisco this afternoon. Forget the fact that the house had to be cleaned out and she had Scott and the studio heads breathing down her neck for the rewrites on the script that would make or break her career; this was her last chance to finally know who it was that made up half of her DNA. It wasn’t something she wanted to ask about over the phone, especially given how long it’d been since they’d spoken. She was sure that if she could stand before him, with all of her desperate earnestness on full display, she could somehow convince him to break whatever promises he had made to keep her mother’s secrets.

      “Oh, darlin’,” he said at last, compassion tilting his brows together. “You know I’d tell you if I could.”

      Her stomach sank. She scooted closer to press her point. “But that’s what I’m saying. Confidences—”

      He stopped her with a lifted hand. “Hildy, there were no confidences. Well, not about that, at least. Hand to the Bible, I don’t know.”

      Shit. Hildy felt as though someone had snipped her marionette strings. She slumped into the couch, thoroughly defeated. She’d pinned so much hope on the fact he’d have answers for her, it took a moment to wrap her head around the disappointment. She believed him. And if he didn’t know, then she never would either. She took a long swig of whiskey before asking her next question.

      “Do you at least know the, um, circumstances?” Her heart beat in her throat as she waited, both hoping and fearing he would have the answer. She needed to know this, didn’t she? Closure. “Was it someone she knew? A one-night stand? A summer fling?” She didn’t dare voice the other scenarios she’d considered over the years.

      It was the ultimate, invisible wedge between Moire and her, and the opportunity to address it died with her mother. Hildy had come out and asked only once, when she was seven and her new friends from school had bragged of how big and strong or smart their daddies were. She’d come home from school confused, sure she was different but not exactly sure why. Mommy, where is my daddy?

      She’d been so young, so utterly without a clue, but she had recognized her mother’s hardening face, her suddenly brittle eyes and the flare of her nostrils. As young as she had been, Hildy sensed the question was bad. She felt the keen sense of having done something wrong, deep in her belly.

      Moire seemed to struggle with what to say for several long seconds before answering. “Some people have mommies, some people have daddies, and some people have both, lamb. You have me, and Mommy loves you,” she said firmly. “I’m all the parent you have, need, or will ever get, understand?”

      Hildy had nodded, and never asked again. Not when she was a teenager, and the question burned holes in her chest, not when she was married and had walked up the aisle on Moire’s arm, and not when her mother had lay dying in the bedroom she’s slept alone in for over thirty years.

      Hildy’s best friend, Janhavi Patel, who also happened to be her agent, had once asked why she didn’t do one of those DNA tests to try to find her father, but Hildy was vehemently opposed to the idea. If her mother didn’t want her father knowing she existed, then Hildy wasn’t going to do anything that would violate that. At least not before she knew more about the circumstances of her conception. That thought brought the familiar prickle of unease, even as she was desperate to know more.

      Seamus regarded her with sincere regret, and maybe a bit of pity. “I really don’t know, darlin’. I’m sorry.”

      And just like that, the hope that had compelled her to hop on a plane and fly four hundred miles popped and fizzled, leaving her feeling utterly deflated. She had just felt so strongly that she could somehow convince him to tell her the truth, but clearly he couldn’t give her what he didn’t have.

      Meeting his sympathetic gaze, she swallowed against the bitter disappointment. “She was such a closed book about her past. Do you know, she never even told me what town she was from? Just that she’d been from a tiny village on the ocean in County Kerry. ‘So small on a map, you’d think it was a speck of dirt,’” Hildy said, adopting her mother’s brogue.

      She’d actually been surprised her mother had given up that much, but it was after Hildy had seen Ryan’s Daughter on movie night with the old folks. Back then, her mother had worked as a nurse at a retirement home that catered to people who’d been in the motion picture industry. She had considered the rec room to be free childcare and the residents happily claimed Hildy as their own, much to her delight. Usually, they watched old black and white movies on Silver Screen Night each Friday, but one of the residents had worked as a location scout for the nineteen-seventies flick, and had convinced the activities director to let them watch it. Besides being scandalized by the storyline, Hildy was riveted by the scenery. It seemed to her that Ireland was the most beautiful place in the world.

