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PROLOGUE 

 

“Missile ork?!” a voice called out, and a pair of large but gentle hands touched me ever so softly. 

“Missile ork?! Bantu earbee?” 

Say what? I thought, but the excruciating pain in my nose prevented me from giving the words my 

full attention. Bantu what? 

I had had the dream many times over the years—the nightmare, actually—but rarely had anyone 

ever spoken to me in it before. The scene usually played itself out in slow motion and in silence—just the 

visual images and the pain in my nose and head and knee. 

And even though I could feel the pain, I had always observed the scene from above, as if I were 

having an out-of-body experience and looking down from atop the backboard at myself sprawled out on 

the basketball court below. I always had a sort of dual status—the player who felt the pain, and the 

spectator who watched as it happened—both wrapped into one. 

There were other differences as well. This time, I seemed to be merely the participant, unable to 

see anything except blackness. I could hear, but only groggily, just like when it happened for real. 



2                                                                                                     STACKHOUSE 

 

 

Strangely, though, my knee didn’t bother me. Oh, the everyday base discomfort that I’d learned to 

more-or-less ignore still throbbed dully, but not the wrenching, tearing, piercing agony of the blown-out 

knee that previous dreams had forced me to relive. 

The searing ache in the bridge of my nose was another matter altogether. Magnified tenfold from 

those other dreams, it made my head feel as if it were about to explode. 

Then the voice called out again. “Missile ork?! Missile ork?! Insurgent angbord.” 

What’s going on? I wondered. Where’s Rhonda the trainer? Where’s the doctor? 

They both were with me when it happened, splinting my leg, stopping the blood from gushing out 

my nose, holding me, and comforting me until the stretcher-crew arrived. And they’re always with me in 

my dreams when the injuries recur. Always. 

Where are they now? And what does ‘missile ork’ mean? And who’s saying it? It’s Russian! It’s 

got to be! That Amazon bitch is standing over me and taunting! ‘Missile ork’ must be Russian for ‘screw 

you.’ Well, missile ork to you, too, bitch! When I get up, I’ll… 

But I wasn’t getting up, that much I knew would be the same as in all the other dreams. I was going 

to be carried off the court. I had lost the cat fight. 

That’s how the Olympic semifinals had been billed by the television network in an attempt to 

garner ratings for women’s basketball—‘Olympic Cat Fight.’ 

For the good guys, Caitlin Kathleen (Katie-Kat) O’Rourke—six-one and a hundred-seventy-eight 

pounds of grade-A prime American beef, averaging twenty-two points and nineteen rebounds per game 

through four years at Nashville’s Regina Caeli College. To this day I don’t know which one of my brothers 

gave the press my childhood nickname. Oh, I admit to using it when I have conversations with myself, 

but it was never meant for public consumption. 

In the other corner stood Ecaterina (Big Cat) Kalinovskaya—six-three and weighing in at one-

eighty-eight. Big Cat’s college had been the Russian National Team where she had racked up a game 

average of twenty-eight points and twenty-five rebounds. 

The battle had been decisive. Early in the second quarter I, Katie-Kat, lie in a heap after Big Cat 

missed blocking my jump-shot, then accidentally-on-purpose hammered her fist into the bridge of my 

nose. Not only had the nose been broken, but I came down twisted on my right leg, tearing up the knee as 

well. 

Again the unseen voice spoke. “Zhecouzin debond. Iride bakinger abiddle.” 

“Ilbakeober, urgent,” a second voice joined in. “Missile ork? Missile ork? Busranginder.” 

Who’s this second guy? 
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If he turns out to be a Russian doctor instead of Doc Berman, then this really is turning into a 

nightmare. 

Get me Doc Berman, you morons! I don’t want some Ruskie quack touching me. And get Rhonda! 

Jeez, my head is killing me! 

Someone peeled back an eyelid and passed a light over my pupil. They might as well have jabbed 

an ice pick into it. I started to choke, then coughed. Whoever had just arrived propped me up into a half-

sitting position. I swallowed. With a metallic taste in my mouth as blood ran down my throat, the vividness 

of the dream surprised me. I had forgotten that aspect of the injury. It had never occurred before in the 

dream. Only the pain in my nose and head and knee. 

