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Tied Up with a Bow
 
Pub owner Maura Donovan is still learning the local customs of the Irish village she now calls home, and with the holidays approaching she’s unsure how much, or how little, to decorate. She’s also puzzled by the small construction project going on across the street, which is shrouded in secrecy and has the whole of West Cork guessing what it might be. But most troubling of all is the secretive young boy who shows up at the pub’s door, hinting that he and his mother had to leave Dublin—in a hurry.
 
Sensing danger, Maura becomes more alarmed when an unknown man shows up and begins lurking around the pub. With so many questions on her mind and so few answers, Maura knows she’ll have to turn to her new village friends to help her sort out all the mysterious goings-on—and maybe deliver an unexpected gift to someone in need.
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Chapter One
 
“What the heck is going on out there?” Maura Donovan demanded as she peered out the front window of Sullivan’s, the pub she owned and tried to manage.
“What’re yeh talkin’ about?” Rose Sweeney came around from behind the bar to stand beside her, looking out the window.
Maura pointed. “That thing those men are building across the road, next to the hotel.” All she could see was a tangle of lumber, what appeared to be multiple strands of slender plastic piping, and bits and pieces of metal. There were at least three men studying a large, wrinkled piece of paper among them, and they didn’t seem to agree on much, pointing and waving their hands over the plans.
Mick Nolan joined them at the window. “I’m guessin’ that’d be the holiday decorations.”
“What holiday decorations?” Maura asked him. “There weren’t any last Christmas, except maybe a bunch of pine trees with lights. And most of the shop windows had some sort of display. Except us. Whose idea was this? And how long is it going to take to put the stuff up? It’s been bad enough with all the road repairs the past couple of months—people had real trouble just getting to the front door here, and forget about parking.”
“Do yeh not read yer mail, Maura? Or the Southern Star?”
“I don’t get much mail, and when do I have time to read the local paper?”
“Ah, Maura, yeh’ve got to keep up with what’s happenin’ around you. The roadwork’s done, and now it’s near December. People expect yeh to do somethin’ special fer the holiday.”
“What, now I’m supposed to make eggnog and cookies?”
“Christmas cake,” Rose said quickly. “I’ll be happy to make that, if we can get the kitchen pulled together. Porter cake too. And we can put up some holly or the like inside the place, maybe dress it up a bit.” Rose had been taking cooking classes in Skibbereen for several months and was looking forward to overhauling the old kitchen at the back so she could put her new skills to work.
“Next you’ll be telling me that you want carolers strolling through and singing for their pints,” Maura grumbled.
“Not a bad idea, Maura,” Mick told her. “Get people singin’ and they’ll be thirsty. Don’t worry, it’ll be grand. Or is it that yeh don’t like Christmas?”
“I don’t think about it much. Gran and I never had the money to do anything special, and what little we had Gran usually handed out to people who’d just arrived in Boston and had less than we did. She did do some baking, though, when she had the time.”
“Would yeh have any of her recipes?” Rose asked eagerly.
Maura shook her head. “I never paid much attention. I’m a lousy cook, you know.”
“Well, then, think about it and maybe I can help yeh make some of her favorites,” Rose told her.
“We’ll see,” Maura said. Actually she had little interest in cooking, beyond keeping herself alive and giving her fuel for the long days she put in at the pub. Was she really supposed to make cake for patrons? Bad enough she’d had to clean the place up and learn the ropes of running her own business, and then added music for what seemed like half the nights they were open, and after that Rose had somehow persuaded her to consider updating the old kitchen and start serving food. Where was it going to end? Admittedly everything they’d done so far had increased her profits, but she wasn’t sure how much more she could take on. Or wanted to.
“You didn’t answer my question, Mick. Whose idea was this? And where’s the money and the labor coming from?”
“From what I’ve heard, the County Council thought it made sense to put up something that would make people slow down and look as they passed through the village. It’s not the shop owners who are footing the bill, if that’s what’s worryin’ yeh. And yeh won’t have to do a thing.”
“Yeah, right,” Maura muttered to herself. Then she asked, “And like I said, how long is it going to take to get this thing assembled?”
“Not long, I’d guess. It’s not as though it’ll do more than sit there. But no doubt there’ll be lights.”
“Do we know what it’s going to be? Right now it’s a pile of construction materials.” Quite a lot of them, in fact.
“That I can’t tell yeh. I think it’s meant to be a surprise. I seem to recall a guessin’ raffle of some sort last year, when folk came up with some ideas. Yeh might ask yer friend Seamus and his lot—they seem the type to get into somethin’ like that.”
Maura, to her surprise, was beginning to get interested. “Are people around here into Santa Claus and all that stuff? Or would it be a leprechaun dressed up as an elf?”
“Nothin’ to scare the kids, I’m thinkin’. They may not stop in at Sullivan’s, but they’ve been known to go to Ger’s for a bite.”
“The school’s just up the street, isn’t it?”
“It is that, next to the church.”
Maura flashed on her school days back in Boston, where gaggles of kids swarmed out of her local school and flooded local convenience stores looking for a sugar fix after school. “I haven’t seen a lot of kids go by here, not that there’s much at this end of the village to interest them.”
“It’s a small place, the school, mebbe fifty kids in all the classes combined, and it only goes through the eighth, so there wouldn’t be many in each.”
“Would it be a problem if they come in here and ask for a soda?” Not that Maura could remember that happening. Maybe their parents had warned them that pubs were dangerous places.
“It’s not exactly legal, if they come in without an adult. But yeh might offer them a soda, or mebbe a hot chocolate, if they stayed outside. Don’t worry about it, Maura—there aren’t enough children at the school to make much of a difference in yer bottom line. Though they might come by now and then to see what those fellas are buildin’.”
“How many of those things will there be?” Maura asked.
“There’s little room for many along the street. That space over the road is a good one, and they might put one toward Skib, although the Mycroft Wood place might have other ideas. And at the other end of the village there’d be open space. Or yeh might offer the workers a pint when they finish fer the day and just ask ’em.”
“Mick,” Maura began, “how big are these things going to be? I mean, five feet tall? Twenty? I’m having real trouble imagining a parade of twenty-foot animals or humans or trolls or whatever marching along the street of this village. We’re not that big! It would look like an invasion by aliens.”
“And don’t forget they’ll be all lit up,” Rose added. “Will the lights go on and off, do yeh think, Mick?”
Mick held up both his hands. “Don’t ask me. I know only what I’ve heard, and some of the stories are hard to believe. Let’s just wait and see.”
When Mick went off to serve a couple of patrons who had wandered in, Maura turned to Rose. “Has this happened before?”
“Depends on what yeh mean as ‘this,’” she said.
“I’m not sure what to call it. Decorating, I suppose. But it feels kind of like tarting up the place.”
“What, to celebrate the season? Where’s the problem with that?”
Maura shook her head. “I guess I’ve gotten used to the village being small and quiet. I suppose it makes sense from a business point of view, to make a fuss. At least it might make people notice the village. If they aren’t paying attention, they might miss it altogether when they drive through.”
“So now even if they don’t stop, they’ll remember the place with the giant whatever-they-ares. Don’t worry yerself about it, Maura. Just enjoy the show.”

Chapter Two
 
The next day Maura checked on the progress of the thing that was going up across the road. Lucky it was still November, she reflected, because construction wasn’t moving very fast. Right now it looked like a skeletal mass of junk. Not exactly a good symbol for the holiday season. Maybe the workers putting it together were making it up as they went along? Or didn’t know what it was supposed to look like, based on the plans they had?
In any case, it didn’t look much like a holiday season in West Cork to Maura, not after growing up in Boston, where it seemed to start snowing or icing up in November and often kept on until March. There had been that one big snowstorm in Cork the past winter, but everyone had told her such an event was rare and probably wouldn’t happen again any time soon. Maura was still getting used to the sameness of the seasons, although it was a relief not to have to buy more clothes on her skimpy income. Her old coat from her Boston days was more than warm enough, and if it looked kind of shabby, she was seldom outside on a cold day by daylight, and after dark nobody cared what she looked like. She had no problem with that.
Late in the afternoon Seamus and a couple of his regular buddies wandered in. “Afternoon, Maura,” he greeted her. “What’s all the to-do across the road there?”
“I was going to ask you. Pints all around?”
“Of course,” Seamus said. His cronies nodded in unison. “Yer sayin’ you don’t know?” he asked while Maura pulled the pints.
“Nope, I don’t. Mick told me maybe it was the County Council’s idea to put up something. I don’t remember anything like that from last winter.”
“I can ask around, see who knows what. But more important, what’s it gonna be?”
“I haven’t a clue. Do you have any guesses?”
“The crime business has been a bit slow lately. Maybe it’s time fer another round of betting?”
“You mean, you guys guess what you think it is, and the winner gets a free pint?”
“Mebbe. Or let’s not be selfish about it. If it’s fer some worthy project, like the school or the church, the winnings could go to that? Usually this kind of thing is fer raisin’ money.”
“That’s more what I’d expect from the County Council. But nobody’s asked me to contribute to anything. Yet.”
“Ah, but it’s not finished—there’s time yet. Likely there’s to be a big unveiling come the weekend, so they’re sure to finish it by then. And they’ll hand out contribution jars when they’re ready. If yer in favor of it, we’ll trust yeh to hold the stakes until the creature tells us what he might be.”
“Or she,” Maura added. “Is there a Mother Christmas? Mrs. Claus?”
“I’d be guessin’—” Seamus began, but Maura held up her hand to stop him.
“Let’s not start the pool until we’ve laid out the rules. First, how long do you think it’ll take these guys to put it up? Or at least enough of it to guess what it is?”
Seamus studied the construction crew, which seemed to be moving in slow motion. “I know Paddy Daley who’s workin’ over there, and he’s a quick man. You can start takin’ the bets whenever yeh like, but it’s to be unveiled on Sunday.”
“Why Sunday?” Maura asked.
“Folks’ll be in the village fer church, and they might stay fer dinner after. It’ll be the start of the Christmas season and draw a good crowd.”
“That makes sense,” Maura said. “I think I’ll wait to start talking up the betting pool until tomorrow, so people don’t start snooping too early. Will anyone have a problem with betting? I mean, it’s legal, right?”
Seamus shook his head. “The church holds raffles all the time, as does the Christmas fair in the parish house next month. So long as it’s fer a good cause, I doubt anyone will complain.”
“I suppose you’re right. But how do I manage it? How do I tell who’s paid for his guess? And what if he—or she—wants a cut of the contributions?”
“Yeh’ve time to work it all out, Maura. Do yeh have it in yer head what that mass of rubble is to be?”
“Rubble with sparkly lights?” Maura said, suppressing a smile.
“Ah, yeh’ve no imagination. Think about it fer a bit. Yeh can hold the drawin’ when they unwrap the thing, or mebbe just announce it, ’cause yeh’ll have to read and sort the entries. And count the money.”
“What are other shops doing? We aren’t competing with Skibbereen, are we?”
“Nah. But we can show ’em that we can pull our weight here in the village. And think what could happen if word gets out about yer drawin’—yeh’ll have more folk in here than yeh can handle.”
Maura slid the pints across the bar to Seamus. “Sounds good to me.”
Seamus looked at his pals and nodded toward an empty table, and the small herd moved toward it and settled themselves.
Rose came in from the back, and Maura asked, “How’s the kitchen project coming along?”
“Thank heavens I’ve been taking some classes in kitchen management and layouts. We’re hopin’ to open in the spring, right? Mebbe Saint Patrick’s Day?”
“Do the people of West Cork care much about that?”
“Not as much as the tourists do. So we’d have to have the space ready and runnin’ by, say, the end of February if we want to bring in the tourists. We’d have to test-drive it, in a manner of speakin’.”
“You mean, make sure everything works?”
“That and more. The staff, whoever they may be, have to figger out how to work together so they’re not trippin’ over each other, and that takes a bit of time.”
“I guess that makes sense. Who’s doin’ the cooking?”
“That’d be me, and I’ll find some help when we’re ready. There are some people at the Skib school I could talk to. Remember, there’s the serving, and the cleanup as well. We need to talk about a budget for equipment, and where we plan to seat people, and pricing, and . . .”
Maura stopped her. “One thing at a time, please! So far we’ve got an empty room that needs upgrades to the electric supply and water. Which means we need a layout. And the appliances. And plates and cups and platters and stuff like that. All we have on hand is glasses. And somebody needs to design a menu—which means we have to decide what we’re serving. And we have to advertise when we’re ready—you can add that to your website chores. Heck, we don’t even have a name for the place.”
“Sullivan’s Café? We’re not lookin’ to do fancy sit-down meals. Oh, and we need to look into suppliers—meat, fish, veg. The good stuff, not the cheap stuff. People—visitors and locals—have come to expect it.”
“I think you’re giving me a headache, Rose. Remind me again why we’re doing this? Apart from you wanting to be a chef?”
“If I’m to be a chef, I want to be a good one, which means I have to have a place to cook that’s set up right, and good ingredients, and some clue of what we’re aiming for. Traditional dishes? Cutting-edge modern ones? There’s some pretty stiff competition in Skibbereen, but people drivin’ this way from Dublin or Cork city will come to Leap first, and we need to grab them.”
“You didn’t exactly answer my questions, you know. Are we going to make any money doing this?”
Rose didn’t answer right away. “Not at first. Maybe not for a long time. No restaurant gets rich, least of all fast, but havin’ the food brings people in, and once they’re in, they’ll drink, which is where the money is. Plus it’s friendly, like. There’s those who still think a pub is a shady place with a few guys who don’t even talk.”
“And they’d be right, sort of,” Maura threw in.
“But if they have a hot dinner or even a sandwich, they’ll loosen up. It’ll change the feel of the place.”
“Do I want to change it?” Maura asked.
“Do yeh have a long-range business plan?” Rose shot back quickly.
“Only if long-range means past next week. Look, Rose, I know what you’re saying, and I agree with most of it. But I feel like I’m losing control of the place. It’s been easy, so far, getting to know the guys one or a few at a time. Then we added the music, which brought in a different crowd. And, yes, sales of stout and other drinks did go up. But now you’re adding something else, which is going to eat up a lot of your time and energy. Heck, how many of the guys come in just to see your smiling face?”
“Am I pushin’ yeh too hard, Maura? It’s your place, after all,” Rose said softly.
“Rose, I admire your energy, and you’ve got good ideas and you’re willing to work to make them happen. Me, I’m still new to all this, and changing things kind of scares me. But I won’t stop you. If we can make fitting out the kitchen affordable, it’ll be good down the road, even if we don’t get things off the ground now.”
“I’m glad of yer faith in me, Maura. What do yeh say I make up a timeline for our decisions? We’re going to run smack into the holiday soon enough, and it’s hard to get anyone to focus on business then. So we’d better get a plan of sorts set before then.”
“Makes sense to me. But be prepared for the unexpected, like that creature they’re growing across the road.”

