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A Wild Rover





Castlelough, Ireland


There were those in the village who claimed that Michael Joyce must be mad. What else, they asked, could make a man leave the green fields of Ireland to risk life and limb all over the world?


“Besides,” Mrs. Sheehan, proprietor of Sheehan and Sons Victualers, had told him just last week after he’d sold her husband a dressed hog destined for bacon and chops, “if it was trouble you were seeking, Michael James Joyce, you needn’t have gone farther than just across your own country’s borders.”


“Aye, it’s a good point you’re making, Mrs. Sheehan,” he’d replied through his teeth.


Despite some less-than-subtle coaxing from locals—and wasn’t the butcher’s wife the worst of them?—Michael never talked about those risk-filled years he’d spent in places where the voices of sanity had gone first hoarse, then mute. Nor had he discussed the incident that had nearly succeeded in getting him killed. Not even with his family, and certainly not with one of the biggest gossips in all of Castlelough.


Still, there were times he was willing to admit—if only to himself—that perhaps those who questioned his mental state might have a point. He may well have been touched with a bit of madness as he’d traveled from war zone to war zone throughout the world. Given an up-close and personal view of man’s inhumanity toward man through the lenses of his cameras, Michael had begun to wonder if insanity was contagious.


Despite having grown up in a large, loving family, he’d long ago decided against bringing a child into a crazed world where innocent people could be blown up by terrorists in a Derry railway station or burned out of their homes and murdered by a political policy gone amok called ethnic cleansing.


Whatever part of him had stupidly believed he could make a difference in the world had been blown out of him, and now, like the prodigal son in his grandmother Fionna’s well-worn Bible, he’d returned to hearth and home, content to spend his days working his farm and his evenings sitting in front of the warm glow of a peat fire reading the epic Irish tales that had once spurred a young west Irish lad to seek adventure.


His first few months back in Ireland, he’d been haunted by ghosts who’d show up in his bedroom nightly like mist from the sea, ethereal and always so damnably needy, wailing like a band of banshees on a moonless night. No amount of Irish whiskey could silence them; deprived of a voice during life, they seemed determined to make themselves heard through even the thickest alcoholic fog. They’d succeeded. Admirably.


Their bloodcurdling screams had caused him to wake up panicky in the black of night, bathed in acrid sweat. It was then he’d grab yet another bottle of Jameson’s and go walking out along this very cliff, which, given his state of inebriation on those occasions, he now realized had been as close to suicide as he’d ever want to get.


But just as he hadn’t died covering wars, nor had he died reliving them. And so, as he’d always done, Michael had moved on. In his way. And while the specters from those far distant places still visited on occasion, he’d managed to convince himself that he’d given up his dangerous ways.


Now, as the wind tore at his hair and sleet pelted his face like a shower of stones, Michael realized he’d been wrong.


It was the first day of February, celebrated throughout Ireland as St. Brigid’s Day. When he’d been a child, Michael had made St. Brigid crosses with the rest of his classmates. The crosses, woven from rushes, supposedly encouraged blessings on his household, something he figured he could use about now.


Elsewhere around Ireland, devout pilgrims were visiting the numerous holy wells associated with the saint. While he himself was out in a wintry gale, trying to keep his footing on a moss-slick rocky ledge high above the storm-tossed Atlantic.


The nuns at Holy Child School had claimed that the holy well in Ardagh had been created when Brigid demonstrated prowess as a miracle worker to St. Patrick by dropping a burning coal from her apron onto the ground. There were also those, including old Tom Brennan—who’d cut the hair of three generations of Castlelough men and boys—who insisted that toothaches could be cured at the well at Greaghnafarna, in County Leitrim.


“If you’re listening, Brigid, old girl,” Michael muttered, “I wouldn’t be turning away any miracles you might have in mind for the moment.”


Despite being the very date his Celtic ancestors would have celebrated as the first day of spring, the day had dawned a miserable one. A gale blowing in from the sea moaned like lost souls over the rolling fields; dark clouds raced overhead, bringing with them a bone-chilling cold and snow flurries. A ghostly whiteness spread over the bramble thickets, clambered up the trunks of the few oak trees on the island that had escaped the British axes, and probed the nooks and crannies of the gray flagstone cliff.


Offshore toward the west, a last valiant stuttering of setting sun broke through the low-hanging clouds for an instant, touching the Aran Islands with a fleeting finger of gold.


He’d spent the summer of his sixteenth year in back-bending toil on Inishmaan, helping out on a second cousin’s farm, working his ass off in stony fields that had been reclaimed from the icy Atlantic with tons of hand-gathered seaweed mixed with manure and sand atop naked bedrock.


The elderly cousin was a typical, taciturn—at least to outsiders—islander. He rose before the sun, worked like the devil, spoke an arcane Gaelic Michael could barely comprehend, and went to bed before dark. Michael had never been more lonely.


Until he met Nell O’Brien, the widow of a fisherman who’d perished in a squall two years earlier, and was even lonelier than Michael. Originally from County Clare, her speech was more easily understood than many on Inishmaan, yet they hadn’t passed a great deal of time talking. They’d not confided ideas or hopes or dreams; rather, they’d shared a narrow feather bed and their bodies, about which Michael had learned a great deal, and after the harvest, when it was time for him to move on, neither had suggested he stay.


That youthful summer affair had set the pattern for other relationships. Lacking a driving need to take any woman to wife, he always made a point to steer clear of those seeking a future, and with the exception of one hot-tempered red-haired Belfast lass, who’d cursed him roundly with words she definitely hadn’t learned in convent school, he and his lovers had parted friends.


“You realize, of course, we could easily die out here,” he scolded the woolly object of all his vexation. “One slip of the boot and we’re both bobbing in the water headed for Greenland or America.”


The ewe’s coat had been marked with a fluorescent red paint to designate her as part of his flock. Her frantic bawling baas told Michael that she wasn’t any more pleased with this latest adventure than he was.


Atop the cliff, now safe in a cart attached to the rusting green tractor he’d bought used from Devlin Doyle, her lamb from last year’s birthday answered with an ear-aching bleat.


“I should have just let you drown,” he muttered as he wrapped the thick hemp rope which was attached to a winch on the front of the tractor around her belly. A sheep was not the most pleasant-smelling animal at the best of times. A wet sheep was a great deal worse.



“You’re certainly not the only bloody goddamn ewe in Ireland.” When he tugged to ensure the knot would hold, she began to teeter on her spindly black legs. He caught her just in time to keep her from tumbling off the ledge. “Only the most stupid.”


Instructing her to stay put while he went to start the winch, Michael gingerly made his way back up the steep, impossibly narrow path slick with moss and seagull droppings, keeping one booted foot in front of the other. Far, far below, he could hear the roiling surf crashing against the cliff, carving out new curves in ancient stone.