      She said as much to her mother that night. Moire had looked out the window as though seeing something different than the beige walls of the apartment building across the alley and shook her head. “The movie could never do it justice. I grew up a stone’s throw from where they filmed, and I can tell you God put His best effort into crafting those hills and shorelines.”

      Hildy thought of another photo she’d found in an album in the box, where her all-time favorite picture lay memorialized beneath aging cellophane. In it, a twenty-year-old Moire stood knee deep in the ocean, the beach seemingly deserted around her. The photo was in color, so it was easy to see the healthy pink flush of her normally pale cheeks, the deep red tone of her long wavy hair, and the emerald green of her one-piece swimsuit. The sky was a brilliant blue, the clouds perfectly white, and a pair of bright red towels dotted the sand in front of her as though someone had purposely set up the picture with color-blocking in mind.

      The person behind the camera had snapped the picture just as a wave crashed into the back of Moire’s legs, and you could see her delighted surprise in the lift of her eyebrows and the rounding of her laughing mouth. Hildy adored the picture not only because it so perfectly captured her mother’s fleeting yet precious moments of joy, but also because it offered the only glimpse of Moire’s homeland Hildy had ever seen.

      Seamus eyed her, one hand stroking his neat gray beard. “Well now, that’s something I can tell you. Your mam grew up in Glenmara, same as me.”

      Hildy straightened, astonished to have such a precious piece of knowledge so casually tossed in her lap. “What? Really?”

      “Yes—I thought you knew that!”

      “No, I always just assumed you two bonded over being from Ireland. I had no idea you were actually from the same town. I asked ages ago how you met and she told me you gave her a job, so I thought that meant here at the Irish Reveler.” She gestured vaguely to the pub beneath them.

      “No—well, yes, but before that I hired her at the bar I managed back in Glenmara.”

      She almost laughed. Honestly, did she know anything about her mother’s life? Shaking her head, Hildy pulled out her phone, and started tapping.

      Frowning, he said, “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Googling Glenmara.”

      He set down his whiskey and yanked the phone from her hands.

      “Hey,” she cried, reaching for it, but he held it above his head, out of reach.

      “No, ma’am. The bloody internet is no way to learn about your mother’s birthplace. It’ll ruin it with statistics and grainy satellite images that can’t possibly encompass the feel of the place. Computers are rubbish at conveying magic.”

      Hildy lowered her hands, considering his argument. “Magic? That’s some high praise.”

      His face softened. “Nothing more than the truth. Here,” he said, handing back the phone. He wagged a stern finger and added, “Any more of that, and there’ll be less of it, hear?”

      She chuckled, taking it back and sliding it into her pocket. “Mom used to say that. Okay, tell me everything. Starting with why you moved so far away if it was so wonderful.”

      Leveling her with a look that labeled her daft, he said, “Because back then, people in those parts preferred their fairies in hawthorn bushes, if you know what I mean.”

      She cringed. “Oh, right. Dumb question. Have you ever been back?”

      “A few times, but it’s been a while. It’s hard for a business owner to put their life’s work in somebody else’s hands for that long, so I haven’t exactly made a habit of it. Plus, the time change between here and there is murder. But every time I go, the land is still as beautiful as I remember, with sweeping views of the sea, hills so green you’ll swear they were growing emeralds, and more sheep than you can shake a stick at. Quaint, if you don’t mind getting wet nine times out of ten.”

      Smiling softly, she said, “It sounds amazing. Was it really like what I saw in Ryan’s Daughter?”

      He gave a one-sided grin. “Better. I cried like a fecking baby the first time I saw that movie after I moved here. I had a bad dose of homesickness for weeks after that. But this is a fabulous city, and I fit here in a way I never could back home. Square peg, round hole, you know.”

      “I’m glad you found a place that was the right fit for you,” she said, patting his arm and really meaning it. She was especially grateful that he’d been there for her mother when Moire had needed him. “Do you know anything about why my mother left? She was so young, and freaking pregnant for God’s sake. I can’t imagine up and leaving everything you know at a time like that.”

      Shaking his head, he said, “Ah, there’s a loaded question if ever there was one. Tell you what. Let me make us a wee cup of tea, and we’ll talk. I can’t tell you who your da was, but I can definitely tell you something of your mother’s youth.”