Chapter Three
 
Sometimes Maura felt that she simply didn’t have any time to think. Running a pub with a small staff kept her busy most days, and there was still the cleaning up and the ordering of supplies to be done. And then they’d started up with the music, which was great but meant more work, of a different kind. Now Rose wanted to serve food as well. It might work if she could just clone Rose. Finding staff wasn’t easy, and they didn’t always want to stick around for long. Luckily fall was a slow season, but she remembered from last year that once all the cows were in the barn, people had more time to stop by the pub and chat. And Seamus and his pals came by often as it was, all at once or in ones or twos.
The weather was still mild, and the few customers in the pub were nursing their half-full pints, so she went out the front door and sat on the bench she’d picked up from a secondhand furniture dealer. She kept meaning to repaint it, but it hadn’t happened yet. At least she’d sanded off the splinters.
She was surprised to find someone already sitting on the bench. In fact, it was a child, who looked to be maybe eight or ten. She wasn’t good at guessing ages, since she had seen few children back in Boston. She didn’t remember seeing this one before, but she seldom paid attention when school was letting out, and few students walked down this direction anyway—they took buses to their scattered homes. The boy didn’t seem flustered when she sat down, but he didn’t say anything either. He kept his eyes on the workmen across the road.
Finally Maura broke the silence. “I’m Maura. You live around here?”
“This is your pub, right? Me mam and I just came here.”
“Yes, it’s my pub. I’d invite you in, but I’m not sure what age you’d have to be to be allowed inside. If I was a relative of yours it might be okay to let you in, but we’ve only just met.”
“No worries. Me mam is working at Sheahan’s—Mrs. Sheahan there is some kind of cousin, I think.”
“You’re in school up the road?” When the boy nodded, Maura pressed on, “What do you usually do when school’s out and your mother’s still at work?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s only been a few days. I don’t like to wait in the hotel there, even if I’m only doin’ my homework, and I don’t think Missus Sheahan wants me there—she thinks having a kid hanging around the hotel is bad for business. But my mam will be lookin’ for me. I only stopped to watch the builders there. What’re they makin’?”
“I haven’t a clue. I think we may be having a raffle at the pub here, to see who can guess what the thing is, but it hasn’t started yet. What’s your name?”
“Daniel. Most people call me Danny.”
“Well, Danny, it’s good to meet you, and welcome to Leap. Do you live nearby?”
“Too far to walk. You want me to go?”
“No, that’s not it. You’re fine here for now, but when it’s raining or it gets colder you’re going to have to work something out. Is your ma set with the job in the hotel?”
Danny just shrugged.
“What was she doing before you came here?”
“Same thing, I guess, but in the city. Too expensive to find a place to live there—she was hoping it would be cheaper in the country.”
“Does she know anyone beyond Anne? Any relatives around here?”
“Not that I know about. Look, we’ll be fine, okay? We just aren’t settled yet.”
“Hey, Danny, I’m only trying to help. I got here less than two years ago, and lots of people helped me sort things out.” Of course, she’d had a house and a building waiting for her, though she hadn’t known it at the time. “I’d like to return the favor. Could you tell your ma to come talk to me sometime? I’m always at the pub.”
Danny nodded once. “I’ll tell her.”
Maura wondered if he would. But if the mother didn’t show up after a couple of days, she’d go looking for her. She remembered all too well what it was like to find herself in a strange place where she didn’t know a soul, so she thought she should try to help.
She stood up. “Well, then, I’d better get back to work. Would you like something hot to drink?” How long would the poor kid be sitting there, waiting?
“I can’t pay,” he said, avoiding looking at her.
“On the house. My welcome gift to you.”
“All right, I guess.”
Maura went back inside. “Who was that you were talkin’ to?” Rose asked.
“A kid, just out of school. He says his mother is working for Anne at the hotel, but he doesn’t have anywhere to go until she gets off work.”
“Poor kid,” Rose said. “Can she afford a minder?”
“How should I know? And maybe he’s too old for one. I haven’t met his mother, but I told Danny to send her over here to introduce herself. Danny said they’d been living in the city, but he didn’t say which one. His mother’s some kind of relative of Anne’s—a cousin, maybe. Seems like everyone around here is a cousin of some sort.”
“Poor kid’s goin’ to freeze, sittin’ out there. And he’ll never get his homework done.”
“I know. But I can’t exactly invite him into the pub, can I?”
“He could use the back room, if there’s no event planned—it’d be only afternoons, right?”
“Right. But is it legal? I mean, there is a bar back there.”
“Who’s goin’ to worry about it? If yer troubled, ask Sean. I’ve been workin’ here fer years, you recall.”
“Well, yes, but you were a relative of Old Mick’s. Weren’t you?”
“It’d be hard to draw a diagram of how we were related, but there was a connection somewhere. You might ask me da, if it matters.”
“I’d rather ask Old Billy. Has he been in today?”
“Earlier, fer a bit. He said he’d be back.”
“I hope he’s feeling all right. I keep having to remind myself how old he is—mostly I think of him as a fixture here. I don’t think anybody who knows this place will even sit in his chair by the fire. Well, I don’t want to get anybody into trouble, including me. If I see Sean I’ll talk to him. Or maybe Danny and his mother will have moved on by then. Oh, and could you fix a hot chocolate? I promised Danny one. And don’t charge him for it—I told him it was a welcome present.”
“I’ll take it out to him when it’s ready,” Rose said. “And introduce meself.”
“That’d be great.”
Mick came back from wherever he’d been in time to overhear the end of Maura’s conversation with Rose. “Goin’ soft, are yeh?” he said, although with a smile.
“Why? Because I want to be nice to a kid? I know something about how he feels, and I was a lot older and more experienced when I got dumped in Leap. Is it wrong to want to help him?”
“Of course it’s not. Just tread carefully. Yeh haven’t met the mother yet, have yeh?”
“No, she’s working. Across the road. Why would she be a problem?”
“I’m not suggestin’ she would. But she’ll want to protect her son, and you don’t want to get in the way of that.”
“How on earth would I get in the way, Mick? I introduced myself and offered him a hot chocolate. Period. He looked cold and kind of lost. If Mom comes barreling across the road like a mother bear, I’ll back off. Where’s the problem?”
“Yeh don’t know her. She may have run into trouble wherever she came from, and she’d rather others didn’t know too many of the details.”
“Good grief, Mick! I’m not about to ask for a police report on the poor woman just because I want to say hello to her son now and then. Isn’t everybody supposed to be friendly around here? I wasn’t about to invite Danny in and offer him a glass of stout.”
Mick held up his hands. “No offense intended. I know yeh mean well. And I’m sure the woman can use a friend. That is, if she doesn’t have sixteen cousins in the local townlands.”
“Thank you. Can we get back to work now? Oh, and I asked Rose to work up a timeline for fixing up the kitchen.”
“Yeh’re still goin’ ahead with it?”
“If the timing and the numbers work. Why, you think it’s a bad idea?”
“I’m on the fence, I’d say. I just don’t want to see you get in over yer head with it.”
“Hey, this is on Rose’s shoulders. I don’t cook, remember? I’m the front of the house, and she’s the kitchen. And before you say it, yes, it will take more staff to manage it. That’s why I want her to set the plan down on paper, so it’s easier to see. Maybe it won’t work, but she’s got to understand why.”
Mick smiled. “I keep fergettin’ how young she is. But she’s smart. It’s going to be an interesting couple of months.”

Chapter Four
 
It was past five when Old Billy came in from his rooms at the end of the building and made his slow way to his favorite corner by the fire. Maura watched him and felt a pang of fear: he seemed to be moving more slowly than usual. Was he sick? Or just showing his age? Old she couldn’t do anything about, but as for sick, she had no idea how the health system worked in Ireland and she wouldn’t know who to call if he needed help. Or would she have to take him directly to the hospital to be cared for? More things she should know, before a crisis fell into her lap.
She crossed the room to where he was sitting. “We missed you earlier today, Billy. Are you feeling all right?”
He summoned up a smile for her. “Me bones feel winter comin’ on, no matter what the thermometer says. My spirit is willin’, but it tends to forget how old me body is.”
“Would a pint help?”
“Sure and it would. Can yeh come sit by me and talk? It’s been a quiet day, and I could use a friendly voice.”
“Of course I can. I’ll tell Rose to get your pint started.” She signaled to Rose behind the bar, then she took a chair across from Billy.
Maura was surprised when Billy mentioned Danny immediately. “That young lad hangin’ about out front—I haven’t seen him before.”
“I said hello to him. He says he and his mother have just arrived in Leap. The mother is some sort of cousin to Anne Sheahan, and she’s working for Anne, at least for now. But Danny’s on his own for a couple of hours after school until she’s done working. No mention of a father, though.”
“The Sheahans have lived in these parts for a very long time, and no doubt they’ve plenty of cousins scattered about. I wouldn’t try to guess where this lad fits, but it’s good that Anne’s lookin’ out fer him and his mother.”
“Sounds like the mother may need the money—Danny said they couldn’t afford a place to live in the city, and I think he meant Dublin. I haven’t met her yet. According to Danny they’ve got a place to live for now, but it’s too far for him to walk home. He seems at kind of loose ends. You know I don’t see many kids, since I’m working here all the time, so I don’t know what to tell him to do. He said he was in school, but he’s got time to kill after that lets out for the day. I’m guessing he’s too old for a babysitter, but a bit too young to be left on his own, especially in a place he doesn’t know well. And from what little he said, I’m not sure Anne wants him hanging around the hotel every day. Maybe I’m making too much of this, because they’ve just arrived so nothing’s settled yet.”
“Or yeh’re reminded of how you felt when you arrived?” Billy asked quietly.
Billy might be old, but he saw a lot. And he was right. “I guess. I was kind of in the same position as Danny when I was his age. My gran had to work to keep food on the table, so I was on my own after school. I knew a lot of other kids who had the same problem, and some of them got into trouble. Me, I just went straight home.” Those had not been happy days, in Maura’s memory. Her father was dead, her mother was missing, and while she knew Gran had loved her, she couldn’t be around all the time. But she’d survived.
“Were you thinking about when I showed up in Leap? I didn’t know a soul and I didn’t have a clue about what I was going to do. But I was older and I could take care of myself. I guess it was kind of the same—I was alone and pretty clueless. At least Danny has his mother. I wonder what his story is? Coming here seems to have happened pretty suddenly.”
“I’d wager his mother could use a friend about now, bein’ a stranger here. But let her tell you her story in her own time.”
“Of course I will, Billy. I don’t mean to pry. I just want to help.”
“And that’s kind of yeh, Maura. I think yeh’re learnin’ our Irish ways.”
“I hope that’s a compliment!” Maura said as Rose delivered Billy’s pint and set it in front of him. “Listen, can I ask you about something else?”
Billy took a long swallow of his pint before answering. “And what would that be?”
“About whatever they’re building across the road out there. Actually, I’ve got a lot of questions. Whose idea was it? Who’s paying for it? Who’s putting it together? And what the heck is it, or will it be, whenever they finish it?”
“I’ve no answers to yer questions, Maura, although I’ve a few ideas of me own. Why are yeh so interested?”
“Well, curiosity, for one. And when people come in, they’re going to wonder what it is, and I’ll feel stupid if I can’t tell them, when it’s right in front of me. Seamus brought up the idea of having a raffle, maybe this weekend, and letting people make guesses about what it is. Maybe I could charge a euro a guess? We can offer a prize, like a round of drinks, and maybe give the money to some group that needs it. What do you think?”
“It would get people talkin’ fer sure. But you’d have to act fast, because it’s already takin’ shape, and if the fellas over there get to work on it, it’ll be done in good time.”
“So maybe Saturday night only? Any rules against doing something like this?”
“Ah, who’d worry about that? Yer not goin’ to get rich, but yeh might have some fun. Maybe Rose could put something on that Internet thing she’s got goin’.”
Maura smiled. “Why, Billy, you know what the Internet is!”
Billy returned her smile. “I know of it, but I don’t know it, if yeh get my drift. But it seems to bring people in, which is what yeh’re after, isn’t it?”
“It is. I guess I’ll give Rose the go-ahead so she can get the word out. Maybe put up a sign in the window. Seamus said it’s supposed to be finished by Sunday, so maybe we can announce the winner then, if that won’t upset the church too much.”
“Ah, don’t worry yerself. Go on, now—yeh’ve got customers comin’ in.”
Maura went back behind the bar and began setting up pints. She noticed that Danny was still sitting on the bench, his arms wrapped around himself. As she watched, a woman emerged from the inn across the street and crossed over. She looked to be in her thirties, and her coat wasn’t warm enough even for the fairly mild weather. Danny stood up when he saw her, and when she reached him she hugged him and said something to him. Maura checked the time: just past six, and already dark. She must have just gotten off her shift, most likely at the bar, but it seemed wrong to leave her son sitting out in the cold after dark. Maura wavered between staying out of the discussion they were having and marching out and sticking her nose in. The second choice won.
“Rose, can you finish the pints? I’m guessing that’s Danny’s mother out there and I want to introduce myself.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Rose told her.
As she went toward the front door of the pub, Maura wondered just what she was doing. Back in Boston she’d made it a point to keep herself to herself, to avoid interfering with anything she saw on the street or in one of the places she had worked. But this was different. Boston was a big city, with all the good and bad that came with that. Leap had a population of about two hundred fifty people, spread all over the place, so there really was no way to be anonymous. Danny and his mother were now part of the town, if only for a short while, so Maura didn’t feel right ignoring them. Maybe Billy was right: Ireland was changing her.
She shut the door behind her. “Hi,” she called out. “I’m Maura Donovan—I own this place. I introduced myself to Danny earlier this afternoon. Why don’t you come in and we can talk?”
“I should be getting home . . . Maura, is it? I’ve still supper to make.”
“I wish I could offer you food, but we’re a long way from being ready for that. Maybe after the New Year. But I could give you a cup of coffee?”
Danny was leaning against the woman who had to be his mother. He was shivering, but he didn’t complain. Luckily the woman looked down and noticed. “Well, just for a short while, I guess. That okay, Danny?” The boy nodded.
“Then come on in,” Maura said, leading the way. Once inside, she added, “Sit anywhere you like.”
“Can we sit close to the fire?” Danny said eagerly.
“Will he mind?” the woman asked, nodding her head at Old Billy.
“Not at all. He’s a regular here—he was a friend of the former owner, and he lives down at the end of the building. Has for years. He’ll be happy to have you. Coffee work for you? And maybe a hot chocolate for Danny?”
“Thank you, I’d like that. Oh, and I’m Hannah. Has Danny been gettin’ in your way?”
“Not at all. I just happened to notice him sitting out front so I went out to say hello.”
“Should he be in here? In a pub, I mean?” Hannah asked.
“If you’re his mother, it’s okay. Danny said you’re related to Anne across the road?”
“We’re cousins of some sort, on my mother’s side, but I never knew Anne well. But I wanted to get out of Dublin, and this was about the farthest place I could think of. You’re American, aren’t you? How’d you come to be here?”
“My grandmother was born around here and her son—my father—was born here. They moved to Boston when her husband died. She knew Old Mick, who used to own this place, and they kept in touch. It’s a long story, but he had no heirs, so he and my gran fixed it up that I’d inherit the place. And his house, out in one of the townlands. Came as a complete shock to me, because no one had told me anything about it. I came over after she . . . passed on, and I’m still here, going on two years later. But I really didn’t have any reason to go back to Boston.”
Rose came up behind and slid Hannah’s coffee and Danny’s hot chocolate across the table, then retreated. “You working in the bar or the restaurant at Anne’s place?”
“The bar, for now. But I guess you’ve already seen that’s a problem for Danny, who gets out before I’m off work.”
“Will Anne let him stay at the inn somewhere ’til you’re free?”
“She says he’d just get in the way. I don’t think she’s pleased to have us around, but she couldn’t say no to us. She was lettin’ us stay in a room there for a coupla days, but then she found us an empty cottage a ways outside of the town. It’s kind of a mess, but I can’t complain when it’s free, can I?”
“How are you getting back and forth? You have a car?”
“A piece of junk that barely runs, and it’s only borrowed. We’ve lots of thing to be worked out, if we decide to stay.”
Maura had the impression that there was a story behind Hannah’s fast departure from Dublin with no plan in place, but she wasn’t going to ask, not yet. She’d do what she could to help, but she’d wait for Hannah to share the story in her own time.
“You could look for a place where you can walk to work, which describes most of Leap, and Danny can walk to school. Or if you got a job in Skibbereen, where there are probably more choices, you could take the bus, I think, so you might not need a car.” Maura stopped herself. “Sorry. Listen to me, trying to sort out your life, when I haven’t even got my own figured out.”
Hannah was shaking her head. “I appreciate it. After being in Dublin so long, I’m kind of looking forward to spending time in a small town. And Danny’s in school now—I thought it was important to get him settled. You have kids?”
“Nope. I don’t have a husband or partner or whatever they call it these days, either. I’m still trying to sort out how to run this place and what I want from it. Look, there are a couple of rooms upstairs here that aren’t being used. Danny could work up there after school while he waits for you, and at least he’d be warm.”
“That’s very kind of you, but I don’t want to put you out.”
“Don’t worry about it—I haven’t figured out what to do with the rooms anyway, so I haven’t done anything with them. And now we’re talking about building a real kitchen and serving food here, so I probably won’t have time to think about other projects before spring. You have any other relatives around here?”
“No. It’s just the two of us.”
Still no mention of Danny’s father, Maura noted. But it was none of her business.
“Well, think about what I said. And be careful if you’re walking—the roads are narrow, and the local people tend to go too fast. Good thing you’ve got that car.”
“I’ll do that, thanks. Danny, thank Maura for your chocolate. We’d better be off if you want supper before bedtime.”
The pair of them went out into the dark night. Once they were past the streetlights in the center of the village, the roads would be dark, and dangerous to newcomers. Maura knew she was going to worry about that, but she didn’t know what to do about it. Yet.