In the distance, a bit to the south and east, Lough Caislean was draped in a silvery fog. A lough beastie was rumored to reside in the mist-shrouded glaciated lake that had given the town its name, a huge green creature with scales that allegedly gleamed like polished emeralds.


He’d never actually seen the beast himself, yet both his father and nephew claimed to have spoken with her. Having witnessed far more implausible things in his thirty-three years, Michael was not one to doubt their veracity.


The ewe’s increasingly frantic bleats rode upward on the salt-tinged wind. He told himself that the fact that she was the first animal he’d bought when he’d returned home was not the reason he was out here. Only a ridiculously sentimental man would risk his life for livestock, especially a stupid, smelly sheep he was sorely tempted to turn into mutton stew.


Still lying to himself, he insisted that neither did he care that she was a good mother, which, he suspected, was how she’d landed in this fool predicament in the first place. He guessed that her equally dim-witted lamb, in search of a bit of green growing over the cliff, had been the first to fall, followed by its mother, who, amazingly, must have heard the plaintive cries over the howl of the wind and stupidly gone to its rescue.


Of course, none of this would have happened if Fail had been herding the sheep, but in a bit of bad luck, the border collie—named for Failinis, the mythical Celtic “hound of mightiest deeds”—was undergoing surgery in Galway after having been hit by a German tourist who’d come around a blind corner too fast in his rental car.


The vet had not been encouraging, but knowing that Fail had not just the name, but also the heart of the legendary mythical dog, Michael refused to give up hope.


Thirty minutes later, after a great deal more cursing, the two lamebrained smelly animals were back in the pasture where they belonged. The sight of his farmhouse eased Michael’s aggravation, giving him a quick, private stab of pride, as it always did, and making him appreciate those same roots he’d wanted so to escape when he’d been younger.


A former crofter’s cottage, which had first been built on this piece of Joyce land five hundred years ago, he’d enlarged it with stones dug and carried from his own land with his own hands. The old-fashioned thatched roof kept his home warm in winter and cool in summer, but he hadn’t chosen it for its insulating superiority over slate. The truth was, the rounded roof appealed to his aesthetic tastes, and since he had no one but himself to answer to, he’d chosen to please himself.



Now it was a generously sized home with modern plumbing that included a horrendously hedonistic whirlpool tub he’d had shipped from a supply warehouse in Dublin, which had caused quite a buzz in the village.


There had been bets made at the Irish Rose pub regarding just how many women a man with Michael Joyce’s international reputation as a lady-killer could fit in such a bathtub. More bets were laid down as to what type of women they’d be, George Early putting down five pounds on a certain Danish supermodel who’d won herself a top spot on the front page of the normally staid Irish Times after having been arrested for splashing “in the nip” in the cascading fountains of the Anna Livia statue while on a photo shoot in Dublin.


“I tell you,” George insisted, “it’ll be that blond model.”


“I’ll match your five pounds and double it,” Hugh Browne said, slapping the bills down on the bar stained with circles from centuries of pints. “It’ll be that French redheaded actress filming down Waterford way. The one with the tattoo of a flame-breathing dragon on her bum.”


More women known for breast size rather than brains or depth of character were added to the list. Then betting began as to when these ideals of female pulchritude might begin arriving.


After a few weeks, when not a single woman had shown up at the Joyce farm, the talk about supermodels and actresses began to lose its appeal and people went back to discussing crops, sheep, and—always a good topic for conversation—the weather.



But still, secretly, they waited.


And still the women didn’t come.


Living his solitary life, building his house, reading all the great books he’d never had time for while soaking muscles sore from rehabilitation exercises in his hedonistic bathtub, the object of all the villagers’ conjecture paid scant attention to their speculation.


Last summer, after he’d given the weathered gray stone a coat of whitewash that had made it gleam like sunshine on sea foam, a rich American tourist had come to his door and offered him a staggering sum of money. Michael hadn’t been the slightest bit tempted to sell off his heritage.


He left his muddy boots on the back stoop and entered by the kitchen door. The aroma of the vegetable soup he’d left simmering on the stove offered a warm and comforting welcome.


He hung his jacket on a hook beside the door and pulled his wool sweater, which had gotten wet as well in the rescue effort, over his head. He’d grabbed a linen dish towel from a ring beside the sink and begun rubbing his shaggy hair dry when he suddenly realized that he was not alone.


A knee-jerk instinct had him stiffen, on some distant level expecting shrapnel to come crashing through his flesh as it had during that hellish time in Sarajevo.


Reminding himself that he was not in a war zone but in his own kitchen, which was unlikely to harbor a sniper, he slowly turned around.


The woman seated at the wooden kitchen table was as solidly built as a keg of Murphy’s stout, with a face that looked as if it had been chiseled from stone. Her hair was a great deal grayer than he remembered, but a few auburn strands wove through the tight bun like defiant flames sparking through smoke. Her eyes were as steely gray and cold as the wintry Atlantic, and her mouth was set in a grim, disapproving line he recalled all too well.


First the German who’d mistaken the narrow, hedge-bordered road for the autobahn, then the bloody fool sheep, now Deidre McDougall invading his kitchen. What next?


Although he’d stopped believing in God a very long time ago, as he faced the female who could make Lady Macbeth appear saintly by comparison, Michael found himself bracing for plague and pestilence.









2

Out of the Mist





“’Tis surprised I am to find you in my kitchen, Deidre McDougall.” He didn’t bother with a greeting they both knew would be a lie. “The storm must have kept me from hearing you knock on my door.”


The way she was staring in reluctant horror at the scars crisscrossing his chest like a tangled mass of snakes almost had Michael pulling his sweater back on. Then he reminded himself that this was, after all, his home, and he certainly hadn’t invited Deidre here today. Indeed, he’d be more likely to welcome Cromwell’s ghost to his kitchen than this stone-hearted, hatchet-faced female.


His sarcasm rolled off her like rain off a swan’s back. “You weren’t at home when I arrived.” She shrugged. “The door was unlocked.”


“This isn’t Belfast. We’ve never had the need to be locking doors in Castlelough.” Until now.


He couldn’t recall Deidre McDougall ever leaving her home except for daily mass or the funeral of one of her sons, all of whom had died, supposedly in the cause of a united Ireland, although personally Michael had considered them little more than neighborhood thugs.


Wondering what had brought her here from the north today, he reluctantly fell back on the manners first his mother, then the nuns, had drilled into him. “Would you care for tea?”


“I won’t be staying.”


