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  THE BLACK VELVET BAND




  Vav Garnek




  It felt like a homecoming.




  The big Boeing 747 from JFK touched down at Dublin airport and as Earle and Lorreli Casey walked down the steps there was that unmistakable “otherness” you always get arriving in a

  foreign country.




  It’s an accumulation of indefinable, almost unnoticeable, things that let you know immediately that this is not home: the feel and scent of the very air itself, temperature, sights and

  sounds and smells.




  Yet for Earle at least, born and raised in the Bronx, it was still a return. He was third-generation Irish and like most of his family, most immigrants in fact, the desire to go back and have a

  look at the “Old Country” was strong. Although this was his first visit, the feeling of coming home persisted.




  It was different for Lorreli, of course, but she had visited Ireland years ago and parts of it reminded her of her New England home.




  Earle, thirty-five, and Lorreli, thirty-one, had been married for around a decade and had three children. This was the first time they had ever been on holiday without them – it had taken

  a lot of long and careful planning – and they were determined to make it something special and memorable.




  They had hired a car for the duration and booked into a good hotel in the center of Dublin for the first night. So they spent a very pleasant day and evening exploring the city and discovering

  its many delights.




  But the following morning they were up early and off after breakfast, heading toward their real destination some 250 miles south-west. Ballybunion stands on the southern tip of the mouth of the

  Shannon, facing out across the ocean back toward America. Small and unspoilt, it has the reputation of being one of the most beautiful spots in a beautiful country, with miles of empty golden

  beaches swept by spectacular Atlantic rollers, framing the famous green of the rolling County Kerry countryside. It was also, allegedly, where Earle’s family had originated.




  The Ballybunion Golf and Country Club had one of the finest links golf courses in the world. Back in the 1990s when Bill Clinton was still President and visited Ireland he insisted his itinerary

  included visiting the course and playing a round.




  The hotel which Earle and Lorreli were using as their base to explore the area and do some genealogical detective work was old, grand and five star. But since this was Ireland and it was

  attached to a golf course, it was also extremely friendly and reasonably priced. They fell in love with it immediately.




  That first week passed in a sort of golden haze. The summer weather was hot and sunny under azure blue skies. They went for long walks along the deserted beaches, explored the countryside, the

  small towns and villages, visited a few churches and registry offices and unearthed a few Caseys … although without definitely being able to identify them as “family”.




  They even managed to find a local boatman who, for a very modest fee, was prepared to forgo a day’s fishing in order to take them up the River Shannon to Limerick and ferry them back again

  at the end of the day.




  Although Ballybunion had its fair share of tourists, Earle and Lorreli were objects of curiosity wherever they went (although to be fair the interest was always extremely friendly and polite).

  This was hardly surprising. At five feet nine inches, of slim build, with long, straight blonde hair and a transatlantic accent, Lorreli was hardly your average “colleen”. While

  Earle’s muscular six feet and 195 lbs, short dark hair and hazel eyes, hardly made him your average “mick” either.




  As they were on their way out of reception one morning they noticed a new poster that read:




  

    Traditional Irish Ceilidh


    here in the club room this evening


    with our resident Black Velvet Band


  




  And so just for the craic they decided to go.




  They ate in the hotel restaurant that evening: a wonderful meal of Dublin Bay prawns for starters, prime Irish beef steaks and salad, and a syllabub of summer fruits all washed down with a crisp

  bottle of white wine. So by the time they got into the club room it was already almost full and the atmosphere electric.




  Nevertheless they managed to get a small table near the front and Earle got a couple of drinks from the bar just as the band warmed up.




  It was traditional Irish folk: pipes, tabor, fiddles and acoustic guitar. Of course Earle and Lorreli had heard folk music before, but never like this, live and in front of such a noisily

  enthusiastic audience.
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