Chapter Five
 
Mick arrived shortly after Hannah and Danny had left, laden with carry bags. “Where’ve you been?” Maura asked.
“What, overwhelmed by the crowd?” He looked around the main room, where there were only a couple of tables occupied. He raised a hand in salute to Old Billy.
“Not exactly. But I didn’t see you go.”
“Me gran needed some things, so I took care of it for her.” Mick looked after his eighty-something-year-old grandmother Bridget, who lived down the lane from Maura’s house—and who enjoyed her independence, as long as she had Mick to call upon when she needed something done, like mending a fence.
“Billy says he’s feeling winter in his bones,” Maura told him. “How’s Bridget doing?”
“I checked out her stove and made sure she has plenty of fuel. The place is small, so it’s easy to keep warm. As is yours.”
Mick had reason to know that since they’d been spending a good deal of time at her place over the past few months, when they weren’t both at the pub. Like Bridget, Maura savored her independence, but having Mick around on a regular basis was kind of icing on the cake. One more thing she was adjusting to.
“How well do you know Anne Sheahan?” she asked, changing the subject.
Mick raised an eyebrow. “I know she and her husband have been runnin’ the inn for years, and his family before him. You’ve probably talked to her more than I have these past few months. Why are yeh askin’?”
“Because I met someone who’s supposed to be her cousin—whatever that means around here—who just showed up from Dublin. Actually, I met her son first. He was sitting on the bench out there and he looked cold, so I gave him a hot chocolate. He was waiting for his mother to get off work—I gather she’s tending bar for Anne in the afternoons, but I don’t know if that’s going to last. Anyway, he’s in school up the road, and he had time to kill. When she came over to collect him, I asked them both in.”
“So now yeh’re takin’ in strays?” Mick gave a half smile.
“If you want to call it that. I’d rather call it paying it back. People helped me when I got here, so I’m just trying to do the same. And the woman—Hannah—seems like a fish out of water here. I’m going to guess she’s spent most of her life in Dublin or some other city, and she doesn’t know where she fits in a village like Leap. She didn’t say anything about a husband. Maybe he’s dead or in jail, or maybe she was never married at all. Anyway, she’s on her own, with the kid.”
“Or maybe she’s on the run from the man.”
“Mick, you haven’t even met the woman. Why would you say that?”
“Because how many women of her age leave the city to come to a tiny place like this, unless there’s a good reason?”
“To give her son a better chance?” Maura suggested. “He seems like a good kid, from what little I’ve seen of him.”
“How old is he?”
“I’m guessing eight or nine.”
“So he’d be in the third grade here. How’s he goin’ to fare in a small class?”
Maura was getting impatient with Mick’s interrogation. “How am I supposed to know? I don’t know any kids around here. I’ve never been inside the school. I just met the boy and his mother today and I don’t know anything about them except what they’ve told me. He’s polite and he behaves himself, and I think his mother could use some help. Period.”
“I hear what yeh’re sayin’, Maura. But if I were in yer place, I might have a word with Anne, find out what the real story is.”
“Mick, I’m not a nosy person, you know. And Anne and I get on all right, but we’re not exactly friends.”
“Did Old Billy know anything?”
“Not that he shared with me. Which I suppose is odd, since he’s known more than one generation of Sheahans here, and he usually remembers all the family connections. I’ll let him think about it for a day—maybe he’ll remember something. Oh, and there’s something else I wanted to ask you about.”
“And what would that be?”
Maura explained Seamus’s vague idea about betting on the identity of the growing sculpture across the road. “Nothing formal. Do you think it would be worth doing?”
“Might do. But it would be a one-off, since it’ll be finished by Sunday.”
“Do you have any clue what it is?”
Mick smiled. “Are yeh talkin’ about insider information? I have none. I wouldn’t swear to Seamus’s innocence, but if he’s playin’ us, the stakes are pretty small. Maybe he’s lookin’ fer braggin’ rights.”
“So you think we could run with this raffle idea? Saturday? It should be good for a laugh. And Rose can put it out on Facebook or something, maybe bring in some more people.”
“I can’t see the harm in it. There’s no music scheduled on the night.”
“I’ll tell Rose.”
 
• • •
 
Maura had finished outlining her ideas to Rose—who promised to put together something for Maura’s review, so she could have it uploaded and distributed by the end of the evening, plus printed flyers for the windows—when she looked up to see Garda Sean Murphy come in. “Sean! I haven’t seen you in here for a while. We haven’t committed any crimes lately, have we?”
“Good evenin’, Maura. No, I’ve had no reports, unless you’ve been holdin’ out on me. It’s only that I’m off duty and fancied a pint on me own time.”
“You’re more than welcome, Sean.” When Sean had settled himself on a bar stool, Maura asked, “Do you know anything about the thing they’re building across the road there?”
“That odd construction? Only that it’s a county project—the council seems to have found some extra money this year and this was what they decided to do with it. It’s only fer the smaller villages—there’s no space to do such a thing in Skib. There was some talk of putting a few up in the roundabouts on the near end of town, but it was voted down because of the risk that drivers would be so distracted that there’d be a rise in road accidents. The gardaí were relieved, let me tell you. But the traffic moves slower in the outlying villages, and the road’s good and wide here in Leap. Do you know what it’s to be?”
“Since I’ve only just noticed it, I have no idea. I was thinking of doing a raffle this weekend, along the lines of ‘guess the . . .’ whatever it is. Decoration? Sculpture? I’ve been calling it the Thing. Do I need a permit or somebody’s permission to do that?”
“Would yeh be makin’ money off it?”
“We might ask for a small contribution, but I’d be happy to give that to a place or person who needs it. Mostly it’s for fun. I figured we should do it Saturday night, because I’m told it should be finished by Sunday.”
“Might be. Or not. Christmas is a long ways off. Is it the only one of its kind in Leap?”
“That’s the only one I’ve seen, although there could be others farther down the road. I don’t get much chance to just drive around the village. Would the kids at the school be doing something along those lines?”
“Yeh mean a holiday display? They’ve not done in the past, but this might inspire them. Hard to keep the students focused on their books at this time of year, and they might welcome the distraction.”
“It’s a really small school, isn’t it?”
“Something like fifty children in eight grades, I think. Does that surprise yeh?”
“It does. You could probably guess that Boston schools are a whole lot bigger. I think the individual classes have about twenty kids, maybe thirty, but there are a lot of classes.”
“Ah, but this is the country. No doubt things are different in Cork or Dublin.”
“I met a kid this afternoon who was living in Dublin and has just arrived here, and he’s in school here now. This must be very different for him.”
“It would be indeed. Ta, Rosie,” Sean said when Rose placed his pint in front of him, and turned his attention to her. “How’s the cooking goin’?”
Maura backed away discreetly. While Rose wasn’t yet eighteen, she had a good head on her shoulders, and she and Sean seemed to have something going between them. Sean was a good guy and an honest garda, and Maura approved of the match, so long as Rose kept her focus on the full plate of improvements she wanted to see at Sullivan’s—the website, the kitchen renovation, and probably more. But Sean was still the youngest garda at the Skibbereen station, and he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to settle down. No more than she and Mick were. She had already learned that things moved more slowly in this part of Ireland than they did back in the States, and that included personal relationships. That suited her fine, and Mick seemed comfortable with it.
A few minutes later Sean drained his pint and came over to say goodbye to Maura. “Don’t worry about yer little raffle, Maura. There’s no problem unless you draw a crowd in the hundreds.”
“I wish! Though there’s not really enough room for that many.”
“Let me know how it goes, and what you do with the take.”
“I’ll do that. And you let me know if you can think of anybody who deserves it. Feel free to put in your guess, as long as you put in your euro too.”
Maura waded her way back to the bar and told Rose, “It looks like everybody’s on board with our idea. You’ve got the Internet part covered?”
“I do, but I’ll keep it simple. I’ll show yeh when it’s ready. Will you be makin’ the thing to put the money in?”
“I guess so. You have any ideas? A box? A jar? Is there something in the cellar that would work?”
“Something with an opening too small to put a hand through,” Rose said firmly. “There may be an old pot that would do.”
“You think people would steal the proceeds? I can’t imagine there’d be a lot of money, and all of it coins. Hard to sneak off with a clinking pocket full of coins.”
“There is that, but better not to tempt anyone. How’re we going to know if anyone cheats?”
“Like, if he knows one of the guys putting the thing together?”
“Could be.”
Maura waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not going to worry about that. And we’ll need to keep an eye out for anyone trying to make a guess without putting his euro in. Besides, the whole thing is supposed to be fun, isn’t it? Let’s hope for the best.”
“Oh, I’ve a class in Skib early tomorrow, but I should be in well before lunch. You’d best have your receptacle ready early, if my post goes live tonight. Will the drawing be at closing time? And I’ll remind those who aren’t regulars to let us know how to reach them if they win.”
“Rose, you are miles ahead of me, but I’ll do my best. Anyway, the drawing will be on Sunday, when they reveal it officially.”
For a spur-of-the-moment plan, it was coming together nicely. Oops—she had forgotten to ask Sean if it was all right if Danny spent his waiting time inside the pub, upstairs or in the back room, if no one was using it. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t object. What she didn’t know for sure was how long Danny might need a space. Odd that Anne wasn’t making things easy for Hannah and Danny. Yes, she’d offered Hannah a job of sorts, but unless she was just passing through, she needed more than a few hours behind the bar each day to make ends meet. Maura knew she had been lucky when she arrived, walking into a business and a home without even asking. And she hadn’t even had a child to worry about. Maybe Hannah had no plans to stick around, although she’d cared enough to see that Danny was in school. There had to be more to her story, but Maura couldn’t see an easy way to sit down and chat and worm the story out of her. And they’d only just met. She could give it a couple of days.