That was a bit of good news. Perhaps he’d be spared the pestilence after all. “Suit yourself.” He filled the copper kettle from the tap to make a cup for himself. “It’s blowing like old Gabe’s horn out there.”


“I didn’t come here to be drinking tea or discussing the weather with you, Michael Joyce.”


“So why are you here?”


“Rena’s dead.”


His fingers tightened on the handle of the kettle. He felt the muscles in his back and shoulders clench.


“I’m sorry to hear that.” He lit the burner with a thick kitchen match. “Had she been ill?”


He couldn’t imagine such a thing. Rena McDougall had been so filled with life she’d reminded him of a dazzling flame. Or a comet blazing her way through a midnight sky. On some distant level he wasn’t surprised that she’d flared out too soon.


“She was murdered. On her wedding day.”


This time Michael flinched and briefly closed his eyes, fighting the images that flashed into his mind. Rena gazing up at him from sex-tousled sheets, her emerald eyes offering a gilded feminine invitation; Rena posing for him wearing nothing but lush, perfumed flesh and a smile.


Then finally, Rena cursing him to the devil on the dark day of her brothers’ funerals, when he’d refused to join the gangsters whose terrorist actions had cost Tom and James McDougall their lives.



“I’m sorry,” he repeated, knowing his words were sorely inadequate. When he turned back to her, his expression was stoic, meant to conceal the turmoil in his mind.


He couldn’t help wondering briefly if things would have been different if he’d stayed in Belfast. Would they have wed and settled down to a mundane middle-class married existence in one of the dreary ubiquitous redbrick row houses in the Catholic section of the city?


The answer, of course, was no. Rena had been no more eager to settle down than he. Indeed, he’d often thought her as impossible to hold as the wind, as ethereal as morning mist.


“She was my last child,” Deidre said.


“I know.”


Michael shook his head, hissed a curse between his teeth, and considered the waste. Of all the atrocities he’d witnessed, this was the only one that had struck so close to home. He did some quick calculations and realized that more than eight years had passed since those fiery six months they’d spent alternately fighting and loving. Sometimes it seemed like another lifetime; other times, such as now, it seemed like yesterday.


A silence as thick and dreary as the weather fell over the kitchen that only minutes before had seemed so warm and welcoming. Assuring himself that he wasn’t surrendering to her silent disapproval, Michael nevertheless yanked the damp sweater back over his head.


“She married a Unionist,” Deidre grimly reported. “Against my wishes, of course, but when did the girl ever listen to anyone?”



When indeed? Michael echoed to himself. “That must not have been a very popular decision in the neighborhood.”


“Her brother’s mates took it as a betrayal. As did the boy’s Protestant chums.”


This time Michael’s curse, in Irish, was harsh.


“There’s more.” From her tone, Michael didn’t expect any good news to come from this visit. “She had a child.”


A premonition flickered. Before he could respond, the kettle began to whistle. Turning away, he yanked it off the burner and turned off the blue flame.


“It’s yours,” she revealed before he could ask.


She dug into the black vinyl handbag she had been clutching in her red-knuckled hands and pulled out a piece of heavy, parchment-type paper. There was an official-looking gold seal in the lower right-hand corner.


“The girl’s eight years old, and if you’d be thinking of denying paternity, Rena named you on both the birth and baptismal certificates.”


Rena had been many things: quixotic, unreasonably—at least to his mind—partisan when it came to the Troubles plaguing her homeland, and the most tempestuous woman he’d ever known. She was also incredibly outspoken and had never, that he knew of, lied. If she claimed the child was his, Michael had no reason to doubt her word.


He skimmed the legal document, unaware that the woman who might have been his mother-in-law actually recoiled slightly at the absolute lack of emotion she viewed in his gaze.



“She’s yours,” Deidre said again, less firmly this time.


“So you said,” he responded as he continued to read. Then he looked up at the older woman. “The girl’s name is Shea?”


“Aye. Shea McDougall.” Unwilling to allow herself to be cowed, Deidre set her chin. “Since her father was not around to be claiming her, she was given her mother’s family name.”


“I didn’t know.” Michael didn’t realize his hands had clenched into fists until he heard the sound of paper crumpling.


“You’d have no reason to know. Weren’t you already gone by the time she found out she was pregnant?” Having recovered her usual bluster, she spat the words.


“The news bureau could always find me.”


That was more or less the truth. Michael conveniently didn’t mention that he could disappear behind hostile borders for weeks at a time.


He decided that wasn’t relevant since he certainly hadn’t been out of touch for eight years. His work had been published in enough newspapers and magazines, had garnered sufficient awards to earn him a measure of public regard. In addition, there’d been that Sunday morning when the damn CNN cameras had caught him peppered by shrapnel in the marketplace.


Others had been wounded that day; people had died. But he’d been the one to show up again and again on nightly newscasts when various news organizations around the world picked up the story. Photos of him lying unconscious amid the carnage of what had only minutes earlier been a lively market had even made the covers of the International Herald Tribune, Time, and Newsweek.


Having always preferred the anonymity of being behind the camera, he’d hated being depicted as some sort of folk hero. There was absolutely nothing heroic about getting yourself caught in the line of fire. Still, he’d had not only his fifteen minutes, but nearly a week of fame, and if Rena had wanted to track him down it would have taken only a single telephone call.


Eight goddamn bloody years. He shook his head as the thought ricocheted inside it like rounds from an AK-47. He had an eight-year-old daughter named Shea. A daughter he knew not a single thing about. The idea was staggering.


“Rena should have told me.” He felt like punching his fist though the wall, but, unwilling to give Rena’s mother the satisfaction of knowing she’d gotten under his skin, he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans instead.


“You were always talking peace,” Deidre reminded him scornfully, as if he’d been guilty of heresy. “She didn’t want you influencing her child against our family’s beliefs.”


“Dangerously partisan beliefs that caused the death of her father, her brothers, and, it appears, herself,” he said with open and bitter condemnation. “What of her husband?” The idea of Rena marrying a man she’d been brought up to consider a blood enemy was almost as much of a shock as her death.


“He’s in hospital with gunshot wounds, but the doctors expect him to recover.”


“Has he adopted the girl? Shea?” The name felt impossibly foreign on his tongue.



“No. Nor will he. The vows had not been exchanged before the killing. Besides, he and Shea never took to one another. Which is why I’ve brought her to you.”


“To me?”


“Aren’t you her father? She’s your responsibility.”


Father. The word was one he’d never thought he’d hear applied to him. Jesus Christ. What he knew about children could be stuck on the head of a pin and there’d still be enough room for a thousand—hell, a million—dancing angels.


“Where is she?” As unexpected and unwanted as Deidre’s bombshell was, and despite his vow to retreat from the world, Michael’s upbringing did not allow him to ignore responsibility.