Why isn’t the knee hurting? 

The fogginess slowly began to lift from my brain. 

“Missile ork?…Miss O’Rourke? Can you hear me? Just hang in there.” 

A blurred image of a man in a blue uniform began to come into focus. He sat on the gray marble 

floor, holding my head immobile and pinching my nose in an attempt to stop the bleeding. And a woman, 

also dressed in blue, had a blood-pressure cuff around my left arm. 

“Sergeant Langford?” The man in blue turned to address someone else. “She’s beginning to 

respond. I think she’s coming around. Broken nose and probably a concussion.” 

My vision started to clear, but I could see three of everything. The eyes were way ahead of my 

mind, however. I looked around, unable to figure out where I was. This wasn’t a gymnasium and I wasn’t 

wearing my red-white-and-blue basketball uniform. I was dressed in a red-and-white western-cut oxford 

shirt, jeans, cowboy boots, and a navy-and-red linen blazer. Then I realized that the red color wasn’t 

supposed to be on either my shirt or blazer. It was blood. 

The Sergeant Langford, one of two uniformed police officers on the other side of the foyer to 

whom the paramedic spoke, stepped aside. At his feet lay a white-draped form. One end of the sheet had 

sopped up something red from underneath it. At the other end, a woman’s shapely, stockinged leg 

protruded. 

What’s going on here? Is this my blood or is it hers? And who is this woman, anyway? 

I blinked, trying to focus in on only one of the multiple images. 

“She’s sure a big one, ain’t she?” I heard the second officer murmur to the sergeant, giving a glance 

and a head-gesture in my direction. “Ever screw anything that big?” 

“Watch your mouth, Wittek,” Sergeant Langford answered. “That’s Pat O’Rourke’s little sister 

you’re talking about.” 
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“Little, hell. How’d you like to get those legs wrapped around you?” 

The words of the chauvinist were like a Rosetta stone. The veil lifted completely from my mind. I 

knew where I was and how I came to be there. Glancing again at the leg sticking out from under the sheet, 

I felt icy tentacles begin to encircle me. I now also remembered who belonged to that leg. 

Aw, jeez! 

After first clearing blood from my throat, I called over to the piglet cop who had made the crude 

remark about my legs. “Hey, Wittek, you moron, how’d you like to have a size ten-and-a-half boot that’s 

at the end of one of these long legs kick you right square in that smart mouth of yours?” 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1 

THURSDAY - NIGHT 

 

Right about now I need to back up a bit in my narrative in order to put things in proper perspective 

for you. About a week. Actually, a week exactly. 

There I sat on my customary end stool at the bar in Kehough’s Irish Pub—customary 

because…well, that’s where I always sat. 

From behind me, I heard a voice with a smartass delivery say, “Man, I’d sure like to get them legs 

of yours wrapped around me. Hoo, boy!” 

I finished the last of my Oysters Kirkpatrick and glanced at the middle-aged man on my right. He, 

too, had pulled his head out of his plate. We both turned to see which of the three morons who had been 

loud-mouthing at a table by the door had wandered over. 

I had thought as much. The short, thin one. He stood there with an alcohol grin, having just fed a 

quarter into the juke box. A Hank Williams, Jr. number blared from the speakers. It figured. 

“I was talking to the lady, little man,” he said, sneering at my companion, who at a mere five-five 

was even shorter than he. “Why don’t you just go back to feeding your fat face?” He sniffed twice and 

rubbed the sleeve of his faded denim jacket across his dripping nose. 

Seeing as how we were in an Irish pub, the sight of a red nose was nothing out of the ordinary. 

More than a quarter of our regulars suffered from rosacea, the curse of the Irish. But the twerp who faced 

me now didn’t have a skin disease, only a disease of his own making. He clearly enjoyed his nose-candy. 

I put a hand on Pat’s arm. My brother’s neck had already become flushed. He recognized the look 

in my eye, though. It said, ‘This one’s mine.’ 

Pat smiled, turned back to the bar, picked up his spoon, and resumed excavating the Irish Stew. 
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In my peripheral vision I could see my other brother Seamus ease over our way a bit as he finished 

polishing a half-pint mug. It was comforting to have backup, but in this case totally unnecessary. 