Chapter Six
 
By Friday morning Rose had posted the announcement of the pub’s holiday mini-raffle, or so she said in the note she had left on the bar, reminding Maura that she would be at her cooking class in the morning. Maura took her statement on faith, since there was no computer handy to check and she probably wouldn’t know how to access Rose’s work anyway, much less make any changes. Luckily Rose had left a printed copy of the announcement for her to look over. She’d done a good job: the result was eye-catching but included all the important information, including some things Maura hadn’t even thought of. The basic facts were that the raffle would run from opening through closing on Saturday, and the winner would be announced on Sunday. The cost of entry was one euro, which seemed quite reasonable. No purchase of beverages was required to enter but would be welcome. The proceeds of the raffle would be donated to a worthy cause (still not named, Maura noted), and Sullivan’s would offer a free drink to anyone who had entered the raffle and came in to request it. Maura decided that she’d use the honor system, rather than try to keep track of each person who’d entered. Goodwill mattered more than the cost of a few pints.
Rose had also left a stack of printed slips, with space for a name and contact information, and the person’s guess for the Thing, plus a handful of full-page printed announcements, and Maura taped a couple of them to the front windows. When had Rose found the time to get all this done? Maura wondered. She wasn’t that much older than Rose, but she’d never had that kind of energy.
The small stack was weighted down by an old earthenware jug, whose neck was wide enough to allow people to drop in their euros and their entry slips, but too narrow to permit someone to go fishing around inside. Not that Maura expected enough in the way of coins to make stealing it worthwhile, but why make it easy? Still, the idea was to have fun and attract some more people into the pub on a Saturday night. It might be the best chance before everybody got caught up in holiday preparations and visiting relatives.
She peered out the front windows. It looked to her like the Thing had grown by only a foot or two since she’d last looked the day before. Was Thing going to be finished by tomorrow? If not, how far would Thing have grown by then? Enough to be recognizable as whatever it was? Or wouldn’t it be done until the last minute on Sunday? Maura made a mental note to go out and ask the builders when they showed up. Actually it didn’t matter if it went any farther before tomorrow night—it would be fun to read the guesses, especially from those patrons who’d had a pint or two first.
As she straightened out the tables and chairs at the pub and polished the tabletops, Maura found herself wondering whether Danny would come by after school today. Maybe Hannah wouldn’t approve of him hanging out in a pub, at least without supervision, or was worried about imposing on Maura, who she’d only just met. Maybe Anne had said something warning her off Maura, although Maura couldn’t think of any reason why she would do that. Maybe Danny had found some friends at the school and would be spending time with them, which was probably the best solution. But if he did show up at Sullivan’s, Maura would be happy to offer him someplace quiet to sit and do his homework, and keep him supplied with hot chocolate. Or maybe she could even put him to work? The floors could always use sweeping, the tables and bar-tops always seemed to need wiping. She could draw the line at his handling anything like liquor, or even collecting the empty glasses, but Sean couldn’t object if she gave him a few chores to keep him busy, once his homework was done. And she could pay him a small amount for his work, when he earned it. If Hannah didn’t object.
Mick arrived only a few minutes later, and when he walked in Maura looked past him and noticed that there was some new activity around the Thing. “Morning, Mick. I want to talk to the guys across the street for a sec.”
“Warn them off, like?”
“Just tell them not to spill the beans, unless they think they’re going to finish today, and then I probably couldn’t stop them. I won’t be long.”
Maura stepped out the front door. It was chilly this morning, and she was glad she’d worn a sweater. There were few cars passing on the road, so she crossed easily and greeted the workers. “Morning. Can I ask you something?”
“Not if it’s when we’ll be done with this creature. It’s a work of art, see, and it moves as the spirit moves us.”
“Good. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. By the way, I’m Maura Donovan. I own Sullivan’s over there. I’ve been watching you guys work for the past couple of days.”
“Are yeh after asking what it’ll be when it grows up?”
“No!” Maura grinned. “I don’t want to know until it’s finished. You see, I got to thinking that maybe because I don’t know what it’s going to be, most other people won’t either, and I thought maybe I could have a raffle where everybody would guess. For a small contribution, of course, but most of it would go to some charity or other. But that means you can’t tell anybody what it’s going to be or you’ll spoil the fun. Unless, of course, you’ll be finishing by the end of the day today?”
“Not hardly. The grand unveiling’s to be Sunday after church, so yeh can rest easy. Might there be something in it fer us?”
“You mean, like a pint after you knock off work? Sure. As long as you don’t say what you’re building. And I’m guessing there won’t be enough of it put together to make it clear by the end of today? The raffle’ll start tomorrow morning.”
“I wouldn’t be holdin’ me breath on it bein’ finished before the end of the day.”
“Great. Stop by later today. Or you can come to the party tomorrow. Are there others like this around?”
“A few. And they’re not all the same, if that’s what yeh’re askin’, so they won’t be spoilin’ yer surprise.”
Maura smiled. “Great. That’s all I wanted to know. Don’t forget to stop in later.”
“Ta,” said the leader.
Maura went back to the pub. “Like I guessed, Thing won’t be done until late tomorrow, probably, and they promised to go slow,” Maura told Mick. “By the way, if any of those guys comes in, I said their pints would be on the house, as long as they kept their mouths shut. And no, I didn’t ask what it was, and they didn’t tell me. So it looks like we’re set to go.”
“Good to know.”
“Any other music nights scheduled before the holiday?” Maura asked. And their talk turned to ordinary matters like restocking the liquor supply and ordering more glasses and what the best timing would be to start gathering materials for the kitchen renovation.
Rose arrived shortly before noon. “Did yeh like what I did with the flyers? It looks good in the window. Any questions about the raffle?” She looked around the room, where there were only five or so people scattered among the tables.
“Not so far,” Maura told her. “But I did talk to the guys building the Thing, and they said they were in no hurry—they’ll still be working on it tomorrow. And I asked them not to tell anyone who asked just what it was going to be.”
“Do yeh know yerself?” Rose asked.
“Nope. I said I didn’t want to know. I’ll be as surprised as anybody else. By the way, nice jar you found. I’m glad it’s big—it might make people want to put in more money just to fill it up. Only one guess per coupon, right? And a euro for each coupon?”
“That was my thinkin’,” Rose said.
“And nobody’s going to walk out of here carrying a heavy china jug—hard to hide.”
“Exactly. Unless there are several guys workin’ together, and a couple of ’em created a fuss while the other ran out with the money. They’ll be sadly disappointed when it comes time to divvy up the proceeds.”
“Rose, please remember that this is Sullivan’s—we’re lucky to have a handful of customers at any one time, even on a Saturday night. The idea of them banding together to steal maybe fifty euros makes me laugh. And since everybody around here knows everybody else, somebody would be bound to recognize at least one of them.”
Rose smiled at her. “Ah, Maura, do yeh really think I’m worryin’? We’ll be fine.”
“I hope so!”
 
• • •
 
The day passed slowly. Every now and then Maura would check the progress on Thing, but true to their word, the guys there weren’t in any hurry. Thinking of the materials she’d seen, it probably could have been thrown together in a day, but she wasn’t going to complain if they took their time. The longer it remained unfinished, the more curiosity built up, and that could only help business at Sullivan’s.
As the afternoon wore on, Maura found herself watching for Danny. Why? she wondered yet again. Because she felt sorry for him? Because she identified with him? Based on her very brief acquaintance with his mother, she kind of doubted they’d stay long in Leap. Hannah looked like a city girl—woman. She didn’t know anyone in Leap, except her cousin Anne, and Anne seemed kind of resentful of her unexpected—and unwanted?—company. Maura was willing to guess that Hannah was taking a break to get her bearings before she decided what her next step would be. Sadly, though, it was Danny who would suffer, getting dragged around the country, in and out of schools, because his mother was scared of something. Or someone.
A couple of pairs of kids wandered by, and then Danny, on his own. He looked hesitant, peering in through the front window of Sullivan’s, then looking away, over at the inn across the road. Maura wondered what his mother had said to him.
Mick came up behind her. “That would be Danny?” he said.
“Yes. It looks like he’s not sure he’d be welcome. Or maybe his mother told him to stay away from us. There must be some kind of story there but I don’t know what it is. Or who to ask. But I was thinking that he might like to earn a little money, helping us clean up here. Is that legal?”
“Yeh talked to Sean, did yeh not?”
“Shoot, I forgot—I was too busy talking to him about raffles. But next time I see him I’ll ask about Danny, and paying him to help out. I don’t think he’d stick to the letter of the law. I only wanted the boy to have some pocket change, and give him something useful to do. As long as he does his homework,” Maura ended dubiously.
“Let me talk with the lad,” Mick said, and before Maura could protest he was out the door.

Chapter Seven
 
After serving a few rounds of drinks, Maura looked up to see Mick and Danny come in together, deep in conversation. Mick looked up at her and smiled. “I’ll be showin’ Danny here the back room now.”
“Great,” Maura said, but they were already beyond hearing. She topped off a couple more pints of stout, delivered them, and then dropped into the chair next to Billy’s.
Before she could speak, Billy said, “Looks like Mick has himself a new friend. Or is it the other way round?”
“Either way, I like it. I’m glad Danny came back.”
“Yeh thought he might not?”
Maura shrugged. “I don’t know. I still haven’t worked out all the details about where a pub fits in places like Leap. All I ever knew was Boston, which is definitely a big city, and there a school kid wouldn’t have thought about going into a pub—or bar—alone. But a lot of things are different there. School let out pretty early, but there were a lot of single mothers who had to work just to feed their families. That’s what Gran did for me. The thing is, that meant a lot of the kids had nowhere to go, so they’d be out on the streets. And then they got into trouble.”
“But not yerself?” Billy asked.
“No, not me. I was one of the boring good kids. I came straight home and did my homework while Gran was still at work. When I got old enough, I started cooking our supper. And when I was a little older, I was working after school, at whatever I could find.”
“And that’s why yeh want to look out fer Danny?”
“I guess so. Of course, his life must be completely different. Leap’s a small town. Maybe he’s a stranger now, but how long will that be true? Mick said there were like fifty kids at the school here, and he’ll know them all in a few days. But I don’t know what to think about his mother. I think she’s scared of something. I could be wrong—I’ve barely met her.”
“She’s runnin’ from somethin’, I’m thinkin’,” Billy said. “If she’s not runnin’ from the law, then mebbe it’s a man.”
“I’ve kind of wondered the same thing, Billy. How easy is it to disappear in Ireland, if you want to? I mean, if someone is looking for you?”
“That depends. Yeh know Anne’s a relative of Hannah’s, and that’s where Hannah turned. Family looks after family. Same’s true of yerself. Yeh might not have known it, but it was yer gran who saw to it that my friend Mick would look after yeh. Yeh’ve seen plenty of it by now, have yeh not?”
Maura smiled at him. “I guess I have. I know it works. I kind of keep thinking it can’t last. But I like it, and if I can help Danny and his mother, I will, as much as I can.”
Mick and Danny came out of the back room then, and Maura went to greet them. “Hi, Danny. It’s good to see you again.”
“Mick says I can help out here at the pub, and you’ll pay me. Is that right?”
“It is,” Maura told him, “so long as you get your homework done first. And you can’t deliver drinks or anything like that. You’re just a bit too young.”
“I know. Mam’s cousin Missus Sheahan, she thinks havin’ a kid around the place would put off some of the regular guys. She didn’t want me hanging around, but there really wasn’t anyplace to sit that was out of the way. And I didn’t want Mam to lose her job because of me. I promise I’ll work hard if yeh’ll give me the chance.”
“As long as your mother agrees,” Mick said firmly. “And if Garda Sean Murphy should come in, we’re not going to hide you. Yeh’re just helpin’ us out, and we’re lookin’ after yeh. He’s a good man and he’ll understand.”
“I’m glad of that. But . . .”
“What?” Maura asked.
“Can yeh trust the gardaí around here?”
“We can, and we do. Have you been to Skibbereen yet?” When Danny shook his head, Maura went on, “That’s the nearest town—we’re just a small village here. But even though it’s a town, there are still only a dozen or so gardaí there. There’s not much crime around here, and Sean told me once that most of the time when there is a crime—like somebody takes something from a shop, or even makes off with a sheep—the gardaí usually know who did it before they even start looking.”
“The city’s not like that,” Danny said dubiously.
“You mean Dublin?”
Danny nodded. “Mam said I shouldn’t talk about where we were before, although she had to tell them at the school or they might not have taken me.”
“So she doesn’t want people to know where to find you both?” Maura asked carefully.
“We’ve no family to be looking fer us,” Danny said, sounding almost defensive, and Maura noticed he hadn’t quite answered her question.
“I know what you mean, Danny. I don’t have anybody left in my family. Well, I do have a mother, but until this past year I hadn’t seen her since I was a baby. But people around here have looked after me—that’s how I ended up with this pub, and a small cottage a few miles away. And Mick’s gran loaned me her car so I could get around. Don’t worry—we’ll look out for you. Now, you should go and tell your mam where she can find you when she gets off work. And if she has any questions, she can talk to us.”
“Thank you, Maura,” Danny said formally. “And Mick. I’ll be right back.” Danny turned and headed quickly for the door.
“Polite kid. And cautious, isn’t he?” Maura said to Mick. “There must be some sort of trouble, because they seem to be hiding, maybe, and his mother told him not to say too much.”
“Give her time to come to trust us,” Mick told her. “Fer all we know, she might be a drug dealer who made off with a lot of cash, or maybe she murdered someone.”
Maura faced him, hands on hips. “Do you really believe that?”
“No, but I’m sayin’ it’s possible. And she has little reason to trust strangers, comin’ from the city. Just don’t push too hard. She could tell yeh that Danny can’t be here after school, and that’s her right.”
“I’m only trying to help, Mick!” Maura protested.
“I know that, but Hannah may not. All I’m sayin’ is, take it slow.”
“Got it. So, are we ready for tomorrow?”
“Were are, I’m thinkin’. Have yeh given any thought to what yeh’ll do if people want to start guessing tonight?”
“You mean, ahead of our carefully planned schedule?” When Mick gave her a quizzical look, she added, “Just joking, you know. Anyway, the Thing isn’t going to change between now and tomorrow morning, and the guys promised they wouldn’t hurry. So I suppose if people want to put in their guesses now, that’s fine. And they can certainly put in more than one guess, as long as they pay for each of them. I don’t think this is going to be a big moneymaker, but I do believe people like to think they have a stake in the result, especially if it costs them only a euro. You know, I still have trouble using that word. Is a euro worth more than a dollar?”
“Depends on when yeh ask. Right now it’s a bit more, but that could change. If yeh think of a euro as worth a dollar, yeh’ll be happily surprised when you add up the till at the end of the day.”
“And the math will be a lot easier,” Maura added.
“That it will. Relax, will yeh? If no one comes to play, it’s no loss.”
“That’s true,” Maura replied. The idea gave her some comfort: at least she was trying something new, and if it didn’t work out, it wouldn’t be the end of the world.
 