“Waiting outside.”


His gaze swung to the window, where sleet was pelting the glass. “You left her outside in this storm?”


Deidre McDougall was not easily cowed. She squared her broad shoulders before his furious glare. “She’s in the car.”


“She must be freezing.”


Abandoning the last of his manners, he left the kitchen, went down the hall and retrieved a blanket from his bed. Without so much as a glance toward Rena’s harridan of a mother, he yanked his jacket off the hook by the door.


“You’ll be needing the keys.”


Fury flared even hotter at the idea of an eight-year-old child locked in a car in the midst of a winter storm. Michael cursed again as he snatched the keys from her hand and marched out into the miserable weather.



The mud-splattered Toyota was parked in front of the house, which explained why he hadn’t seen it when he’d first returned home on the tractor by the back fields. A small pale face dotted with freckles looked up at him through the passenger window.


“She favors you,” Deidre, who’d followed him out to the car, said.


He couldn’t see the resemblance, but there was no mistaking Rena in the child’s thickly lashed eyes that were as green as the Emerald Isle itself, the fire of her unruly hair, and the scattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose.


She was, at the moment, too pale, even for a fair-complected Irish lass, yet he supposed some fresh country air would change that. Even so, she was a pretty little thing. Indeed, had it not been for her unhealthy pallor, she would have brought to mind one of the cherubs who smiled down so benignly from the gilded ceiling of the parish church. The only difference was, this cherub wasn’t smiling.


“She’ll grow to be as beautiful as her mother,” he murmured as much to himself as to Deidre.


“So some say,” she agreed grudgingly. “Which is why I’ve taught her that beauty is a tool Satan uses to trick girls onto the path of sin.”


“She’s too young to be fretting her head about sin.”


“The girl was born into sin, outside the marriage bed.” Her accusatory glare assured him that she held him solely responsible for that. “She’s also a year past the age of reason,” she added, reciting the Catholic dogma. “Which makes her responsible for any sins she may have committed. Even if she hasn’t received her first Holy Communion yet. Rena and Peter hadn’t settled the question of which religion she’d be brought up in when they were gunned down at the altar.”


Michael didn’t want to think about Rena’s blood staining a lacy white wedding dress and wanted even less to talk about it. “Have the Garda arrested the murderers?”


“Not yet. They were wearing the usual black ski masks. But you can’t be keeping a secret such as this in the neighborhood. The rogues will not be getting away.” Both her tone and her eyes were like flint. “Rena may no longer have brothers to defend her name, but she wasn’t the only McDougall in Belfast. Her cousins will see that she’s properly avenged.”


Despite any peace agreements. Of course, Rena’s murderers would have cousins of their own, and so on and so on, hate breeding like maggots on a dead, swollen cow.


“I’ll not be allowing anyone to teach my daughter hatred.” He was firm about this, even though the word daughter still felt as alien as Martian on his tongue. He unlocked the passenger door, yanked it open, and held out his hand.


“Hello, Shea.”


Serious eyes, far more grave than any child’s had a right to be, looked up at him. “Are you my father?”


“Aye.” It occurred to him that she didn’t exactly look thrilled at the idea. Well, join the club, lass, he thought grimly.


She blinked up at him. “Bad men killed my mum.”


“I know.”


“She left a letter saying that if she ever died, Grandmother should take me to live with you. So”—she held out her arms, the gesture unnervingly sacrificial—“here I am.”


“So it seems.” Damn Rena for keeping her secret for so long! And damn her witch of a mother for springing this sprite of a child on him when all he wanted from life was to be left alone.


He reached into the car and wrapped the blanket around thin shoulders clad in a cheap clear-plastic slicker that could be doing nothing to protect her from the cold.


Michael had trekked through the mountains of Afghanistan mostly on his own, with only a crazed mercenary from Soldier of Fortune magazine—who’d spent a great deal of time stoned on local hashish—as a guide.


But he had not a single idea how the hell he was going to find his way through this new uncharted territory of parenthood.


Arms nearly as thin as sally reeds twined around his neck as he lifted her from the seat. The soft scent of soap emanating from her skin carried a faint, underlying odor of fear. Michael could recognize it, having experienced it personally on more than one occasion. Her breath was like little puffs of gray ghosts on the cold moist air.


“I’ve never been on a farm before,” she said as she looked with childish interest over the rolling fields dotted with sheep.


“It’s a great deal different from the city.”


“I think it looks lovely.” Her gaze moved to the larger of the barns, curiosity appearing to overcome any nervousness she may have been feeling. “Do you have horses?”


“It wouldn’t be a proper Irish farm without them.”



“I’ve always wanted to learn to ride a horse. But there aren’t hardly any in the city.” Her smooth brow furrowed. “Only the police and soldiers have them.”


His jaw clenched with remembered anger at losing a camera to a police horse’s hooves while photographing a riot during the Orangemen’s marching season through the Catholic section of Derry.


“A friend of mine just happens to have a sweet-tempered mare for sale that should suit you well enough,” Michael heard himself say. Jesus, if anyone had told him only an hour ago that he’d be in the market for a horse for his daughter, he’d have accused them of being madder than he was reputed to be. “Her name is Niamh.”


“Nee-av?” she repeated the ancient Gaelic. “That’s a funny name.” She almost, just barely, smiled.


“She’s called after the daughter of the Son of the Sea. Surely you’ve heard the stories?”


The child shook her bright head.


“If she was to grow up in the north, it was important for the girl to be a realist,” Deidre said brusquely. “I wasn’t going to let her head be filled with foolish legends and fanciful stories.”


Knowing that Deidre had her own stories, all of them hate-filled, Michael was once again forced to tamp down his temper.


“Well, aren’t you here in the west, now?” he told his daughter placidly. “And we like our stories.”


“I like stories, too.” She leaned back a little so she could look up at him. Her face was small and worried. Michael suspected that her quivering lips were due to emotion rather than cold and felt another prick of conscience.



She was only an innocent child; she certainly hadn’t asked to be born of the lust he and Rena had shared. The day he started thinking like Deidre McDougall was the day he may as well admit that he’d lost the last lingering bit of his humanity and throw himself off the edge of the cliff.


“But I might not be staying.” Shea’s tremulous voice broke into his grim thoughts and tugged at emotions too complex to analyze while they were standing outside in a winter storm.


His arms tightened around her. “Of course you’ll be staying. Aren’t I your da?”


A mere hour ago, the idea would have seemed impossible. Now, though Michael still wasn’t certain what he was going to do with her, sending this child back to the north was equally untenable.


“You might not like me,” she insisted with a faint flare of tenacity that reminded him of her mother.