      It wasn’t what she came for, but she’d take it. She gathered up the box and followed close behind him into his sleek modern kitchen, hovering at his elbow as he filled the stainless steel gooseneck kettle and set it on its base.

      “How long have you known each other?” she asked, wanting to start at the beginning.

      This elicited a warm, amused chuckle from him. “Since she was born, of course. Everybody knows everybody in Glenmara. It’s roughly the size of a postage stamp, with less people than you’d find enrolled at the local high school here. We all knew the old bean rialto was pregnant long before the baby showed up.”

      “The old what??”

      “The nun. Don’t be telling me your mam never told you her mother was a former nun? Or that her father was a retired priest?”

      “Oh, yes, of course. I’m just not familiar with the Irish translation, apparently.” She smiled as she dug a thin photo album from the box and flipped open the first page, where a black and white image was centered neatly beneath the cellophane. “This is the only picture I have of the three of them together.” In it, her tall, reedy grandfather stood with four-year-old Moire’s little hand in his, a small but perceptible smile on his narrow lips. Her grandmother stood a little to the side, her thin shoulders squared and her eyes squinted against the bright sun. Her mouth was set in a firm line that made her look exactly like the nun she had been.

      Seamus put on a pair of readers and held the photo close. “Just as I remember them. Your grandfather was a kindly old man, always had a wave and a smile. Mary, on the other hand, she had a face like a bulldog chewing a bushel of nettles. No offense,” he added with a wince.

      “None taken. Here is the only other picture I have of her,” she said wryly, flipping the page to the next photo. In it, Mary held hands with a six-or seven-year-old Moire in her first communion finery in front of a small but stately stone church, her stern face looking remarkably like a bulldog chewing a bushel of nettles.

      They chuckled together, and as he went about pouring the hot water over tea bags, she looked again at the picture of her grandfather. “I’ve always imagined my grandfather to be a Jimmy Stuart type—kind of sweet and bumbly. I know that mom was very fond of him.”

      Digging into the box, she unearthed two books that were rubber-banded together: a tatty copy of Fairy and Folk Tales of Ireland by Yeats, which was the only overt nod to Ireland her mother owned, and the book of prayers she had read from every night, without fail.

      Hildy pulled out the prayer book, flipping it open to the inside cover, where she knew the faded blue chicken scratch would be. “My grandfather’s signature. It’s the only tangible thing I have from him.”

      “A treasure, then,” Seamus responded, dutifully admiring the signature. “You know, they may not have quite fit in when they married and moved to Glenmara, but they did build a life there. Whatever the village thought of his decision to leave the church, he was well enough liked to pack St. Aloysius to the gills when he died.”

      Wrapping her hands around the warm teacup, she frowned. “Mom was so young when he died. I can’t imagine how hard that must have been on her. Her mother, too. To lose both parents in your teens is unthinkable. I mean, I’m almost forty and I’ve pretty much fallen to pieces at losing my mom.”

      She’d always wondered if the trauma of that loss had been part of what kept Moire from making attachments with others. She had always just said she liked to keep herself to herself, but Hildy wondered if maybe she been afraid of losing people she let into her life, and therefore simply chose to not let anyone in.

      Seamus’s gaze slid to his tea. “It definitely did a number on her. I was twenty-three by the time she started working at the pub when she was fifteen, so I wasn’t exactly paying close attention to her life choices, but I knew she was a really good worker and decently liked. I had already moved stateside when her mam died, but even I got word of what a wild child she’d become. Out late whenever she wasn’t working, flirting with half the town, and pissing the other half off. A sort of delayed adolescent rebellion, I think.”

      Hildy’s eyes went wide. It was literally the opposite of every personality trait her mother had ever exhibited. Her mother, Miss Head Down, Nose to the Grindstone, letting loose like that? Inconceivable. She ignored the automatic This word—I do not think it means what you think it means quote from the Princess Bride that popped in her head. “Are you serious? How long did that last?”

      He shrugged, shaking his head. “Dunno. The scuttlebutt died out over the next two years, and then the next thing I knew she was reaching out for a job.”

      “Awfully nice of you to give her one, given her gossip.”

      “How could I say no, given what she’d been through? And she’d aways been a good worker, so I took a chance. Lucky for me, it paid off.”