“Why don’t the three of you drink up and hit the road,” I said to my new admirer, hoping that he 

would take the hint, but doubting it. His kind don’t take hints more subtle than a ball bat. 

“How’s about a dance before I go, huh, babe?” His grin got broader, and he wet his lips in 

anticipation as he tipped a once-white but now sweat-stained Stetson back off his forehead. 

Well, he wasn’t totally stupid; I’d give him that. Even though I still sat on my bar stool, he had 

been able to do the mental arithmetic. At six-one—make that six-three in my Lucchese ostrich-skin 

boots—his unshaven, pimply face would be oh-so-very-close to my C-cups. 

“Dream on, slime ball. And move it out. You and your buddies have had your last drink.” I spun 

around on the stool and once more faced the bar. 

Maybe I had given him too much credit for smarts. Although he had done all right on the math 

section of the test, he failed the logic portion miserably. 

Here’s a tip. (As I periodically give these to you, feel free to write them down—or not; some are 

more important than others.) Never attempt to sneak up on someone while they’re facing a mirror. In the 

one behind the bar where the bottles were arranged, I could see this moron’s every move. 

His hand had no sooner touched my shoulder when I grabbed it with my own as I rose and twisted 

his wrist, turning him around and bending his arm halfway up his back. He was in the middle of taking 

the Lord’s name in vain when his face had a close encounter with the wall, propelled there by one of my 

size ten-and-a-halfs. 

“You, you, and you! Out! Now!” I ordered, pointing at each of the three in turn and then at the 

front door. 

From down at the other end of the bar, old Mickey Ryan echoed my command, shaking a palsied 

finger in their direction. “You hear that, lads? Out! Caitlin says for you to leave.” 

The two at the table took quick looks around, correctly read the faces of Pat, Seamus, and the few 

other customers in the pub, and headed for the door without challenging me or Mickey. My new friend, 

however, blood running from a cut on his eyebrow, didn’t care about his outer face. His bruised ego 

demanded retribution. He had been humiliated—and by a chick, at that. 

“Let it be, cowboy,” I said softly. “You had too much to drink; you made a mistake; now walk 

away.” I gave him a no-harm-no-foul smile and nodded, probably a bad move on my part. 

The corners of my mouth don’t go up by the same amount when I try to smile. One goes up; the 

other is sort of crooked and turns down on the end. My Aunt Bridget used to call it a ‘bemused smile.’ 
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Sister Perpetua, my eighth-grade teacher, who was forever telling me to wipe it off my face, used to call 

it a ‘smirk.’ 

The cowboy must have agreed with the good nun. Instead of walking away, he stuck a hand into 

the pocket of his jacket and, instinctively, I knew he wasn’t reaching for a rosary. Probably because he 

called me an ‘effing bitch’ as he did so, spraying spittle halfway across the room. 

When you’ve got legs as long as mine, you can do three things with them. Well, there are more 

than three, actually, when you consider what the cowboy had in mind, but when it comes to a 

confrontation, there are three primary things. Number one, of course, is to walk away. Number two is run. 

I chose option number three. 

Reaching behind me, I grabbed the pint mug of Red Mountain Golden Lager that I had been 

nursing and sloshed the contents into the cowboy’s face. A split-second later I let him have the right 

Lucchese where he’d be sure to remember it the next time he sang the descant to O Holy Night with the 

boys’ choir. As he doubled over, dropping a pearl-handled stiletto to the floor, I cracked him upside the 

head with the empty mug. End of confrontation in about five seconds. 

Mickey Ryan led the applause with a cheer of, “Way to go, Caitlin, lass!” 

A distinguished looking, middle-aged man, dressed expensively in tan slacks and a brown glen 

plaid linen sport coat, had just come from the hallway that led to the restrooms, pay phone, and the back 

door. Seamus had directed him there about five minutes earlier when he had entered the pub wanting to 

call road service. As my would-be admirer spun around on his way to the floor, he had hooked a flailing 

arm around the gentleman. A red streak now spiraled down the side of the man’s sport coat where the 

cowboy’s bloody head had rubbed against it. 

The gentleman went two shades paler than Casper and looked furtively around the pub. He had 

probably debated with himself about coming in here in the first place, and did so only out of necessity. 