He wondered what she’d been told about him, about why her father had never been a presence in her young life. “Why would you be thinking such a thing?”


“Grandmother doesn’t like me,” she informed him. “She says I’m a changeling.”


“Does she now?” Michael managed, just barely, for Shea’s sake, to keep his voice mild as he looked over his daughter’s head at Deidre. “If she said that, I’m sure she must have been jesting with you.”


“Grandmother never jests.”


Michael decided that was undoubtedly one of the most accurate statements he’d ever heard.


“The girl’s being truthful, for once.” Deidre reached past him into the backseat and pulled out a green canvas duffel bag. “Either she was switched by faeries in her cradle or she’s possessed.”


She thrust the bag toward him as if anxious to turn over all control of her granddaughter—and the situation—to someone else. Anyone else, Michael suspected.


“That’s a very harmful thing to say about your own granddaughter.” Once again he was tempted to throttle her. “Especially coming from a woman who alleges she doesn’t believe in the old stories.”


“I didn’t say I disbelieved. I said I didn’t want to fill the child’s head with fancy. But the faeries have already marked her, as you’ll be finding out yourself soon enough, Michael Joyce.”


She climbed into the driver’s seat of the rusting Toyota and turned the key in the ignition. After an initial grinding protest, the engine came to shuddering life that kicked exhaust from the tailpipe, engulfing Michael and Shea in a cloud of acrid blue smoke.


“If I were you, Michael Joyce, I’d get a priest to perform an exorcism.”


Leaving those less-than-encouraging words ringing in his ears, she slammed the driver’s door and drove back down his driveway, turning on the road in the direction of the north.
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Something to Believe In





Seattle, Washington


“Are you certain you have everything you need?” Grace O’Halloran asked her daughter for the umpteenth time as they waited for the flight from SeaTac airport to New York to be called.


“Absolutely,” Erin assured her yet again.


“I still wish you’d let me get you a decent set of luggage.” Grace frowned at the battered canvas duffel bag that Erin had been dragging all over the world for the past six years since graduating from Johns Hopkins medical school. “Something like that.” Erin’s mother pointed out a lovely floral bag carried by a woman clad in a black knit suit, alligator pumps, and very good pearl earrings.


Dressed in her usual uniform of jeans, an oversized sweatshirt, high-topped sneakers, and Orioles baseball cap atop her short brown curls, Erin figured she’d be more likely to wake up one morning and discover that she’d turned into Gwyneth Paltrow during her sleep than to ever be able to pull off such a sleek look.


Erin knew that her mother was proud of her, but she also suspected that there had been times, like now, when Grace O’Halloran—a former Miss Washington runner-up who Erin suspected had been born knowing that she was a winner—found her only daughter a bit of a disappointment.


Erin had truly tried to learn what her jock brother had always referred to as “that girly stuff.” Like an anthropologist studying a newly discovered tribe, she’d pored over Glamour and Cosmopolitan as if the glossy magazines filled with advertising for shampoo and makeup that promised to change her life might actually live up to their hyperbole.


Unfortunately, the makeup tips and charts depicting the best swimsuit for her body—which regrettably lacked both hips and breasts—could have been written in Sanscrit.


Erin knew she’d never be a Miss America candidate. But she was intelligent. Intelligent enough to skip the second, fourth, and eighth grades. While her freshmen classmates were stalking the aisles of the drugstore, searching for that perfect shade of lip gloss that would turn boys to putty in their perfectly manicured hands, she’d been in the biology lab, marveling at the flash of protozoa through the lenses of her microscope and tracing frogs’ nervous systems.


When her brother’s harem of wannabe girlfriends began conducting experiments to discover whether lemon juice or chamomile worked best to bring out blond highlights, Erin was rubbing poison oak leaves on her arm and testing various topical treatments on the itchy red rash.


By the time she’d headed off to college at fifteen, both she and her mother had accepted the fact that Erin’s personal style could best be described as pre-makeover.



“I wouldn’t want you to waste your money,” she told her mother now. “Besides, this fits my lifestyle.”


She’d never been a collector—of possessions or of people—and since her work with an international medical relief group required the ability to jump on a plane at any minute, it was important to travel light.


“A lifestyle that could get you killed.” Worry lines etched their way across Grace’s smooth forehead. “I never should have let your great aunt Ida give you that Doctor Barbie when you were ten.” The frown deepened. “If only you’d liked Rock Star Barbie instead.”


“Then you’d be worrying about me doing drugs and sleeping with Mick Jagger.”


“You’d never do drugs. And Mick Jagger is old enough to be your father.”


“Not my father.” The idea made Erin smile.


“You’d be surprised,” Grace said. “Your father wasn’t always an accountant. When he was in school, he was quite an accomplished musician.”


“Really?” Erin wondered why she had never heard that story. She found it hard to picture her father in a high school rock-and-roll garage band. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same John O’Halloran? A tall, lean guy with a nice head of hair and a tattoo on his forearm?” Okay, she allowed, perhaps the tattoo suggested possibilities.


“I’ll always hate the U.S. Navy for that.” Grace’s lips drew into a thin line. “It almost cost him his first job. Needless to say, accounting firms don’t get all that many applicants sporting tattoos of mermaids.”


“Especially applicants who can make the mermaid’s tail move,” Erin agreed with a grin as she remembered earning money for the Good Humor truck by getting her father to flex his forearm for third-grade classmates at her Coldwater Cove, Washington, elementary school. If she’d known about his having been a musician, she might have doubled the price of admission. “What did he play?” She was certain she would have remembered if she’d ever stumbled across an electric guitar stashed away in the attic.


“I can’t believe we never mentioned it. He made the Washington all-star marching band his final year of high school, beating out trombone players from all over the state.”


“He was a trombone player?” The mental image of a long-haired John O’Halloran clad in skin-tight black leather, playing hot licks on a Fender Stratocaster dissolved. Erin couldn’t hold back a sputter of laughter.


“Don’t laugh.” Grace’s own lips, lined in Raspberry Rose, twitched. “It did, after all, put him at the front of the parade.”


They shared a mother-daughter laugh. Then, as Erin’s flight was called, hugged.


“Promise me you’ll be careful,” Grace repeated what she always said as she dabbed a tissue beneath eyes that had been expertly enhanced with smoke-gray shadow.


“I promise.” It was what Erin always said. “Besides, you don’t have to worry this time. What could happen to me in Ireland?”


“How about terrorist bombs?”


“There aren’t any terrorists in Castlelough.” She’d never been there, but Tom Flannery had assured her that the most danger she’d face would be possibly dying of boredom.



“I still wish you didn’t have to go,” Grace fretted in an obvious attempt to stall Erin’s departure. “You just got home.”