      The gaps in her knowledge put the Grand Canyon to shame. The tiny tidbits of information she learned only served to make her want to find out more. “I wish I knew why she left. I wish I knew more about everything: her life, the town, my grandparents.” My father. Her heart constricted at the thought. She set the tea down with a snap. “It’s so freaking frustrating to feel so in the dark.”

      “I wish I could tell you more. I feel about as useful as tits on a bull.”

      Sighing, she looked to him with a half-smile, grateful despite the fruitlessness of the visit. “Come now—you let me in in the middle of the night and plied me with whiskey and tea. What more could a girl ask for?”

      “Nothing, obviously.” His eyes danced with warm humor. After a beat, he sighed and said, “She was proud as could be of you, Hildy.”

      His words instantly brought tears to her eyes. She looked up at the ceiling and blinked, trying to will them away. “Thanks for that. Thanks for everything, actually. It’s really hard to know that all the family I have left in the world is sitting on this stool, but talking to someone who loved my mother helps.”

      It was more than hard, actually. It was unbearable. She didn’t have a single relative to reach out to, or share her grief with. No one who shared her features or a common ancestry—that she knew of. Somewhere, out there was a branch of unknown shape and size composed of relatives on her paternal side, but with no way of knowing her father, how could she ever know what family existed beyond him? Did she have aunts, uncles, or even half-siblings? Did she have grandparents that would welcome her if they knew of her? Or would they reject her, feeling her existence destroyed whatever truths they believed about their family?

      Compassion flooded Seamus’s whole countenance. Standing, he gently shoved her from her seat, sat down, then pulled her in for a hug. “There. Now all the family you have are sitting on this stool. The ones in this room, at least. I’m certain you have friends that love you as well.”

      She half-laughed, half-sobbed at that. She let him wrap his arms around her and give her a long, warm, life-giving hug. Finally she straightened and faced him. “Thank you. I definitely needed that. And yes, I do love my friends. Thank you for snatching me back from the jaws of self-pity.”

      He patted her arm indulgently before getting back to his feet. “Anytime, darlin.” Returning to his own stool, he poured the rest of his whiskey into both their teacups. “There, now it’s a proper Irish brew.”

      A tiny grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Cheers to that,” she said, taking a healthy swallow.

      Pursing his lips, his blue eyes turned serious. “Do you know what I think? I think it’d do your heart a world of good to see where you came from. Everyone with a drop of Irish blood in their veins needs to see the place once in their life. You got more than a drop, girl—ya got the whole kit and caboodle.”

      “I mean, I’d love to, but I’m kind of in the middle of a divorce, and a move, and did I mention I’m a month behind with the rewrite of my latest script that my incredibly finicky, soon-to-be-ex is directing so I’m kinda running on fumes here?”

      Coming here today had been absolute madness. It had seemed like a lifeline earlier, but now she knew it had served to do nothing but put her further behind on all the things she was supposed to be doing.

      Seamus gave a Gallic shrug. “All the more reason to go now. Your life is in upheaval. I mean look at you, showing up on my doorstep after all these years looking for something that’s not to be found here.” He reached over and placed his wide hand over hers, meeting her gaze squarely. “Go home. See where your mammy came from. Find the answers to all those questions that are eating you up inside. Then maybe you can focus on work and whatever else you need to.”

      Go home? It was such an odd thing to say. She’d lived in California her entire life. She was home. Yet, even as she began to shake her head, the idea stuck like a burr on wool socks, refusing to let go. “That’s crazy. What the hell would I do in Ireland? And I’m not kidding—this rewrite has to be done before I can think of anything else.”

      “Some of the best writers in the world found Ireland an inspiring enough place to practice their craft,” he countered, challenge lifting his brows. “Maybe a change of scenery will do you some good.”

      He had a point. An odd feeling took hold, one that made absolutely no sense. She felt almost homesick for the tiny place on the Irish coast she’d never even seen, let alone visited. She thought of the picture in her mother’s album, when Moire was a teenager on the beach, cliffs above her and water beyond.

      What if she could see it in person?

      What if she could see her grandparents’ graves, and visit the school her mother had attended, and walk the streets and look at the sheep-dotted hills and know where she really came from?

      “Do you want me to go with you?” Seamus asked quietly, his head tilted.