• • •
 
Just past six, Seamus and his band of friends started drifting in. “Good evenin’ to yeh, Maura Donovan. I hear yeh’ve taken up gamblin’, like I suggested.” He grinned to soften his statement.
“What, our piddly little game of chance? It’s for a good cause.”
“And what would that be?”
“I haven’t really decided. You tell me: who needs a bit of cash for the holidays? A family? The school? I won’t consider the church, since they’ve got enough fund-raisers of their own going. Any ideas, Seamus?”
“You could set up a fund for those of us who find themselves short of coin but are perishin’ fer a pint?”
“Nice try, but I don’t think that qualifies as a charity. You can keep thinking about it. I assume you want a pint now?”
“Please. Even if I have to pay.”
“Coming up. Is your whole gang going to be here?”
“Where else would we be? The cattle are in the barn and fed, and the wives are lookin’ fer a bit of peace and quiet while they put together supper. We just wanted to check out how yer plans are goin’.”
“Fine, so far. I think.”
Seamus leaned over the bar. “Any word on what that structure might be?”
“Nope. I don’t know, and I told the guys who are putting it together not to share—in exchange for a free pint for them.”
“Ah, so yeh’re bribin’ ’em to keep their mouths shut. Smart woman, you are.”
Once Seamus had settled himself at a table, Maura set about filling pints. She looked up from the bar to see Danny, followed by his mother—her shift at the bar must have ended. Since it was fairly dark already, Maura couldn’t read Hannah’s expression, but she put on a smile anyway.
Hannah came straight to the point. “Danny here tells me you’ve offered to pay him to work fer yeh.”
“Yes, providing you agree, and he gets his homework done. Is that a problem?”
“We’re not lookin’ fer charity.”
“It’s not charity. In case you haven’t counted, mostly there are only three of us running this place, and we can’t always keep up with the sweeping and cleaning during the day. Danny could be a big help to us, if he could give us a couple of hours in the afternoon. But if you aren’t comfortable with it, no problem.”
Hannah’s expression softened a bit. “Anne doesn’t like him hangin’ about over at her place. Thinks he’ll get in the way, most likely. But it’s hard, since he’s too young to be left on his own, in a place he doesn’t know well, and I need the work. And Saturdays are harder, since that’s Anne’s busiest time, but I’ve no one to leave Danny with.”
“He’d be safe enough here. Look, I know you haven’t been in Leap for long, and you haven’t been in this pub here. But this is not a place for hard drinkers. Mostly we get farmers who want a break after a long day with their herds, or people who want a chance to talk with friends and enjoy a pint before heading home. And then there’s Billy, over by the fire there. He’s as much a part of the place as the walls—he knew the former owner, who left the place to me. He may look half asleep most of the time, but he doesn’t miss much. If you’re really worried, you can ask Sean Murphy—he’s a garda in Skibbereen. He knows us all, and he’ll vouch for us. But if it’s not right for you, I can understand that.”
Hannah dredged up a smile. “Yeh’re bein’ awfully kind to a stranger.”
“That’s because I was a stranger here myself not long ago, and a lot of people helped me. It was hard for me to get used to, since I came here from Boston, which has like a couple of hundred thousand people. Were you living in Dublin before you came here?”
Hannah’s expression closed down, Maura noted. “Yes,” she said cautiously. “Not a good place to raise a child on yer own.”
“I can understand that. Not that I have any children, but I was a child in Boston so I can guess at the problems. Look, you want something to drink? Coffee?”
“Thanks, but Danny and me, we should be gettin’ home to supper. But I’ll let yeh know about tomorrow, all right?”
“Sure. We’ll be here.”
Hannah turned to search the room for her son. She spied him standing by the door to the back room, talking with Mick. “Danny? We’d best be goin’ now,” she called out.
Danny turned reluctantly and came over to her. “Can I come back tomorrow?”
“We’ll see.”
Seamus came up to the bar looking for a fresh drink. “Scared of her shadow, she is,” he commented as Maura began filling a clean glass.
“What makes you say that?” Maura asked.
“She’s lookin’ over her shoulder all the time, like she’s expectin’ trouble. I feel sorry for the kid.”
“Is there anything we can do about it? Especially if we don’t know what the problem is?”
Seamus shrugged. “Just keep yer eyes open, will you?”
“I always do.”

Chapter Eight
 
Friday night was busier than usual, even though Seamus and his crowd left early, promising to be back the next day. Since there was no music that night, and no big events going on in the area, Maura had to give credit to the drawing, and the publicity for it that Rose had set up, for bringing the people in.
She couldn’t tell whether the clay raffle jar was filling up or not, and she wasn’t sure whether they’d made a mistake going with a container that no one could see into. On the one hand, if people had been able to watch how many entries went into it, and the number seemed low, would that encourage people to try their luck? On the other hand, if it was stuffed, would they not bother entering the drawing at all, making the assumption that someone had already guessed correctly? She had no idea. The only tracking she had was the estimates Rose and Mick gave her: they claimed that even though there was more than a full day left to enter, those people who had come in were adding their slips (and euros) at a good rate. It appeared that the one-euro price seemed reasonable, and the coins made a satisfying clink as they fell into the jar.
The workers from across the road came in after it got too dark to keep working, and they’d draped some tarps over the skeleton of the Thing and tied them down, both to protect it from possible wet weather and to camouflage the shape of it. Right now it looked like a large lump, which didn’t give anything away.
It didn’t take long for the regular patrons to figure out who the guys were, and Maura was glad she had warned them against saying anything about the identity of Thing. They had not forgotten her promise of a free round of drinks, and they bellied up to the bar, grinning. Maura had begun filling glasses as soon as she spotted them approaching.
“Will it be ready by the grand unveiling on Sunday?” she asked. “It doesn’t look exactly done yet.”
“Ah, no problem,” Paddy Daley said. “But there’s little to be seen from where we’re standin’, so I’m guessin’ yer safe for now. We’ll be finishin’ it Sunday mornin’.”
“Thanks for not spoiling the fun,” Maura said, topping off their pints and sliding them across the bar. “I’m waiting to hear what people guess. I confess I still have no idea what it is, so nobody’s going to have any luck bribing me to tell them. Not that they would, now, would they? Seems like the fun part is trying to figure it out, although winning a round of drinks doesn’t hurt, and the winner can feel good about helping some group out. Tell me, what do you guys do when you’re not building Christmas decorations?”
“A bit of this and that. Mostly we work on construction, for whoever needs a job done.”
“We’re thinking about fixing up the kitchen in back,” Maura told Paddy, “in case we decide to offer food as well as drink. Would that be difficult? Or would the building fall down if you tried?”
“How old’s yer place?” the foreman said, looking around with a practiced eye.
“I’ve only been here a year or so, so I’m not the person to ask. You should talk to Old Billy. I think he told me once that the building itself is over two hundred years old, though it hasn’t been a pub that long. If he’s right, does that make it harder or easier to rebuild part of it?”
“Why don’t we come by when it’s light, and we can take a harder look?”
“I’d appreciate that. For now, just enjoy the evening—and don’t give any hints, okay?”
“I can promise yeh that, Maura Donovan.” The crew turned and drifted toward a table in the corner, and Maura turned back to the growing crowd waiting for their pints.
 
• • •
 
Saturday morning Maura arrived at Sullivan’s early, to make sure it was as clean as it ever got. Keeping ahead of the dirt in a centuries-old building was not easy, no matter how good her intentions. Plus she was keeping open the option of using the back room in the evening, if the crowd grew large (she was keeping her fingers crossed about that), since there was a second bar back there, so that needed to be cleaned too. Of course, she didn’t have enough staff to cover the two rooms, but they could manage somehow, couldn’t they?
She was surprised to see Hannah and Danny at the door before opening time, and she hurried over to open it. “Good morning! You’re here early. Would you like some coffee or something?”
“No, but thanks fer asking,” Hannah said. “Anne’s expectin’ a busy day and she wants me in early. I think she’s heard about your raffle—name the sculpture, is it? You’ve got the better view of it than she does—all she can see is the back end, which doesn’t look like much. Not yet, anyways.”
“You know, I hadn’t even thought about which way Thing is facing. That’s what I’ve been calling it—Thing. So you think it’s looking toward Skibbereen?”
Hannah shrugged. “I’ve no clue. Listen, yeh told me yesterday yeh wouldn’t mind looking after Danny while I’m workin’ today. Do yeh mean it? I worry about him stayin’ alone, and Anne still hasn’t come round to lettin’ him stay at the inn.”
“Sure, no problem,” Maura assured her. “Like I said, this place is pretty easygoing. We don’t have a lot of drunks or fights here—and those who get into it know we won’t let them back, which kind of keeps them in line. Danny will be safe here. You don’t mind if we put him on the cleanup crew? We’re kind of short-handed. But we’ll all keep an eye on Danny. You okay with that, Danny?”
Danny had been studying the wild array of vintage posters on the walls, but he turned to look at Maura. “I won’t be any trouble. But I’d rather stay where there are other people than back at our place. It’s too quiet there.”
“I know what you mean, Danny. But I’m going to put you to work and keep you busy. You know your mam will be right across the road, right?” Danny nodded.
“I’m grateful to you, Maura,” Hannah said. “I promise I’ll work things out soon, so he’s not a burden to yeh.”
“I’m not worried about that, Hannah. And he’s no problem.”
“Then I’ll be on my way. I may stop by, if Anne gives me any breaks. You behave fer Maura here, Danny.” Danny only nodded, and Hannah hugged him before turning toward the door.
As Hannah went out, Mick came in. He smiled at Danny. “I see the cleaning crew’s here.”
“It is. Why don’t the two of you figure out what needs to be done? Danny, did you get anything to eat this morning?”
Danny shook his head silently.
“Then why don’t I go get something to eat at the Costcutter? It won’t take long. And Rose should be in soon.”
“That’d be grand,” Danny said shyly.
“Do you want anything, Mick?”
“I’m set fer now. I’ll turn on the coffee machine and show Danny where we keep the cleaning supplies.”
As Maura left, she battled with herself. Under normal circumstances, even a Saturday night at Sullivan’s would be peaceful, but she wasn’t sure what tonight might be like, and she was worried about Danny and whether he was allowed to be at the pub at all. Maybe she should talk to Sean Murphy again, just to be sure, since she’d forgotten to ask before. She stopped and sat on the low stone wall that was out of sight of the pub, pulled out her phone and hit his speed-dial number.
He answered quickly. “Good morning, Maura. Anything wrong?”
“Hey, Sean. No, nothing to report yet.” It made her sad that that was his first reaction. “Hannah Barry asked if I could keep an eye on her son Danny today. Seems like Anne expects to be busy and called Hannah in for a double shift, and she doesn’t want to leave him alone. But I don’t want to get her in trouble, or the pub. I’m not really sure if we’re going to be busy tonight or not.”
“I’m guessin’ you’ve already told Hannah yes?”
“Well, yes, I said yes. She’ll be right across the road if there’s any trouble. And I don’t think he’d be at risk. I mean, he’s from Dublin—he probably has seen more violence than I have. Is there anything I should do? Like, hide him if Sergeant Ryan stops by?”
Sean was silent for a few moments. “I’ll come by in a bit, mebbe talk to the boy, and to his mother, if that won’t put Anne’s back up. And I was plannin’ to come by in the evenin’ anyway.”
“Are you allowed to gamble?”
“In yer raffle? Only if I give any winnings of mine to that good cause of yours.”
“Thank you, Sean. I’ll see you later.”
She put her phone back in her pocket and took off toward the Costcutter up the road.
It was still short of opening time when she returned to Sullivan’s, carrying a couple of bags of buns and cakes, and some milk for Danny. The walk had given her the chance to study Thing from some different angles, not that she’d learned anything from it. It was certainly big, and she could see some electrical connections running to it. Holiday lights? She was glad that the raffle would end that night. Otherwise she might have worried that some people would try to sneak a peek at Thing, especially after they’d had a few pints. Would anyone care enough to do that? The stakes were low. The whole raffle idea was supposed to provide some fun, nothing more.
Back at Sullivan’s Mick and Danny were making a fine showing of looking busy. Danny seemed very enthusiastic—eager to prove himself?—but watching him handle a broom, Maura wasn’t sure whether he had any cleaning experience at all. Well, it was time he learned, and she wasn’t about to discourage him by correcting him now. He was trying his best.
Danny pounced on the bags that Maura had brought, and she had to wonder if he was getting enough to eat. For that matter, Hannah looked like she could use a few good meals too. There had to be a story there, but it was hard to pry, and she was only just getting to know them. Maura wondered if she should find a chance to ask Anne what was going on, but Maura wasn’t sure whether Anne would be willing to share.
Danny finished his breakfast in record time. “Where’s the bin, Maura?” he asked, clutching a wrinkled paper bag and a couple of crushed napkins.
“Out in the kitchen. You might as well bring it out here—I have a feeling we’ll be needing it today.”
“Where would the kitchen be, then?” he asked.
“It’s in the back—I’ll show him,” Mick said. The two of them disappeared around the end of the bar and through a door to the kitchen. Danny was back in less than a minute, wrestling with a plastic bin that was nearly as tall as he was. “Where do yeh want it?”
“Behind the bar, I guess,” Maura said. “I’m hoping it’ll fill up with people in front.”
Danny dumped it triumphantly at one corner of the bar. “And where’s the money jar to go?”
“Right up here in the middle of the bar, where we can all keep an eye on it.”
“Aren’t yeh worried that somebody will make off with it?” he asked with a serious expression.
“No, we picked a heavy one that won’t fit under a coat, much less in a pocket. And we made sure the top was too small for anybody to stick a hand in and help himself. But I’d appreciate it if you kept your eye on it as well.”
“I’ll do my best.”