“I was home for nearly two weeks.” It had been the longest Erin had been in Coldwater Cove since graduation from medical school.


“You promised three. We never did go shopping to buy you some new clothes.”


If she weren’t so concerned about Tom, Erin would have been thanking God for small favors.


Still, she knew the complaint was about more than merely clothes. Her mother was sorely disappointed that neither of her two children had seen fit to get married and give her the grandbabies she so longed to spoil.


“Tom Flannery’s my best friend, Mom. And he needs me.”


“Now where have I heard that before?” Grace O’Halloran murmured. “One of these days, darling, you’re going to learn that despite all your good intentions, you can’t save the entire world.”


“I don’t want to save the world,” Erin answered, not quite truthfully. “I just want to save Tom.”


“Promise me you’ll call when you get to Manhattan.”


“I promise.”


Erin had scheduled a day’s visit with a doctor who’d been a tough, no-nonsense resident when Erin had been an intern. While their lives and practices had turned out quite differently—Julia Southerland was a world-renowned neurosurgeon who lived in a luxurious apartment on Park Avenue while Erin was a relief doctor who considered herself fortunate to sleep in a dry tent—they’d become friends. In fact, they were nearly as close as she and Tom were.


“Perhaps you’ll have time to pick something up while you’re in New York.”


“Perhaps.” Erin knew that Grace would love nothing more than to burn her jeans and sweats, then drag her out to some trendy boutique. Fortunately, the woman who epitomized style had given up trying to pass on the feminine wardrobe secrets that seemed second nature to her.


As the jet flew over America’s heartland, Erin’s mind returned to Tom. She still couldn’t believe that the man she’d worked beside in so many refugee camps could be dying. As it had been since he’d first tracked her down in Coldwater Cove, her mind was tormented with shifting images of helicopters spraying the poisonous chemicals that supposedly were, two years later, eating away at his immune system.


After years of caring for all the world’s people who couldn’t care for themselves, her best friend had finally returned to the village in which he’d grown up to establish the family practice about which he’d always talked.


Dammit, it wasn’t fair that he’d lose his dream just when he’d achieved it!


He couldn’t die, Erin vowed as the wheels of the jet touched down on the runway at La Guardia airport.


She wouldn’t let him.


 


“Sister Mary Patrick says it’s a sin to use the Lord’s name in vain,” Shea volunteered when Michael cursed as Deidre drove away.



“Sister’s right.” Michael was getting weary of all this talk of sin. The sleet was forming wet droplets on the wool blanket and pelting down on their heads. “We’d best be getting inside before you catch pneumonia.”


He picked up the small bag that presumably held all his daughter’s worldly possessions and began walking back to the house.


“I had the pneumonia when I was six,” Shea informed him. “But Mum prayed to Saint Jude, who made a miracle, so I didn’t die.”


“Then I’m indebted to Saint Jude.”


Michael didn’t believe in saints or miracles any more than he believed in God, but he wasn’t about to get into a theological argument with an eight-year-old daughter he’d just met.


“I’m also not possessed,” she assured him as they entered the house.


“It’s pleased I am to be hearing that. Since I’m not certain Father O’Malley even knows how to perform an exorcism.”


She looked up at him, green eyes wide and earnest in her pale-as-milk complexion. “Don’t you want to know how I know I’m not possessed?”


“Only if you’d like to be telling.”


“Mary Margaret Murphy told me.”


“And I suppose she’s your best friend at school?”


“Oh, no. She’s my guardian angel.”


“Is she now?” He plunked her down on a chair and touched his hand to the kettle to see if the water would still be warm enough for tea.


“Oh, aye. She’s been watching over me since the very moment I was born. She and Casey.”



“Casey?” He helped her out of the plastic slicker and thought about throwing it away, but, deciding he’d best keep it until he could get a replacement in the village, hung it next to his jacket on the coatrack.


“Mary Margaret’s wolfhound.”


“Ah. Would he be an angel, too?”


“Aye,” she answered without hesitation, as if having a dog for a guardian angel was the most natural thing in the world.


“Mary Margaret died in a fire in a sewing machine factory a long, long time ago. In the old days, before television was invented. Or even automobiles. People used to ride around in coaches pulled by horses in that time.” The expression on her face suggested Shea would find this to be no hardship.


“So I’ve heard.”


“She always wanted a pet, but the sisters didn’t allow any in the foundling home, so when she got to heaven, God matched her up with Casey.”


“That was thoughtful of him.” At least no one could accuse his daughter of lacking an imagination. In that respect, she reminded him of his father, who’d died last year of a sudden heart attack on his way to the Irish Rose pub in the village.


“Oh, God’s very thoughtful and generous. One nice thing about dying is that you can have anything you want in heaven. Like ice cream in every flavor that you don’t even have to pay for and horses with lovely pink satin ribbons in their manes that you can ride whenever you want.


“When she was alive, Mary Margaret only had pitiful rags to wear and no shoes at all,” she continued her fanciful tale. “But now she has emerald slippers and lots of beautiful dresses in different colors to match her rainbow wings.”


“I always thought angels had white feathered wings.”


“Some do. Some have gold or silver. Casey’s wings are sort of silvery white and sparkly, like a spiderweb that’s all damp with the morning dew.


“Mary Margaret grew up in Belfast when the skies were always smoky, so when she first saw all the rainbows in heaven, she thought they were so beautiful, God took a piece from one and made her wings out of it.”


Ah yes, Michael thought. She definitely sounded like her grandfather. He could only hope that she’d be easier to handle than Brady Joyce had been.


“Would she be having a halo, as well?” he asked while he made them both tea. At least while they were carrying on the fanciful conversation he didn’t have to think about future plans.


“She used to,” Shea answered matter-of-factly, “when she first got up to heaven. But it was always getting slanted when she flew through the clouds, so God decided to let her wear flowers in her hair instead. They smell really nice and they’re very pretty. And they never, ever wilt.”


“Mary Margaret sounds like a very special guardian angel, indeed.”


“She is.” His daughter beamed. “And she loves me best of all the little girls in the world. Even when I do something wrong, she never yells at me or hits me with a strap.”



As he rummaged in the cupboards for the biscuits left over from his nephew Rory’s last visit, Michael realized he’d just been given an unwelcome insight into his daughter’s life.


He considered it ironic that he’d come back home to Castlelough to embrace the mundane and ordinary, yet here he was, talking with a newly discovered sprite of a red-haired daughter about guardian angels and wolfhounds who sported spiderweb wings. If he hadn’t stopped drinking, he might have thought the entire experience was a hallucination born of too much Jameson’s.


He heard the familiar sound of laughter first. Then a man who had the look of a leprechaun gradually appeared. He was sitting cross-legged atop the refrigerator, like some Indian swami.