      It was tempting, but she shook her head. If she went—when she went—she wanted it to be anonymously. Her mother had left for a reason. Hildy wanted to learn more about the place without curious eyes watching her, judging her. Judging her mother through her. After all, knowing Moire, Hildy doubted anyone even knew she was pregnant when she packed her bags and moved half a world away.

      “No,” she said at last, gratitude warming her voice. “I think this is something I need to do on my own.”
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      As her hired car pulled off the narrow country lane onto an obscure gravel drive, Hildy came to attention, the fog of exhaustion that had draped over her for at least four of the last eighteen hours of travel suddenly dissipating. She squinted out the passenger window into the near pitch-black darkness, searching for a glimpse of the tiny cottage she’d rented for the month. No such luck—it was more or less pea soup out there.

      After a minute of bouncing along the rutted path, the driver, Joseph, finally slowed to a stop and pulled the parking brake. The headlights pointed down the lane that she knew continued to the main farmhouse, but only white mist and a few feet of drive were visible. “This is the place,” he said, his Irish lilt coating the words as he turned to face her. “But it’s dark as the inside of a cow out there. Is there someone waiting for you?”

      She bit her lip. On the flight in she’d marveled at the beauty of the full moon illuminating the carpet of clouds below, but she’d never imaged how dense the cloud cover really was. Honestly, she could have been in the middle of the Bermuda triangle for all she knew.

      “The host lives up at the main house, but he let me know how to get in. I was supposed to arrive hours ago, so I guess they didn’t think to leave any lights on.” Storms had delayed the last leg of her transatlantic journey, putting her behind by almost three hours. She was so tired at this point, all she wanted to do was find the nearest bed and sleep for a week.

      “All right, then,” he said easily, opening the door and letting in a bracing gust of chill wind. “I’ll just get your luggage.”

      Hildy zipped up her parka before opening her own door and stepping out into the night.

      The frigid air smelled of moss and damp and the distant hint of salt. No car exhaust, no clashing food smells, no faint suggestion of trash. It felt clean. Invigorating, even. And completely different than what she was used to back in Los Angeles.

      She’d expected to hear the ocean, since she knew it was only a half mile or so away, but it was as quiet as a sound studio. Disconcertingly so, really. It made her feel as though she were wrapped up in cotton instead of fog. She shook her head ruefully. Well, she’d wanted solitude, hadn’t she? So far this place felt as though it were at the very ends of the earth.

      As her eyes adjusted, the outline of the little cottage seemed to materialize from the gloom. She could just make out the glimmer of the square windows that she knew from the pictures flanked a solid wood door centered on the stone facade.

      Joseph came around the back of the car, a suitcase in each hand. He set them beside her, then hesitated, his gaze shifting to the centuries-old cottage that was nearly as dark as the night around them. “Why don’t I bring the suitcases inside for you?”

      She sent him a grateful smile. “Actually, that would be great. Thank you.”

      She’d purposely chosen to rent an ‘authentic’ cottage on a retired sheep farmer’s land instead of staying at the inn in town so she could focus on her work. The main house where the farmer lived was a quarter mile or so away, so she doubted they would run into each other much, if at all.

      Turning on her phone’s flashlight, she carefully picked her way along the mossy stone path to the door, with Joseph following a few steps behind. She found the key just where the host said it would be: in the lock. She shook her head, bemused. Obviously security wasn’t much of an issue out in the middle of nowhere. The key itself was an old skeleton type, dark and heavy and looking more like a movie prop than any actual house key she’d ever seen. When she twisted it, the lock gave easily, but she had to put a shoulder into opening the thick, well-aged wooden door.

      Warm, wood-smoke-tinged air greeted her as she stepped inside. Actually, warm may have been overstating it—she’d probably be wearing socks and a sweater to bed each night—but compared to the cold night air, it felt amazing.

      The flip of a switch ignited a single bulb mounted on the ceiling. The entryway was barebones, with an old spindly hall tree, a tall metal umbrella holder, and dingy white walls that looked to have been painted sometime around the turn of the century. Okay, so it wasn’t the Ritz Carlton, but she could make do for the month she would be here. It was quaint, really, in a rustic sort of way.