Being ten-thirty at night, the other businesses on the block had long ago locked their doors. Now, his worst 

fear was becoming a reality—getting mugged in a redneck bar. 

As I approached him to apologize, he backed up a step or two and a look of stark terror flooded 

his face. Following his gaze, I realized I still held the beer mug with which I had dispatched the cowboy. 

Obviously, he thought he was next on my hit list. I tossed the mug to Seamus, behind the bar, and raised 

a calming hand. 

“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I told him. Then, nodding toward the man on the floor, I said, “He won’t be 

causing any more trouble tonight. Here, let’s get that jacket off of you.” 
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Before he could protest, Mary Grace, Seamus’ wife, rushed from the kitchen with a dish towel and 

a pitcher of water. “A little ice water’ll get it out,” she cooed. “Here, give it to me. Quickly, now, or the 

blood’ll set. In three minutes time, you’ll never know you’ve had any dealings with the likes of…that.” 

She gave a disparaging glance at the cowboy as my brothers half-dragged him toward the front door. 

The appearance of short, plump, middle-aged, motherly Mary Grace must have counteracted the 

image of the big banshee with the beer mug. The gentleman calmed immediately and allowed her to help 

him off with the sport coat. As it came off, I could see the Brooks Brothers label and, underneath, a 

custom-made shirt and accessories that didn’t come from the Lands’ End catalogue. I had to smile at the 

tie, though. It showed a largemouth bass jumping from a pond with a hook in its mouth. 

“Come on over here,” I said, crossing to an empty booth in the far corner. “Mary Grace will have 

your jacket looking like new in no time. And, if not, we’ll take care of the cleaning bill.” 

Dutifully, he followed me to the table. I stuck out a paw and said, “Caitlin O’Rourke. Kate, for 

short. What can I get you to drink?” 

He shook the hand with a firm grasp. And made eye contact, too, without first looking at my boobs. 

I liked that, and chalked up a few points in his favor. 

“Matt Denning,” he said. “You had me worried there for a second.” 

I doled out a few more points. He was secure enough in his manhood to acknowledge that he had 

been scared. I didn’t hold it against him that he had been worried for much longer than one measly second, 

though. A man, even the best of them, can only admit to so much. 

“What do you have?” he asked in answer to my question about the drink. 

“Red Mountain on tap. Golden Lager, Red, and Wheat. Also Guinness that we can surger or Harp 

in a bottle, if that suits your taste.” I had become so used to our regular clientele, it never crossed my mind 

that he might want a mixed drink or an aperitif. 

As Matt Denning took a seat, Pat called out from the doorway. “Katie, do you want to press charges 

against one Junior Lee Thigpen?” 

My brother stood there holding the door open, half in and half out. Seeing the badge and ID case 

in his hand, I assumed he had dispensed some official advice to the cowboy. 

“Junior?” I asked, letting the amusement clearly show in my voice. 

“Honest to God. That’s his given name.” 

“As long as Junior and his friends agree not to show their ugly faces around here again, let him 

go.” 

Pat winked, nodded, and went back outside. 
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“A glass of the Wheat, I think,” Matt Denning said, once I had turned my attention back to him. 

I signaled Jimmy Tuohey, who had quickly stepped behind the bar in Seamus’ absence. “A pint 

each of Wheat and Lager, please, Jimmy.” 

He acknowledged me with a grin and a wave. 

I sat opposite Matt with my back to the wall, hoping that Seamus would get back inside soon. 

Jimmy was an extremely nice, but not too bright, little leprechaun of a guy in his late twenties, and helped 

out around the neighborhood doing whatever odd jobs came his way. He was also a regular customer—

actually a very regular customer. That’s why I wished for Seamus’ prompt return. Jimmy would be his 

own best customer if left alone behind the bar for very long. 

“That’s you,” Matt remarked, pointing to the walls behind and to the side of me. The tone of voice 

and the expression on his face showed that he was impressed. 

I gave an abbreviated snort-laugh and corrected him with, “It was me. In another life.” 

Pat, Seamus, and Mary Grace and, I guess, just about all the regulars referred to the area where we 

sat as ‘Caitlin’s Corner.’ My brothers and sister-in-law had framed just about every picture of me they 

had gotten their hands on, with the exception of the very first one, showing me in a pastel-pink receiving 

blanket. 