Chapter Nine
 
As the day wore on, Maura could almost feel the energy building in Sullivan’s. Maybe many of the people—both men and women—thought this might be the last weekend before the rush of holiday preparations or the arrival of winter weather, which made it hard to drive on the narrow country lanes. Maybe they had less work to do, now that the cattle were in the barn for the winter, although she assumed that meant they had to be fed, rather than grazing in the fields. Either way, she wasn’t going to complain. People seemed happy to be there, and they were buying pints.
It was hard to keep an eye on Danny, who was shorter than most of the people in the place. He kept moving quickly, darting between the drinkers. Old Billy had come in at midday, and Maura had spied Danny sitting next to him for a time, listening as Billy told his tales. Would city kid Danny be interested in what things were like in the old days, when Billy was young? In some ways things were probably much the same back then, except that children of all ages were expected to help out on the farm or with the animals. Nobody was worried about finding babysitters for the smaller ones—that job fell to older siblings or maybe a grandparent who was sharing the house.
To Maura, Danny seemed pretty mature for his age. Because he’d grown up in a city? But she agreed with Hannah: he was still young to be left alone in an unfamiliar place where he didn’t know anybody. Not that hanging out in a pub was a good solution, but at least he had some people looking out for him. And he was no trouble—he was eager to please.
As it grew darker, Rose went out to find something for supper, which Maura, Mick and Danny ate in shifts between pouring pints, or in Danny’s case, running around picking up dropped napkins and sweeping up spills. About seven, Seamus and his buddies started arriving, although by then the crowd was so thick that it was hard to tell who was actually there. Maura watched with some amusement as Seamus told one of his posse to stake out a table while he came over to the bar to order drinks.
“Yeh’re doin’ a grand business tonight, Maura,” he said as he waited.
“Isn’t it great? I feel really lucky that whoever it was decided to put Thing across the street—and then made it impossible to identify. I hope it’s not some kind of modern art blob, because people might want their money back.”
“I’d wager it’s somethin’ people will recognize once they see it. Else the builders would have warned you off, I’m guessin’. We know the lot of them, and they’re good folk. They said you were thinkin’ about makin’ some changes to yer kitchen?”
“Thinking’s about as far as it’s gone,” Maura said, “but I thought I’d find out what it might cost me. Plus I have no idea what the best time of year would be to do it, or how long it would take, or what a fair price would be. For the moment I’m just asking.”
“Would it be Rosie doin’ the cookin’?” Seamus asked.
“I think that’s the plan. Unless she gets a better offer.”
“I’ll keep me fingers crossed that she stays on. She certainly brightens up the place.”
“I agree. Have you talked to Danny?”
“I would if I could find him—he’s a slippery lad. Yeh think he should be here?”
“I’m not completely happy about it,” Maura admitted, “but it was the best of not so good choices. I hope Hannah gets things sorted out, but she hasn’t been here long.”
“Yeh’ve put the boy to work, I see.”
“I thought it would keep him busy, and I don’t mind paying him a bit to work for me. Mick’s been giving him some easy chores. Don’t worry—Sean Murphy knows he’s here, and why.”
“Then I won’t trouble you about it. I see me mates have snagged us a table—I’ll take the pints over.”
Maura watched Seamus navigate skillfully through the crowd without spilling a drop. Years of practice, no doubt. She looked around, trying to spot Danny, but there was no sign of him.
Mick came out of the back room, which he’d opened up as the crowd had grown. “Do you know where Danny is?” Maura asked when he was close enough to hear.
“He was in the back until the room started to fill up. Not out here, is he?”
“Last I saw him he was talking with Old Billy, but he’s not there now. Should I be worried?”
“If yeh want, take a break. Yeh haven’t been out from behind the bar for a while now. I’m sure he’s around, but yeh can put your mind at ease.”
“I think I’ll do that.” She wormed her way out from behind the bar, but it was hard to make any progress through the crowded room. Many of the faces she recognized, and she had to stop and exchange a few words with her regulars. A few people were strangers to her, but wasn’t that why she was holding this raffle? To bring in new people and build up her business?
It took at least ten minutes to reach the corner of the room, where the door to the back room was located. Thank goodness the crowd was less tightly packed there, although there were plenty of people. Rose was behind the bar, and she waved Maura over. “Can yeh take over fer a bit? There’s someone wants to talk to yeh.” She nodded toward the corner of the bar—but beneath it.
“No problem. How’re our supplies holding up?”
“I was just going to collect some more crisps and the like.”
“Take your time.”
Rose slid out from behind the bar, and Maura replaced her. She surveyed the crowd and checked the level of their drinks, but everyone seemed well equipped, and they all looked happy. It was only then that she looked down.
Danny was curled up in the darkest corner, and he gestured frantically when she started to greet him. Something was up, but she didn’t know what. Why was he hiding?”
Maura smiled at the patrons, but nobody approached. When she was sure the coast was clear, she asked in a low voice, “What’s the matter? Why are you hiding?” She didn’t look down.
“There’s a man out in the front,” Danny said. “I know who he is. I can’t let him see me.”
“Someone from Dublin?” Maura asked.
“Yeah. He’s why we left the city. He can’t know that Mam is here.”
A woman approached the bar and asked for two more pints, which gave Maura a little time to think. She made small talk as the pints settled, then topped them off and handed them to the woman. “Have you entered our raffle yet?” Maura asked.
“What raffle?” Maura explained about the unfinished sculpture and the entry jar. When she was done, the woman said, “I didn’t even see that, it was so crowded. What’s the prize?”
“Bragging rights, if you’re local. And the money’s going to a local charity. Oh, and you and your friends would get a round of free drinks. Take a look at the sculpture—it’s right across the street, although it’s pretty dark to see much.”
“I’ll do that, thanks.”
As the woman went back to join her friends, Maura tried to interpret what Danny had told her. Someone—a man—had tracked them down from Dublin. That couldn’t be an accident. Apparently he was a threat to Hannah and Danny, or so Danny believed. She herself had sensed something was wrong, but she still didn’t know what, or why the pair would be so afraid. And it was going to be difficult to carry on a conversation in a crowded room while Danny was hiding under the bar. What could she do?
Wait for Rose to come back, turn the back bar over to her again, and get Danny alone outside and find out what was really going on. Without looking down again, Maura told Danny, “Rose’ll be back in a few minutes. Then we can go outside and you can tell me what’s wrong.”
“He’ll see us,” Danny said, his voice edged with panic.
“Not if we’re careful, he won’t. Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you.”
“What about Mam?”
Maura hadn’t thought that through. Maybe the man—if he actually existed—had come looking for Hannah and had tried Sullivan’s first. But if he had no luck here, would he cross the road and check out the bar at the inn? Or try the Harbour Bar next? Time to call in the troops, and luckily she had her mobile phone in her pocket. She hit the familiar speed-dial button again. When Sean answered, she said, “Where are you?” She had to step back into a quieter corner to hear Sean’s reply.
“Making me rounds on the highway. What’s the problem?”
“Maybe nothing, but maybe something. Not here, and we’re all fine, but I’m worried about Hannah at the inn. Could you just swing by? There’s nothing going on there that I can see, but I think if your car’s out front it might help. I’ll explain when I see you, okay?”
“I’ll be there in ten.”
A small voice was heard from below the bar. “Yeh’ve called in the gardaí?”
“I have. I’ve told you about Sean—he’s one of the good guys. He’ll see there’s no trouble. And when the coast is clear you can tell me what’s wrong.”
Maura was distracted by a sudden increase in noise from the front room, and she hurried out to see what was going on. Mick was still behind the bar, and Rose was emerging from the back, her arms filled with snack food. Several of the male patrons were clinging to the arms of a man Maura didn’t recognize, and Seamus was among them.
“He had his eye on yer jar there,” Seamus told her.
“You know him?” Maura asked. Seamus and his friends shook their heads. The others in the pub turned away, now that the excitement was over.
“What do yeh want us to do with him?” Seamus demanded, keeping his grip on the stranger.
“Did he take anything?” Maura replied, eyeing the man. He didn’t look drunk, but he did look angry.
“He hadn’t the time before we noticed,” Seamus said.
“Let him leave, then. The gardaí will be here soon enough,” Maura said.
The man’s expression changed at the mention of the gardaí. “I’ve done nothin’, taken nothin’. Check me pockets if yeh want.”
Seamus studied the man’s face. “Ah, get on wit’ yeh. And don’t come back.”
The man knew he was outnumbered, and turned and stalked out the front door, disappearing quickly into the dark.
“Thank you, Seamus. What tipped you off? He had his hand in the jar?”
“Nah, but he was lookin’ at it, and then lookin’ to see who was watchin’ him. Before yeh jump down me throat, I think my mates and I would all agree that if he’d had no nefarious scheme in mind, he would’ve made a joke of it and bought us a round.”
“And that was enough to set you off?”
“We don’t know the man. He’s not from here.”
Maura considered. Seamus had pretty fair instincts, and Danny had already said he knew who the man was and didn’t trust him. “Well done, guys. The next round is on the house. And thanks for keeping watch.”
Mick cocked an eyebrow at her but didn’t comment. He started filling more pints.
Five minutes later Sean Murphy came in. “Everythin’ all right?”
“More or less. No problems at the inn?” When Sean shook his head, Maura turned to Mick. “Can you cover for a bit? And Rose, will you take over the bar in the back room? I need to talk to Sean about . . . something else.”
Now everyone looked confused, except the patrons, who had turned back to their own conversations and hadn’t been troubled by the arrival of a local garda. Maura did not stop to explain. Instead she grabbed Sean’s elbow and led him into the back room, hoping that Danny hadn’t taken the opportunity to disappear into the night. Or to try to warn his mother about whatever was happening. She heaved a sigh of relief when she found he hadn’t budged from his hiding place.
“Danny,” she said gently, “I know something bad is going on, but the man is gone now, and Sean’s here. Together we can figure out something, okay? Just come out and we can talk.”
Reluctantly Danny unfolded himself from his hidey-hole and climbed out, looking both scared and determined. “Can we go someplace where people won’t be hearin’ us?”
“Of course we can. There’s a quiet corner on the balcony up there where no one will bother us.” Rose came in to take over, and Maura lead the way up the stairs, followed by Danny and Sean. No one could see or hear them up there, and at least it was warm. When they were settled on some ratty chairs, Maura said, “Okay, Danny—what’s the problem?”
And finally Danny started talking.