      Satisfied that she was safe and in the right place, she thanked the driver, tipped him generously, and closed the door against the cold night air. Turning, she bit her lip and looked around.

      So this was her home for the next month. And her writing retreat. And her center of operations for the real reason she was here; the factfinding mission that had propelled her to abruptly book the trip three days ago. She nodded. This would do.

      But dear God, it was quiet.

      Like, disturbingly so. It really would take some getting used to. Even in her big, empty house back home, she never felt alone. Santa Monica was full of the sounds of traffic and leaf blowers and workers and barking dogs. This was the sound of total solitude.

      She tried not to picture Jack Nicholson’s stay at the Overlook Hotel in The Shining.

      Seriously though, maybe this was what she needed to break through the writer’s block that had plagued her for months. Ireland did boast an impressive number of writers for its size, after all. She could stand to have some Yeats or Wilde juju rub off on her.

      Eager to get settled, she dragged her suitcases into the front room one at a time, carefully navigating through the small space and its unintentionally antique furniture. Though neat as a pin, everything looked as though it had been in the exact same place for the last several decades, from the black and white photos in frames on the wall to the squat and sturdy couch strategically covered in thick wool afghans. The rug was so well worn she could clearly see the path foot traffic had taken through the years.

      Grabbing her carryon bag, which had everything she’d need for the night, she made her way up the steep, narrow staircase, tripping more than once on the uneven heights of the steps. Building inspections and permits probably weren't a thing several hundred years ago when this place was built.

      At the landing, there were two small bedrooms and a bathroom. She chose the room that she hoped faced the ocean, and laid her suitcase on the cedar chest at the end of the bed. She debated changing into her pajamas and going straight to bed, but as tired as she was, she wanted a cup of coffee more than life.

      Swapping her boots for slippers and her jeans for flannel bottoms, she tromped back down the stairs. She followed the well-worn trail in the rug to the door she assumed had to be the kitchen. Yawning, she pushed it open, flipped on the lights—and nearly had a heart attack as she registered that there was a man slumped at the kitchen table.

      Instinct made her scream, which awakened a large black and white dog she hadn’t realized had been laying by the door. It surged forward, barking a shrill staccato burst of sound that made every hair on her body stand on end. She fell backwards into the doorjamb, crying out as she slammed both the back of her head and her left elbow against the unforgiving wood. The dog kept her pinned in place, growling and snapping its jaws within inches of her legs.

      The man suddenly sat bolt upright, confusion written all over his craggy face even as he called a sharp reprimand to the dog. “Flossie! Down, ya daft dog. Now!”

      As fast as it had started, the commotion ended, the dog immediately setting its butt resentfully on the floor. Hildy’s heart pounded so hard and fast she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. Light-headed, seeing stars, she clutched at the doorjamb to hold herself upright with one hand while rubbing the back of her head with the other.

      “What the hell?” she said, glaring at the rumpled stranger. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” Instead of the commanding tone she had hoped for, her voice was a wobbly mess. She was a wobbly mess. If it had been a serial killer lying in wait instead of an old man and his dog, she’d have been dead several times over by now.

      Looking thoroughly chagrinned, the old man held out a hand that had probably seen thousands and thousands of harsh days in the elements. “Sorry about the greeting, girl. I’m Deaglan Megarry, the owner of this fine old cottage. I stopped by with some foodstuff to greet you proper when you arrived, but I must have fallen asleep waiting for ya. It was a long cold day in the fields, it was. A bit of warmth and a dry place to sit is all these old bones require for a nap these days. Ain’t that right, Flossie?”

      The dog, with its white muzzle and filmy light blue eyes, glanced briefly up at its owner before resuming its watch on the intruder. Hildy didn’t dare move or take her eyes off it as she responded.

      “Well, I’m Hildy Sanderson, as I’m sure you guessed.” For the first time in a long time, she was glad for her soon-to-be-ex’s last name. She’d always maintained her maiden name professionally, and had started the name change process to revert to it legally, but she was glad it wasn’t official yet since she didn’t want the Dannaher name raising any eyebrows. “The plane was delayed, and I didn’t think anyone would be waiting on me since you’d sent directions on how to access the cottage in your email.”