Thank God, they hadn’t used that photo. You’ve heard people talk about puppies, I’m sure. They 

all look at an animal’s big paws and say, ‘Jeez, check out the size of those, will you. He’s going to grow 

into them.’ 

With me it wasn’t my hands or feet, but my nose. When I was born, I was practically all nose. Of 

course, no one ever said it to Ma and Da, but I’m sure they must have thought, ‘Jeez, check out the size 

of that honker. I sure hope her face gets big enough to balance it out.’ 

Well, it did, almost. My schnoz is still good-sized and a bit bent, but my face did grow into it and, 

with the right hairdo, no one actually stares at it much anymore. 

As to the pictures of me that my relatives had used: Around the outside of the display were 

magazine ads with me hawking sportswear, volleyballs, footwear, athletic equipment, lip balm, an energy 

drink, spring water, and a few other more-embarrassing items of a female nature. 

Then came the group photos—the U.S. Olympic Gold Medal Basketball Team (me on crutches 

and with raccoon eyes), the U.S. Olympic Bronze-Medal Volleyball team, and various pages from Italian 

magazines (I don’t know how they got those), showing me either with my Italian Pro Volleyball League 

teammates or singly in profile pieces and when I was voted League MVP. 
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Still further toward the center of the exhibit were basketball and volleyball pictures taken during 

my four years at Regina Caeli College and, earlier still, at Nashville’s Immaculata High School. 

The picture at the very center, though, and the largest one at eleven-by-fourteen, was a photo of 

me at age twelve, the day I placed third in the twelve-to-thirteen-year-old cailini category of the Eastern 

Region Oireachtas. The camera caught me in mid high-step—chin out, confident smile, jet black Shirley 

Temple curls cascading down over my shoulders and blending in with my black velvet dress. Having 

naturally dark skin, the only items of color were the green, blue, and white Celtic symbols embroidered 

on that dress. 

I had to smile whenever I looked at the display. The position and size of that one picture spoke 

volumes. My family took pride in all my accomplishments, but the most important, in their eyes, was my 

third-place trophy in Irish step dancing. 

That had been my last year to compete. A full one-foot growth spurt during the next year had 

pushed me to five-foot-eight at age thirteen and sent my coordination into a tail spin. By the time I had 

recovered it, I had discovered basketball and volleyball. 

“Looks like you were good,” Matt remarked as Jimmy set our mugs of beer down and scurried off 

back to the bar. “Why’d you give it up? You certainly don’t look that old.” 

Assuming he referenced the sports photos and not the Irish step dancing picture, I stuck out my 

right leg. “The eventual scourge of all athletes. Blew out a knee…twice.” 

He nodded to where I had finished off the cowboy. “Didn’t seem to bother you much over there.” 

“Oh, I can do that with no trouble at all and, with a brace, I can still kick the guys’ butts in pickup 

games of B-ball and V-ball over at the Y. It’s just not a world-class knee anymore.” 

“You seem to be adjusting well.” 

I gave a noncommittal shrug of my shoulders. That way I neither had to vent my frustrations nor 

fib about how well I was adjusting to forced retirement from that which I loved doing more than anything 

else in the entire world. 

‘Bitter?’ you ask. Who, me? 

Instead, I deflected his question with one of my own. “What brings you here at this time of night 

with a broken car?” 

As it turned out, Matt, an investment counselor at Reis-Wiedenkeller, had been meeting with a 

client in one of the high-rise condos down the street. With the appointment over, he had come out to a 

dead Mercedes. Rather than bother the client, he had seen the lights of the pub and hoofed the half block 

over here. 
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I made the usual observations and asked the requisite questions. 

He wore a wedding ring. “Are you married, Matt?” 

“Twenty years.” 

Too bad, I thought. “Any kids?” 

“No, it just never happened.” There seemed to be a trace of regret in his voice. 

I wondered if his wife felt the same way. 

Why did I care? you ask. 

I’ll admit, I was attracted to him. Hey, he was a good-looking man. All right, a little old for me, 

perhaps. Well, okay, old enough to be my father, but he had the kind of looks that every girl hopes her 

husband will have at his age. Of course most men don’t, but then you hope you’ll love him so much it 

won’t matter. 