“Doesn’t the Almighty laugh while foolish man plans?” Brady Joyce reminded his son in the lilting voice that had made him one of the best storytellers in all of Ireland when he’d been alive.


It was not his father’s first visit. There were times when Michael was able to convince himself that the apparition was merely a figment of his imagination, providing the conversations that he’d discovered had been the thing he’d most missed during his years away from home. Those other times, he didn’t question it, choosing instead to just accept the fact that Brady was proving to be every bit as unconventional in death as he’d been in life. While he’d been searching for the biscuits, Shea had slid down from the chair and, dragging the blanket behind her, had gone over to the window, where she was gazing with a city child’s obvious fascination at the rolling fields dotted with sheep and cows. The fact that she didn’t appear to see her grandfather atop the icebox backed up Michael’s imagination theory.


“So this is God’s doing?” he muttered beneath his breath as he reached into the refrigerator for the milk.


Personally, Michael considered God as dead as a door-knocker, but that wasn’t an argument he wanted to enter into with a hallucination who appeared to believe he was capable of bopping back and forth between heaven and earth.


“Aye. And, as I told the Almighty—”


“Now you want me to believe you speak with God himself?”


“It’s not the same as you and I are speaking at the moment,” Brady allowed. “But it’s communication, just the same. And to be getting back to what I told God, when I first learned of it, it’s a high grand plan. And isn’t it a perfect solution to your problem?”


“Until thirty minutes ago, other than some stupid livestock and a sheep dog that could well lose her leg today, I wasn’t aware I had a problem.”


“Of course you do. Hasn’t your mother been worrying that this scheme of yours to bury yourself in farming would prove so boring you’d take off again and get yourself killed in some godforsaken foreign hellhole?”


“That isn’t about to happen.”


“She’s also concerned about you hiding away here on your farm like some mad Irish hermit monk.”


Michael wasn’t prepared to discuss his self-imposed celibacy with a hallucination. “I’m finding it depressing to discover that a person still has worries in the afterlife.”



One more reason to doubt heaven. Hadn’t the doctors at that military hospital in Germany told him that he’d died twice, once in the helicopter and again on the operating table? But Michael had no memory of any bright light leading him to still pastures.


“Death doesn’t stop parents from loving their children,” Brady informed him. “Why, only this morning the most interesting things in your life were a handful of pesky ghosts, your dog’s broken leg and the possibility of losing two of your sheep to the sea. Now, out of the clear blue sky—”


“It’s gray.” Michael shot a look out the rain-streaked window at the view that seemed to be holding Shea spellbound. “And wet.”


“I’ll never know how a son of mine could be such a stickler for details,” Brady grumbled. “I also don’t recall you having such a negative view of the world.”


“Not all the world is like Castlelough. There are all too many places where a human life has no more value than the horse shit I shovel out of the barn each morning.”


“Now, you’d not be telling me anything I don’t already know meself.” There was a very un-Brady-like edge of frustration in his father’s tone. “And don’t you be forgetting that me own view of the world is a wee more clear than yours might be these days. Since it comes from a bit higher up,” he tacked on pointedly.


Michael mumbled something that might be concession at that remark. He still wasn’t at all sure how his father managed to just drift in from whatever afterlife realm he’d ended up in, nor did he really care. He’d abandoned his former curiosity about things that didn’t directly concern him the same way he’d locked away a fortune in camera equipment in that trunk hidden in the loft of his barn.


“Me point is, Michael James Joyce,” Brady said, “you’ve just been given the grandest gift of all. A child. And, if I do say so meself, from the tale of Mary Margaret and her furry angel friend Casey, it appears your wee darling daughter has inherited her grandfather’s superlative knack for storytelling.”


A very nonghostly grin brightened the apple-cheeked face, and strikingly young blue eyes twinkled merrily. “I believe you’re in for some interesting days ahead of you, boyo. As well as a challenge that could make your former career as a war photojournalist seem like child’s play.”


Since for once he and his eccentric father were in perfect agreement, Michael didn’t bother to respond.
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The Lass with the Delicate Air





Having no idea how to talk with a daughter he’d just met, Michael was relieved when Shea seemed willing and able to fill any potentially awkward conversational gaps. Indeed, over a dinner stew and slabs of bread lathered in butter, she talked practically nonstop, mostly about Mary Margaret and her equally fanciful, angelic Casey.


“Where will I be sleeping?” she asked as she helped him clear the table without needing to be asked.


“I was thinking I’d be putting you in the same room where my nephew Rory stays when he comes for an overnight visit. It’s not a large bed, but it’s comfortable. As a matter of fact, it was my bed when I was a lad.”


“Oh, I like that idea.” She tilted her head, her wide green eyes turning intent, as if listening to some voice Michael could not hear. “Mary Margaret says that you must have known I’d someday be coming.”


“And why would she think that?” he asked, his arms up to the elbows in soapsuds.


“Because you kept your bed for me.”


“Life in the country isn’t easy,” he warned her. “You quickly learn to make over, make do, or do without. We farmers are not ones for throwing useful things away.”


“Still, it’s fortunate that you kept it,” she decided.


“Aye.” He rinsed her bowl and put it in the drying rack.


“Sometimes my mum let me sleep with her,” Shea offered as she brought her empty milk glass to the sink. “When she was lonely.”


“Fortunately, with Mary Margaret and Casey by your side, you shouldn’t be lonely.”


“Oh, they’re grand company, sure enough. But they don’t exactly sleep with me. Mary Margaret hovers over the bed, like this”—she held out her arms in front of her in a protective gesture—“and Casey curls up at the foot in case any bad men or monsters might sneak into my room while I’m sleeping…Do you have any bad men or monsters here?”


Michael decided internal monsters didn’t count. Especially since he’d become so adept at ignoring them. Unfortunately, he hadn’t quite exorcized all of the numerous ghosts that had followed him home.


“Not a single one.”


“Good.” She breathed a little sigh and gathered up the cutlery. “That’s a very big relief.”


The Irish might not be models of prompt efficiency, but actually getting his daughter to sleep tested even Michael’s patience. There was a bath to take—next time perhaps he could have some bath salts like Mum always put in the water, she suggested—hair to wash, with shampoo, rather than the bar of plain, unperfumed soap he’d always found satisfactory.


“I’ll buy both the salts and shampoo tomorrow,” he promised as he had her tilt her head back so he could pour the rinse water over the wet red curls.


“Mum always got the kind of shampoo that smells like strawberries.”


“Then that’s what I’ll be getting.”


“Good.” She nodded. “It’s my favorite.”