      The man looked as weathered as Jack Palance when he played Curly in City Slickers, and could have been anywhere from sixty to eighty years old, depending on how much the shepherding life had aged him. She couldn’t picture him sitting before the blue glow of a computer screen, corresponding with people all over the globe. In his thick hunter-green wool sweater, sturdy gray pants, and with the tweed hat covering his brilliantly white hair, he could have been from any decade from the last century.

      “That’s what me daughter-in-law urged me to do—to give ya your space and whatnot—but I couldn’t let ya stay on me land without a wee show of hospitality.”

      Hildy managed not to say that she agreed with his daughter-in-law. Weren’t there laws or something about lying in wait for your tenant in the house they rented outright? He’d have been in trouble if she actually had known some form of martial arts. From this moment forward, she vowed to only stay in places with locks made in the current century and with front desks for proper check-ins.

      Oblivious to her disgruntlement, he gestured to the items on the table before him. “I’ve brought ya some tea, biscuits, crusty bread, and a wee bit o’sweet marmalade from me own stash. Can I get the kettle on for ya? It’s one of those modern getups with a push button, so ya won’t have to stoke the stove to make it when you’re on your own.”

      She blinked, then looked to where the stove dominated the wall to the right. It had to have been a hundred and fifty years old if it was a day, made of black iron that looked stout enough to withstand a nuclear blast. All of her plans for spending a self-sufficient month in the place crumbled; there was no way she could cook on something that would have been at home in a medieval castle.

      “I don’t suppose you have any coffee?” she asked hopefully, even as she knew her chances were slim to none. With the exception of the basket he’d just brought, the shelves and countertop were empty of provisions. At least her research of the area had revealed a tiny grocer in the village center, less than two miles away, as well as a larger chain store in the town twenty minutes down the road, so she wasn’t completely out of luck.

      Sitting in her cozy home office in L.A., the windows open to the seventy-degree weather, she’d imagined it would be quaint to ride the bicycle that came with the cottage to the village, and take the bus to the neighboring town. Now that she was here, feeling honest to God freezing weather for the first time in a decade—and yes, she considered anything under fifty to be freezing—she wished she had been brave enough to rent a car after all.

      Then again, if it had been up to her to drive here tonight, she probably would have ended up either in a ditch or over a cliff, so there was that. Seriously, how did tourists ever get used to driving on the wrong side of the road?

      Deaglan pursed his lips. “Aye, there’s coffee in the cabinet under the kettle, but it’s near eight o’clock, girl. You’d be up all night on that brew. No, best to warm your bones with a spot of herbal tea and save the coffee for the morning.”

      She started to argue, but she was exhausted, and his reasoning was sound, so she nodded. “All right, tea it is.”

      As he filled the kettle and set it to boil, Hildy glanced at the border collie, who still watched her like a hawk. To the dog’s credit, it hadn’t moved an inch since Deaglan called it off. Still, Hildy made no sudden moves, just in case. She’d never had a dog, so she’d never really gotten comfortable around them. Even the big, dumb Beethoven dog that lived next door, who she knew was a sweetheart, still made her nervous when he got too close.

      “How old is the dog?” she asked, sidling forward slowly and lowering herself into the nearest ladder-back chair.

      “About ninety-eight, if you hold to dog years. Fourteen to you and me.”

      “A working dog, I presume?”

      His grin deepened the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth. “She’s one of the best sheepdogs I’ve ever had—least she was before her eyesight and hearing went bad. Aging’s a right bastard, I can tell you that much. And she’s nobody’s pet, that’s for sure. You’d best be keeping your hands to yourself while you’re here. She doesn’t mind sharing her house, but she’d as soon bite your head off then roll over for a belly rub.”

      Trying not to be too alarmed, Hildy tucked her feet up under her chair. “I’ll definitely keep my everything to myself. Can I help you with the tea?”

      “Just sit back and relax. Now tell me, what is it you’ll be doing with yourself while you’re here? Not every day we get a California girl here, and certainly not for the month.”

      She accepted the mug he handed over, fiddling with the teabag’s string as she decided what to say to him. Honestly, she wanted nothing more than to ask him to leave so she could decompress, but didn’t think that’d be getting things off on the right foot, given how long she was going to be here. She definitely hadn’t expected to have to answer questions so soon. As if summoned by his words, thoughts of her mother, Scott, and her unfinished work crowded into her tired brain. She wearily pushed them aside, completely unwilling to fall down that hole with a stranger eyeing her curiously.