Chapter Ten
 
Sean remained silent and let Danny take the lead.
“We come from Dublin, right?” Danny began. “We been livin’ there as long as I can remember. Just Mam and me. Me da was gone before I could know him, and Mam wouldn’t talk about him. Mam always worked, and she had a sister Ellen who looked after me. We got by.”
Danny took a deep breath and scrubbed at his nose. Had he been crying? Then he picked up the thread again. “Ellen was the only family we had, but then she got into trouble. Mam wouldn’t tell me exactly what was wrong, but I think it was drugs. Ellen was selling them or something—Mam didn’t say because she thought I wouldn’t understand, but I hear people talk. Anyways, Ellen kind of disappeared a few weeks back. One day she just didn’t arrive, and Mam had to leave me alone, when I wasn’t in school. I kept going to school because I figgered it was safer there than at home.
“Then one day this man come to the door—I seen him through the glass, but he didn’t see me. Mam told me never to open the door to strangers, so I didn’t. I went and hid, as quiet as I could. Then the man broke down the door and started smashing things. He musta known Mam would be at work, but I guess he wanted her to know he’d been there. Or he was looking fer something—I didn’t know what. I was scairt to move, and I hoped he thought I was still at school or out with Mam or something.”
“So you didn’t see the man?” Sean asked carefully.
“Only through the glass of the door when he first came, and I didn’t like the look of him. So I hid in the space under the stairs—it had a door, like, but it was hard to see it if yeh didn’t know it was there. He never looked in there. I guess he got tired of looking, but I don’t think he found what he wanted, so he finally left. I didn’t want to come out, so I waited until Mam came back.”
“What did she do then?” Maura prompted.
“She was as scairt as me. She said we had to leave, but she wasn’t sure where we could go. Like I said, we had no family near, and then she remembered a cousin Anne in some town I’d never heard mention of, out in the country. That would be here. We didn’t have much, and that man had broke a lot of it, so Mam took what money she had hidden in the house and we left, right then, that night. Took us a couple of days to get here, and Missus Sheahan weren’t exactly happy to see us. Sounds like there was some fight in the family years back. But Mam was family, so she took us in, gave Mam a job so we could eat. That was two, three weeks ago. And you know the rest.”
“So your mam never saw the guy?” Sean asked. Danny shook his head. “And she never said his name?”
“Not to me, but she seemed to know who he was, and that he was trouble. We went to the train station and found a train to Cork city, and that took most of our money. Mebbe he followed us, and now he’s here.” Danny’s eyes filled with tears, and he turned away so Sean and Maura couldn’t see. Finally he said, “He’s a bad man.”
“I’m sure you’re right,” Maura said firmly. “So you saw him here in the pub, and you hid as fast as you could? And he didn’t see you?”
“I kept down low. He wasn’t looking down, so I sneaked back behind the bar. Nobody noticed me.”
“Do yeh know yer mother’s sister’s full name?” Sean asked.
“She’d be Ellen Barry.”
“And she’s gone missing?”
Danny nodded. “Mam tried to reach her on her mobile, and she went to her house. She wasn’t anywhere. And then we left real quick.”
“What was yer mam’s work, in Dublin?” Sean asked.
“Like Maura’s, here. Behind the bar. Which is why Missus Sheahan gave her a place at the inn.”
“And where’ve the two of yeh been stayin’? Not at the inn?”
Danny shook his head again. “Missus Sheahan found us a room in a house on the edge of town, but we won’t be able to use it much longer. And we can’t pay much.” He hesitated for a moment. “Is me mam all right?”
“I’m pretty sure she is, Danny,” Sean told him. “There’s been no trouble over there tonight. Let’s hope the man yeh saw has decided to lay low for now, after the fuss here. Can yeh give me a minute to talk to Maura here? And then I’ll take yeh to yer mam.”
Danny nodded, then shrank back into the dark corner. Sean took Maura’s arm and guided her to another corner. “You have any idea what’s going on?” Maura asked him.
“Only a sketch,” he admitted. “From what Danny’s told us, seems like this sister in Dublin got into some kind of trouble. Maybe she took something important, or maybe she knows something she shouldn’t. Either way, she disappeared, and I don’t want to guess what might have happened to her. Then this man comes to Hannah’s house looking for somethin’ or someone and trashes it. Hannah gets spooked, grabs up Danny, and they leave town and end up in Leap, where she may think she’s safe. Which seems not to be true, since this same man showed up here tonight, ready to make trouble, if Danny’s recognized him.”
“Could be this man knows other members of the family,” Maura said. “Like Anne. Or the missing sister told him.”
“Might be so. Maura, I need to know more before I can do anything. So far this man has done no more than look at the raffle jar and scare Danny. The fact that he’s here isn’t good and he’ll probably keep looking for Hannah, who won’t be hard to find in this small place. What I need to do is see if there’s any trouble in Dublin with this Ellen Barry. There may be no record of her, or of any attack by a man whose name we don’t even know. I can’t promise yeh much, but I need to check, though it’s kind of late to be askin’ anyone in the city. And we need to figger out a way to keep Hannah and Danny safe until we know more. I’m guessin’ that Anne Sheahan won’t want to help.”
“Well, they could stay at my place out in Knockskagh, but that’s pretty isolated, and this guy might follow us. Or there are the rooms upstairs here—we’ve used them before. And Mick or me, or Mick and me, can stay here in case the guy comes looking. You’ll have to deal with the inn.” She didn’t like either idea much, but she’d feel awful if anything happened to Hannah or Danny. “What if you don’t find any information? You can’t exactly arrest the guy, can you?”
“No. And I can’t ask yeh to stand watch over those two for long. Give me a day and I’ll see what I can learn.”
“How do we get Hannah over here?”
“I can go over now and see if our man is hangin’ around, then bring her here.”
“Her shift won’t be over yet, and if you talk with Anne she’ll probably wash her hands of both of them, which won’t help.”
Sean looked exasperated. “Maura, I’m doing me best. The gardaí can’t post guards around the clock, in case something might happen—not with the few facts we have. At best we can hope that seein’ my car sent him back to wherever he’s stayin’, at least fer now.”
“How about this, then. I’ll figure out where to put her and Danny tonight. I don’t know what hours she’s been working at the inn, but I could ask Seamus and his gang to spread out and keep at eye out for the man—they’ve all seen him up close so they’d know him. They can cover the Harbor Bar and the inn, and we’ve got Sullivan’s taken care of. If their wives pitch a fit, they can trade off shifts, and we’ll hope it won’t be for long. That’ll give you a chance to do some digging and see if anyone in Dublin knows anything.” Before Sean could speak, Maura held up a hand. “Yeah, I know tomorrow is Sunday, but do what you can. Then we can get together toward the end of the day and see what we know.”
“It’s a plan,” Sean said, sounding dubious. “I’ll put Sergeant Ryan on it—he probably has more city contacts than the rest of us put together. Let’s hope we find something we can use.”
“So go get started, Sean. Talk with Hannah and with Anne if you think you need to, and I’ll talk with Mick and Seamus and his buddies, and we’ll get this sorted out. What with the drawing for the raffle, there should be plenty of people around.” Maura waved Danny over from his corner. Poor kid, he really looked scared, and Maura couldn’t blame him.
“What’s goin’ on?” he said when he got closer.
“We’ve got a plan, Danny.” Maura knelt down in front of him and told him quickly. “Sean’s going to see if he can find out what happened to your Aunt Ellen and make sure your mam’s safe. Then I think the best thing is for both of you to stay here tonight, and Mick and I will stay too. Tomorrow we’ll ask our friends to keep an eye on all the pubs in the village, to see if this man shows up again, and maybe Sean will have more information for us. Is that okay with you?”
“When’s Mam going to be here?”
“Sean will go over and bring her back here. We don’t want her to lose her job, now, do we?”
“I guess not. Can I help with anything?”
“Don’t try to go anywhere, like to warn your mother—please! Sean will take care of that, and you’ll see her soon enough. Maybe you can help me sort out the bedrooms at the other end of the building, so you two will have a place to sleep. I need to go back to the main room and tell Mick and Seamus and his friends what our plan is. Do you want to stay up here, or out front?”
Danny’s eyes darted around the balcony, which had more than one door to the outside. “Out front, please. I’ll stay our of yer way, I promise.”
“That’s fine. Let’s see Sean out, and then we’ll talk to the others.”
When Maura, Sean and Danny walked into the front room, only a few heads turned, and the din had grown in volume. Ordinarily Maura would be happy, but right now she wasn’t sure whether there was a lurking threat somewhere nearby. How had this man from Dublin figured out where Hannah might go? Leap wasn’t exactly a major tourist destination, and few people would come looking for a Dublin woman here. The logical conclusion was that, as she had said, Ellen had told him, willingly or unwillingly, or he knew enough about Hannah to make an obvious guess that she’d head for her only known relative. But why was Hannah so afraid of him? Maura hoped that Sean could convince her to talk, although she could see why Hannah might not be convinced that a small station of gardaí and a few guys from the pub here could protect her, or not for long. If she kept running, where could she go?
As she scanned the room, she realized that the construction guys were still in the crowd. Sean had cornered Mick and they were talking intently. She didn’t see Danny, but she’d guess he’d found another hidey-hole, probably near Mick. She decided to talk to the foreman.
“Paddy, you guys about finished with your sculpture building?”
“Close enough. We’ll add a few touches in the mornin’, and then we’ll unveil it after church. Yeh’d better order another keg.”
“And what’s to stop anyone from sneaking a peek at it before morning?”
“One or another of us will hang around and keep an eye on things. But yer raffle will be over by closin’ tonight?”
“It will. I don’t think this will stay a secret long. I’ll announce the winner and his—or her—guess when you take off the tarps. Will a garda be there to handle traffic?”
“No worries—we’re set.”
Maura went back to the bar, where Mick and Sean seemed to have wrapped up their conversation. She spied Danny where she thought he might be, tucked under the bar, and smiled at him. Sean said, “I’d best be going over to the inn. Near closing, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Maura agreed. “We’ll talk tomorrow, right?”
“That we will. Danny?” Sean said, without looking down. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, and Maura will see to yeh after that.” Danny nodded silently.
After Sean had left, Maura announced last call, not that she stuck rigidly to it, but there were things to do before anyone got any sleep. “We’ll announce the winner of the raffle prize at the unveiling tomorrow. You’ve still got half an hour to make your guesses about that thing we’ve been looking at for days.” Maura held up the entry jar, which had grown much heavier and clinked in a satisfying way.
There was some minor grumbling in the crowd, but nobody argued with her.
Sean hadn’t come back when Maura ushered the last customer out. Maybe he was just being cautious, making sure that as few people as possible saw Hannah sneak in. While she waited, she leaned toward Mick. “Did he tell you . . . ?”
“He did. It’s a daft plan, but I can’t say I can think of a better one. I only hope he finds something tomorrow. Or later today as it happens. We’re all stayin’ here, the rest of the night.”
“Looks that way. Safety in numbers, right?

Chapter Eleven
 
When Sean returned with Hannah, she looked both terrified and exhausted, but she brightened up when she spotted Danny, who had crept out from behind the bar once all the patrons had left. Danny was clearly fighting to stay awake, but the sight of his mother, safe and sound, perked him up quickly and he ran into her arms.
Maura looked past her at Sean. “No problems?”
“No,” he said, “not once I arrived, and not earlier. I took some time to talk to Hannah, though Anne had no wish to listen.”
“Hannah, are you all right?” Maura asked her.
Hannah smiled weakly. “Fer now, God be praised. I’m sorry I’ve brought such trouble to this little town, but I’d no idea where else to go. I’ll just take my son and be on my way now.”
“No!” Maura said, surprising herself with her own vehemence. “Didn’t Sean explain? You can stay here with us for the night—we’ve got rooms upstairs—and tomorrow Sean will see what he can find out about the man who’s after you, and whether your sister is all right. If you leave now, or even if we take you to where you’re staying, you won’t be safe. I know I’d feel awful if something happened to you. And you have to think of Danny.”
Where had all that come from? Maura had to wonder. But clearly Hannah needed help, and Maura could offer help, along with Mick. It was that simple. People in this village—and beyond—helped each other. She glanced at Mick, standing silently behind the bar, and he gave her a slight nod. “Look, like I said, we’ve got a couple of rooms upstairs, with beds. They aren’t fancy, but they’re clean. Stay here for tonight, and we’ll figure things out in the morning.”
Hannah looked drained. She stared at Maura for a long moment, still holding her son, and finally nodded. “Thank you.”
“I’ll show you where to go,” Maura said, relieved. “There’s a bathroom up there too. And you know we won’t open until past noon tomorrow, so there’s no rush.”
Hannah leaned over and whispered something to Danny, who looked like he was asleep on his feet. Maura headed for the stairs that led up to the bedrooms. Hannah and Danny followed silently. Maura was glad to see that Rose had put sheets on the beds and found some towels—old and a bit tattered, but clean. It would do. “This okay?” Maura asked. She was about to leave, but then she stopped. “Hannah, please don’t try to sneak out, thinking you’d be helping us. We know you’ve got a serious problem, and we want to help, all of us. Give us a chance to work things out, will you?”
“I won’t leave without tellin’ yeh I’m goin’.”
“Fair enough. Good night.”
Back downstairs Sean, Rose and Mick were still in the front room, perched on stools in front of the bar. “I told her not to leave,” Maura said. “I asked her to stay until we could help her. Doesn’t sound much like me, does it?”
Mick reached out and pulled her against him. “In fact it does. Don’t run yerself down.”
Maura leaned against him for a moment, then turned around. “So, tomorrow. Sean, you’re going to do whatever the gardaí do to find out what happened in Dublin. Mick and I will stay here and keep things going at the pub. Rose, you should stay the night too—if we let you go, the man could be watching and he may still want to know where Hannah is and try to get you to tell him. In the morning I’m hoping that Hannah will explain what’s going on, at least to me—I don’t know if she’ll be up for talking to all of us at once. But I think there are things we need to know that might not matter to the gardaí. As for the pub, we can read the entries not long after opening—and I never said people had to be here to win—and then we can announce the winner when the sculpture is unveiled. So right now we should go to bed and get some sleep! And thanks for helping. I couldn’t do this alone.”
“Good night, then, Maura,” Sean said. “I’ll let yeh know what I find. Take care, all of yiz.”
Maura locked the door behind him after he left. Rose volunteered, “Let me clean up. You and Mick can go on. I won’t be long.”
“Thanks, Rose. And thanks for fixing up the rooms.”
“Yeh said we might be needin’ them. All three of ’em. Good night.”
As they went up the stairs, Maura told Mick, “Tactful, isn’t she?”
“About who’s goin’ to sleep where? She figured out how the wind blows a while ago.”
 