He caught hold of her as she climbed out of the tub, slippery as a seal. “Here’s a towel. Can you be drying yourself off?”


“Of course. I am eight years old,” she reminded him. She frowned a bit at the roughness of the brown towel he handed her, but didn’t comment on it. Michael dutifully made a mental note to add those pink fabric softener sheets his sister Nora used on her wash to his shopping list.


“It’s a nice bed,” she said as she bounced a little on the mattress.


“I’m glad you approve.”


His dry tone flew right over her head, which currently was sporting a corona of wet corkscrew curls. “And the covering’s lovely, as well.” She ran her hand over the spread woven in the blue and green colors of Ireland.


“A friend made it for me when I moved into this home.”


“A girlfriend?”


“No. A friend friend. My sister was married to her brother for a time. Then he died.” Michael could have torn out his tongue for bringing up the subject of death at bedtime.


Her rosebud lips pulled down into a frown. “That’s sad. Did he have any children?


“A son. Rory, who I told you sleeps here on occasion.”



“Oh.” She thought about that for a moment. “Did Rory’s mum die, as well?”


“No. She married an American last year. They’re visiting there now.”


“That’s nice.” Her moods seemingly like quicksilver, the frown turned to a smile. “I’ve always wanted to see America.”


“Perhaps someday you will.”


“When Rory gets back, perhaps he can tell me stories about his adventures,” she suggested.


“I’m sure he will.” Michael was more worn out by the bathing and teeth brushing ritual—in which apparently each small pearly tooth had to be scrubbed ten times up and down—than he’d been after a midnight hike through the mountains of Kurdistan, where his boyhood friend Tom Flannery had been gassed, turning the Irish relief doctor into one more casualty—albeit delayed—of war. He reached out and turned off the bedside lamp, sending the room into deep shadows.


“Mum sometimes let me read a story before I went to sleep,” the small high voice offered into the darkness.


Michael scrubbed a weary hand down his face. “Did she now?”


“Aye. Even though Gram said all a girl needed to read was her catechism, her missal at Sunday mass, and tales of our brave fighting men.”


“Your grandmother was wrong.” He sighed, turned the light back on, and took a book from atop a sturdy, scarred wooden table that had been crafted by his great-grandfather Joyce.


“Try this one on for size,” he suggested. “It’s a story set here by the sea in Castlelough.”



She opened the old leather-bound text, stared at the ivory-hued page, blinked three times, rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, then frowned.


“I’m only in third form,” she said in something perilously close to a whine that had him hoping she wasn’t entering some difficult girlhood phase. What he knew about children was close to nil. He knew even less about young females. “These words are too hard.”


Michael kept his surprise to himself even as he wondered how it was that the same little girl who’d been reading him the sports scores from the Irish Times while he’d been cooking her dinner could be having problems with a simple folk tale that he himself had probably read for the first time before his seventh birthday. He made a mental note to have Tom give his daughter an eye test at first opportunity.


“I suppose I’ll just have to tell it to you myself. As my own father did to me. And his before him.”


When he went to pull up a chair, Shea patted the muslin sheet beside her. “There’s room for you to sit with me. Just like Mum sometimes did.”


Michael would have had to be deaf not to hear the need in the all too obvious invitation. Having little choice, he joined his daughter on the narrow mattress. She cuddled up against him, a wee sprite wearing a pink flannel nightgown that even he could tell clashed with her wild mare’s nest of wet red hair, smelling of soap and minty toothpaste.


Something unbidden in his heart, a touch of warmth he’d thought had died with him on that faraway operating table, stirred.


“This would be the story of Kevin James Joyce, a distant cousin of ours, who lived before you were born and was one of the best singers and dancers in the county. It was said that even the angels in heaven would weep when Kevin would perform his sean-nos singing at funerals.”


“That’s singing without music,” Shea said as she nestled her head against his shoulder.


Michael put his arm around her. “Right you are, and I suspect you’ll be hearing your grandda Joyce’s friend Fergus performing it now that you’ll be living in Castlelough.”


“I’ll like that,” Shea said without hesitation. Since arriving at the farm earlier today there’d been nothing the girl hadn’t liked, which made Michael wonder again what it was that caused Deidre to have such a negative opinion of her granddaughter.


“Well, as my da told the story to me, one rainy spring day Kevin was down by the sea, looking for one of his sheep who’d wandered away, when he viewed the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen sleeping on a rock. She was wrapped in a gray cloak and hood that kept her warm enough, but unfortunately the tide was coming in and Kevin feared for the woman’s life.”


“Because she could get washed out to sea.”


“Exactly.” Michael nodded. “He ran down to the rock and shook her awake and warned her that she must leave with him right away or she’d be drowning.”


“Did she leave with him?”


“What she did was laugh at him. A laugh he’d later tell friends sounded like silver Yuletide bells. Then she dove into the surf and swam out to sea. Kevin watched as she disappeared beneath the waves, and for the next week he cursed himself for not saving her when he had a chance.”


“She drowned?” Shea’s eyes widened.


“So Kevin believed. But then one day, when he was cutting peat, he heard singing, in a soprano voice even sweeter than his own famed tenor.”


“Was it the lady?”


“None other,” Michael agreed. “Kevin left his spade and followed the song floating on the air down to the beach. There he saw her, on the very same rock. She’d taken off her gray cloak and was combing her long hair.


“Ah, she was a most winsome sight, with her skin gleaming like pearls. And Kevin knew, at that moment, that since God had brought her back to him, he was meant to take her for his wife. So, he sneaked up behind her and snatched the cloak away.”


“Was she wearing anything at all underneath it?”


Michael winced a bit at the question he should have seen coming. “Actually, I believe she was clad in the very same flesh she was born in,” he allowed. “Which was all the more reason Kevin felt he should marry her right away.”


“But didn’t you see my mother naked when you made me? And you didn’t marry her.”


Michael had heard complaints from married acquaintances that children were growing up too swiftly in these modern times, as if their internal timers had been set on fast forward. Having witnessed the horror of children dying in war zones, he hadn’t honestly taken what he’d considered petty concerns that seriously. Until now.


“We’re getting off the point of the story,” he said gruffly. “But if I’d known your mother was carrying you, Shea, I would have married her in a heartbeat.”


It was a lie, but a well-meaning one, Michael reassured himself. He was not about to add that Rena had obviously neglected to notify him about his daughter because she herself had wisely not wanted to marry the wild Irish rover he’d been in those younger, more idealistic days.


Never knowing when a bullet could strike or a bomb could blow him to smithereens, Michael had lived each day as if it might be his last. Then, just when he’d forgotten to expect it, fate had caught up with him.


Shea smiled at his assertion, then wiggled impatiently. “Go on with the story.”
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