      Forcing a smile, she gave a little shrug. “I’ve always wanted to visit Ireland, so I figured there’s no time like the present.”

      He chuckled, a rusty sound liberally coated in amusement. “There’s lots times better than the present. February in Ireland is about as dark and welcoming as the back side of the moon, but with a fair bit more of the wet stuff.”

      So she had already discovered. “I’ll bear that in mind for my next trip,” she said with a self-deprecating chuckle. He set a plate of biscuits in front of her, and she helped herself without a single thought for the carbs and sugar she normally avoided like the plague.

      “I imagine you must have family ties to the region.”

      Her head snapped up. “Why do you say that?”

      Another easy laugh. “Because there are more Americans with Irish blood than without. Everyone wants to see where their ancestors came from, minus the starvation and poverty the potato famine caused. And because your lovely fair skin has that Emerald Isle pallor to it.” He winked cheekily.

      “Is that what we’re calling deathly pale these days?” She shared a grin with him, liking him despite his unwanted curiosity. “And yes, I have a good bit of Irish blood in my veins.” She paused to indulge in a long, noisy yawn, hoping he’d take the hint. “I hope you won’t think me rude if I tell you I’m dead on my feet.”

      “Of course not! I should have realized.” He stood, startling a disgruntled growl from Flossie. “Well, since you’re off to bed with the lightweights, perhaps you’ll be up to joining me for breakfast in the morning. I make a full Irish breakfast to fuel me body for the cold day ahead, and if I do say so myself, it’s as good as you’ll find in any restaurant.”

      She gave a small nod, anxious to be alone. “That sounds lovely. What time?”

      “I normally eat at five, but for you, I’ll push it to five-thirty.”

      She almost choked on the cookie. Shaking her head, she said, “The last time I saw five in the morning, I was stumbling to bed, not getting up at the crack of dawn. If I’m not there, you can assume I’m dead to the world and start without me. Thank you for the welcome, though.”

      “Suit yourself. Sleep well, and let me know if you need anything.”

      “Just the Wi-Fi password,” she said around another yawn. Given how rustic the cottage was, she’d made sure it had internet access before booking. She liked the idea of getting away from it all while she wrote, but was prudent enough to know she’d need to have regular access to her email. And Netflix. And Instagram. And People. She wasn’t a barbarian, after all.

      “It’s sheepherder1, all lowercase. The router is up at me house, but of course you are free to come make use of it whenever you like. The door’s always open, and rest assured I’m always decent outside of me room.”

      Wait—what? She stared at him a moment, horrified. “There isn’t any access from the cottage?” What the hell was she going to do for an entire month in a house without Wi-Fi? She was already uneasy about the lack of cell reception out here. She had wanted a private getaway, not Little House on the Prairie.

      He was completely unfazed by her rising panic. “No, not here, but the main house is only a hop, skip, and a jump up the lane. Goodnight now. Hope to see you in the morning.” Tipping his hat, he headed for the back door.

      “Wait!” she said, coming to her feet. He paused, and she gestured to Flossie. “Don’t forget your dog.”

      “Oh, I didn’t forget her; she lives here. Don’t worry, she knows how to open and close the door, so you won’t have to tend to her.”

      And with that, he was gone. She stood there, gaping at the closed door, trying to figure out how she was going to cohabitate with a dog for the first time in her life—and an ornery one at that—while simultaneously being as digitally isolated as Tom Hanks in Cast Away.

      As if sensing her unease, the dog raised its head and glared at her. Swallowing, Hildy gathered her mug, walked backwards to the living room, and carefully closed the door behind her. She pulled the armchair over to block the door just in case the dog decided to use her miraculous door-opening skills on the interior door instead of the one leading outside.

      With her mug in one hand and her second suitcase in the other, she clomped back upstairs. Tomorrow she would look into alternative lodgings, but for now, she wanted nothing more than to finish her tea and sleep for the next three days. After that, she had to start writing, and would spend the majority of her time doing so, but she would also set aside some time for digging. There were answers to be found here. She just had to figure out where to look.
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