• • •
 
The next morning Maura crept down the stairs and was surprised to see Hannah in the main room, trying to figure out the coffee maker. “Danny still asleep?” she asked quietly.
“He is. I never meant to drag him into all of this. So, you and Mick?” Hannah quirked an eyebrow.
“Yup, for a few months now. Long story. You want to come with me to see if there’s any food in the kitchen? We’ve been thinking about making it into a real kitchen and serving food, but it hasn’t happened yet.” Maybe being alone with Hannah in the back room would let her open up a bit.
Hannah followed Maura to the back of the building, where the kitchen had been shoehorned in. “Needs a bit of work,” Hannah said.
“That it does. But at least everything works, including the stove. You hungry?”
“I must be. I can’t remember if I ate anything yesterday, what with . . . the problems.”
“I think we’ve got some eggs and rashers, and some stale bread. And coffee, of course. Or tea, if you’d prefer that.” Maura turned away from the refrigerator, where she’d been rummaging. “Look, let me get this out of the way and then I’ll shut up. Have you committed any crime?”
Hannah looked startled. “What, me? No!”
“You know who the man who’s after you is?”
Hannah hesitated. “I do. And I know why he’s chasin’ after us.”
“Which is?”
“He’s Danny’s father.”
Ah. Well, that made a certain amount of sense, although it didn’t explain anything. “Danny said he’d never known him.”
“That’s because he’s been in prison since Danny was a baby.”
“Did he serve his time, or did he just escape?”
“He got a four-year sentence. He beat up a man in a pub in Dublin, near killed him. He just got out.”
“And why is he hunting for you? Does he want to see Danny?”
“He’s not one for children. No, he thinks it’s my fault he was caught and tried. Clearly he’s been gnawing on that fer years now. Before you ask, all I ever did was refuse to hide him, and pointed the gardaí to where I thought he might be.”
“For Danny’s sake?”
“Yes. I needed to keep him safe, and meself as well, since I was the only person who could look after him. The thing is, Jack was hidin’ out at me sister’s place. They’d been carrying on since I got pregnant with Danny. He must have gone to her when he got out, and she’d know where to find me. She didn’t dare show her face to me when he got out. I don’t know if they’re together now, but I wasn’t going to stick round to find out.”
Was that why she’d stopped coming around to watch Danny after school? “So if it’s not that he wants Danny back, then he wants his revenge on you.”
“That’d be my guess. I don’t know what to do. He’s a big man, strong, and angry most of the time, or he was, and if the shambles he made of the house are any clue, he still is. He thinks life hasn’t treated him fair. And he can’t think I have any money to give him, so the only reason he’d hunt me down is to punish me. Can the gardaí arrest someone for what he might do?”
“Heck, I don’t know. Sean’s the only garda I know to talk to. Do you think your ex would have harmed your sister?”
“Maura, I don’t know! He’s been no part of my life fer years now. All I’ve wanted is to raise my son and to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table. I don’t wish Jack any harm, but I don’t want him in my life. Or Danny’s.”
“Did he ever harm you while you were still together?”
Hannah couldn’t meet Maura’s eyes. “Not that the gardaí knew about.”
The sounded like a “yes” to Maura. “You could try to get whatever they call a restraining order over here, to keep him away from you.”
“It’s a safety order here, I think. Anyways, Jack doesn’t hold with most laws—a piece of paper, or even the gardaí at the door, wouldn’t mean much to him. I can’t think what to do, only that I want to keep him away from Danny, and from me. If I never have to see him again, I’ll be happy. I wish I could think he’d found religion or become a new man in prison, but after what Danny told me about his smashing up the house, I don’t hold out much hope.”
“Better to be safe. Let’s see what Sean finds out. He may look young, but he’s good at his job. So are the other guys at the station. Maybe if we band together we can talk him into leaving the country?”
Danny stumbled in then and made a beeline for his mother. “I couldn’t find you and I got scared.”
Hannah knelt and hugged him. “I only wanted a word with Maura, and you were asleep. Don’t worry, love—I won’t leave you. We’re facing this together. You hungry?”
“I am that. Does that stove really work?” He eyed the rusty hulk dubiously.
Hannah smiled. “Maura says it does. Shall we give it a try?”
Mick arrived a few minutes later, while they were scrambling eggs, followed by Rose. “Is there enough fer us all?” he asked.
“I hope so,” Maura told him. “If it’s not I’ll send you out on a hunting trip to get more.”
“What’s the plan fer the rest of the day?” he asked, leaning on the doorjamb.
“Unveiling’s in the early afternoon, I think—after church lets out. We’ll announce the winner of the raffle then. Sullivan’s will be open the usual hours, and we can hope for a crowd. And I’ll talk to Sean sometime during the day. Anybody want to add anything?”
“No more entries into the raffle?” Rose asked.
“No, we’re done with that,” Maura said. “It would be too easy to peek at Thing now. Although I have to say the builders really have it neatly tied up—even now you can’t tell what it is. I hope nobody gave it away.”
“The builder guys were out there in the middle of the night,” Rose said. “I guess they had some finishing touches to add. And I thought I saw Seamus out there too.”
“Seamus? What would he be doing there?”
Rose shrugged. “I’ve no idea. But I’m sure it was him. No doubt he’ll be by later and we can ask him.”
“At least the weather has worked out, and it’s not too cold. It would be a shame if it rained, now that we’ve created so much curiosity.”
Once everyone had eaten, Hannah said, “I’d love to get some clean clothes for Danny and me. Would it be safe to walk to the place we’ve been stayin’, do yeh think?”
“One of us can drive you,” Maura assured her. “And Danny can stay here and help clean the place up before we open.”
“He’d be safer here, wouldn’t he?” Hannah said softly.
“Don’t borrow trouble, Hannah. Mick, can you take her to her place?”
“No worries. Is there anythin’ else we need while I’m out?”
“I think we’re fixed for food. Just get Danny set up with the cleanup and you and Hannah can go.”
While Rose washed up in the kitchen and Danny swept the floors and Mick and Hannah went off to find clean clothes, Maura went out in front to contemplate Thing. It wouldn’t be Thing much longer, though she still had no idea what it really was under all the wrappings. She noticed that a couple of the construction men were standing guard, so she crossed the street to chat with them.
Paddy Daley called out as she approached, “Halt! Who goes there?” But Maura could see that he was grinning.
“Just me,” Maura said. “You really are keeping this secret.”
“That’s what yeh wanted, innit? Yeh’ll just have to wait, like all the rest. How’d your raffle do?”
“I haven’t counted the guesses, or the euros, but I saw plenty of people putting their slips in the jar. I thought I’d wait until you unwrap the critter to announce the winner.”
“Fair enough. We’ve asked that gardaí to send a man over to keep an eye on the traffic. Wouldn’t surprise me if drivers were so impressed by what we’ve made that they fergit to look where they’re driving.”
“Good idea. It would be a shame if somebody had an accident. Who’s doing the official unveiling?”
“I haven’t heard, but my lot plans to be here, just to watch the people’s expressions when we reveal our work.”
“You’ve earned it, I’m sure. I’ll be back later—and thanks for keeping quiet about it. You’ll be stopping by Sullivan’s after, won’t you?”
“We’ll do that.”

Chapter Twelve
 
Maura watched the traffic thicken on the road outside as people gathered for church, and calm down again once the midday service had begun. The builders poked around Thing on the other side of the road, mostly for show, because it was still wrapped up tight. They were joking around and looked very pleased with themselves.
Sean Murphy appeared while church was still going on, and Maura let him in. “You’re here early.”
“Is Hannah about?” he asked.
“No, Mick took her back to get some clean clothes—they should be back any minute now. Anything you can talk about, or should you wait to tell Hannah first?”
“I think she should know. I can tell yeh, we found the details on the man—Jack Barry.”
“I already know a lot—Hannah told me this morning. He sounds like a real jerk.”
“He is that. And there’s a warrant out fer his arrest, if we can find him. Has he been here this mornin’?”
“No, or not that we’ve seen. We all spent the night here, but it was quiet, and nobody’s stopped by this morning. Is the man dangerous?”
“He is that, it’s safe to say. But we haven’t seen him yet today, and we’re not sure where to be looking fer him.”
“What are we supposed to do?”
“Jest keep yer eyes open and stick together. I’ll be outside keepin’ watch over the cars. I’ve no clue where people will be parkin’, to watch the launch of the sculpture. If they’re smart they’ll stay in the church lot and walk down here.”
“Is this going to be a big thing?” Maura asked.
“I’ve no idea. Last year was the first time, but word’s gone out now, and the weather’s fine. You’ll be servin’ the crowd?”
“I will. And Anne, and the Harbor Bar, I’m sure. It should be nice to see the town get together for a happy event.”
Sean leaned toward Maura. “I doubt that our man will make any trouble with a crowd around, and I’ll be front and center to watch fer him, but tell Hannah and the boy to stay close, will yeh? And if yeh have a chance, ask Seamus and his lot if they’ve seen him since yesterday, since they’d recognize the man.”
“I’ll do that. I’m sure they won’t miss this event. And I won’t say anything to Hannah about what you’ve found out—let her enjoy the day, and we’ll keep watch.”
“Glad to hear it, Maura. I’ll be seein’ yeh later.”
After Sean had left, Maura checked the time. How long had Mick and Hannah been gone? Danny came in from the back bar and said, “I’ve done with the sweepin’. Is there anythin’ else I should be doin’?”
Rose spoke up quickly. “I’m setting out the crisps and such for today, back in the kitchen. I could use some help, if yeh’re willin’.”
“Okay,” Danny said cheerfully, and followed her into the kitchen.
Hannah and Mick returned a few minutes later laden with a few shopping bags. “We thought we’d just bring the lot of it back, not that there was much,” Mick said. “We’ll sort out where they’ll be stayin’ later.”
“Probably a good idea,” Maura replied. “We’ve the room, in any case.”
“Where’s Danny?” Hannah asked.
“He’s in the kitchen helping Rose. Go on back. I don’t know what she’s bought or how much. She’s getting it ready now.”
After Hannah had disappeared, Maura turned to Mick and said quickly, “Sean stopped by. Our man Jack has an outstanding warrant, or whatever it is in Ireland, and he can be arrested if he shows his face. But nobody’s found him yet. He won’t make trouble at the unveiling, will he?”
“Sean’ll be here, right?”
“Yeah, he’s directing traffic.”
“Then we’re good until he has to go.”
And then? Maura wondered. But she had no answer.
Maura knew that the church service had started at noon, and would probably be over by one thirty, allowing time for greeting and chatting. Sean arrived at one and parked his car in a visible place in front of Sullivan’s. The construction workers were gathered around the base of Thing, still joking and talking with each other and with some of the crowd. Maura also spotted Seamus and two or three of his drinking buddies near the front of the crowd.
She and Rose had sorted through the entries from the jar and bundled them by the guess. The suggestions were funny, most of the time: there was no way Thing, draped in tarps, could be a Christmas tree, given the overall shape, and it seemed unlikely that it could be Father Christmas in a sleigh. If there were local holiday customs, Maura didn’t know about them.
“What do we do if nobody guesses right?” Maura asked Rose.
“We use our imaginations. Say, a dog could be a reindeer who’s lost his horns, or the like.”
“I’ll let you handle that. How much money did we bring in?”
“At least fifty euros, which should make a nice donation. Someone will be happy.”
“Should we go out?”
“Will Mick be covering the bar?”
“He said he would. I think Hannah’s going to help out at the inn—she doesn’t feel safe out here in the open.”
“And Danny?”
“He told me he was going to stay inside to look after his mam. Sweet boy, isn’t he?”
“He is. Then let’s go.”
Rose stuffed the raffle slips into her bag, and they pulled on their coats and headed across the road. As they passed Sean, Maura asked, “Anything new?”
He shook his head while urging a slow driver forward. Maura and Rose kept going and joined the guys clustered around the bottom of Thing. A light wind rattled the plastic coverings, almost as though the sculpture was about to hatch. The workmen plus Seamus and pals looked awfully pleased with themselves. Did they have something planned? Maura wondered.
By quarter to two the intersection was jammed, and traffic was reduced to one lane. Sean was keeping busy trying to keep the cars moving. He signaled to the builders to move things along.
Paddy stepped forward. “On behalf of the Cork County Council, we are pleased to introduce to you this year’s holiday sculpture.” At his cue, the rest of the men began to cut the ropes that held the tarps in place, peeling off sections from the top down. It took a few minutes to reveal the creature beneath, and its head and body emerged, as if from a very large and lumpy egg. The crowd waited expectantly. There were children in the front row, closest to the sculpture, and they were bouncing up and down with excitement.
The last part of the cover fell away from the sculpture, and there was a round of clapping, cheers and whistles—which faded quickly. Maura caught Seamus’s eye, and she could have sworn he winked at her. She wormed her way to the edge of the crowd on one side and realized what had silenced the crowd.
At the base of the sculpture there was a man, bound up with layers of blankets, red and green, and topped off with a giant bow, made of ribbon that had to be a foot wide. He was very much alive, twisting and kicking, and he looked mad as hell. With a start Maura realized she recognized him: Jack Barry. She looked at Seamus to see him grinning at her. The crowd noise was too loud to make herself heard, but she made a thumbs-up gesture to Seamus. Then she turned and skirted the crowd to find Sean, in the middle of the road.
“What’s goin’ on?” he asked, keeping his eyes on the traffic.
“Thing here has brought us a holiday gift: Jack Barry. He’s all tied up and ready to go. I’m thinking Seamus might have had something to do with that, but Jack’s in fine shape, though he looks like he wants to spit nails. Maybe you should do something official about him.”
Sean scanned the street: it looked like the church traffic had all gone home, and the rest of the crowd wasn’t about to go anywhere soon. “I’ll handle it. Him. Thanks, Maura.”
Maura watched as Sean strode over to the waiting men under Thing. No, it wasn’t Thing anymore. It was a . . . dragon? She’d never heard of a Christmas dragon, but this was certainly a handsome creature. She turned to go back to Sullivan’s and realized she was smiling.
Business was great for the rest of the afternoon, even though there were those who had a full dinner waiting at home for them. Most of the spectators had little idea what had happened, much less understood the backstory. Who was that man under the dragon, and why had he been all tied up? With a bow, no less? Maura struggled to answer what questions she could without giving too much away, which might mess up Sean’s handling of the man. Hannah had stayed behind at Sullivan’s. Apparently she had told Sean all she could, and he’d filled in some of the blanks with the help of his Dublin colleagues. And Hannah’s sister? Maura had questions of her own, but at least she knew the basic outlines. Jack Barry had been caught, and there was a warrant out for his arrest, and that should put him safely in jail again.
Seamus came in an hour or so later. He made a grand entrance shaking hands with friends and strangers alike. Apparently he had told some people some things, but they knew enough to keep their mouths shut. When he finally made it to the bar, Maura had his pint waiting for him.
“So, who’s the lucky winner?” Seamus asked, after his first long swallow.
“Oh, good heavens, I forgot all about that. I might have been a bit distracted. Rose, you have the slips?”
“I do.” She reached under the bar, pulled out her bag, and extracted the stacks of entries. She handed the bundle to Maura, who shuffled through them—and found herself smiling again. She turned toward the noisy crowd in the pub. “I’m going to guess a few of you had enjoyed more than one pint when you put in your guesses. Among the less crazy ones are a horse, an elephant, and a very large Father Christmas carrying an even larger bag of gifts. Close, but not quite right, although whoever it was nailed the gift part.” Seamus grinned again but said nothing.
“So who’s the winner?” someone at the back yelled.
“I’m happy to say that the winner is . . . Danny Barry, who guessed it was a sea monster. That’s as close as anybody came. Danny, you here somewhere?” Maura called out.
A minute later Danny emerged from the back room, followed by Hannah. “What’s wrong?” she said.
“Not a thing.” Maura knelt in front of Danny. “You are the winner of the first ever Sullivan’s Holiday Name the Thing raffle.”
“Really? It’s a sea monster?”
“Close enough. It’s a dragon, and nobody else guessed it.”
“Wow,” he said. “Did I win enough to pay fer a place fer me mam and me to live?”
“I think it’ll be enough to get the two of you settled.”
When Maura stood, Hannah caught her eye and mouthed, “Thank you.”
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