In an attempt to shift the conversation to items of a less personal nature, I pointed to his tie and 

asked the obvious, “You a fisherman?” 

He was kind, though. He didn’t say, ‘Duh, no, I’m a bowler.’ Instead, he smiled broadly and 

nodded. “With a passion. Got a small place down on Nickajack Lake.” 

The almost simultaneous appearance of Mary Grace and the guy from Capshaw’s Euro-Care 

prevented me from asking any more stupid questions. 

“Hey! Somebody in here send for a wrecker?” the Capshaw’s guy shouted out from the doorway. 

Although Euro-Care advertised twenty-four-hour service, it was obvious that the driver had been 

hauled out of his home to make the run and was none too happy about it. When Matt waved, the man’s 

surly demeanor softened considerably. 

“Oh, Mr. Denning. They didn’t tell me it was you. I…I’ll be out in the truck whenever you’re 

ready, sir.” He backed out the door with a subservient half-salute. 

“I got the stain out,” Mary Grace told Matt, holding up his sport coat. “But I want you to get it dry-

cleaned tomorrow, anyway. And then bring the bill here. Do you understand me?” 

Having raised four sons, Mary Grace had become accustomed to tagging most of her directives 

with the ‘Do you understand me?’ phrase. It carried over into her dealings with everyone else. 

Before Matt could protest, she continued. “And when you bring it, you come for dinner. It’s on 

the house. And you bring your wife, too, you hear?” 

“Yes, ma’am,” Matt answered with a laugh, recognizing an order when he heard one. “And it was 

nice meeting both of you.” 
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He allowed Mary Grace to help him on with his jacket, then crossed toward the door. “What time 

do you get here after those pickup games of yours, Kate?” he asked over his shoulder. 

“About nine-thirty, give or take.” 

“We’ll come then,” he said. “Oh, and thanks for the beer.” With that, he waved and headed out 

into the night. 

“Now, that’s a real gentleman, if ever I laid eyes on one,” Mary Grace said, gathering up the used 

mugs from the table. “We could do with more of his kind around here.” 

I looked around the nearly empty pub. “We could do with more of any kind, Mary Grace.” 

“And don’t I know it,” she replied with a cluck of her tongue. 

The Friday and Saturday-night crowds here at Kehough’s were substantial. Those two nights were 

ceili nights with an Irish band and dancers and poems and stories—the whole works. Irish and would-be 

Irish from all over the Greater Nashville area would flock to the pub to receive an infusion of their heritage. 

Because our clientele was made up mainly of working people who had to rise early during the 

week, Monday-through-Thursday attendance was limited. On those four nights we were simply another 

neighborhood bar, catering to a more-or-less local patronage. With no band or dancers (we couldn’t afford 

them), the music on the Wurlitzer reflected the varying tastes of the weeknighters—a fifty-fifty mix of 

Country-Western and Irish. 

This being a Thursday, we could, indeed, as Mary Grace had pointed out, use more Matt Denning-

type customers. Even carrying beer on tap from a local microbrewery here in Nashville had failed to have 

any influence on the clientele. Figuring that the serious beer drinkers would rather get their suds directly 

from the brew-pub itself, we switched to Red Mountain, from a microbrewery down in Birmingham, to 

give them a little variety. That hadn’t worked either. 

If you’re even vaguely familiar with Nashville then you know about the two main areas of the city 

for nightlife. The District is located downtown, with such establishments as the Wildhorse Saloon, 

Bourbon Street Blues and Boogie Bar, Club Mère Bulles and the ‘other place’ (at Kehough’s we never 

mention Mulligan’s Irish Pub by name). The second area is over by the Opryland Hotel on Music Valley 

Drive. That’s where the big showplace theaters like the Stardust and Nashville Nightlife are located. 

Don’t look for Kehough’s in either of these areas. We’re over on Wooten Pike, which runs at a 

Northeast to Southwest angle between Nolensville Pike and Old Hickory Boulevard. It’s an area blessed 

with none of the top three items for which realtors are so very fond of reciting. It’s strictly a working-

class/small-business neighborhood. Even the new high-rise condos down the street, where Matt Denning 

had met his client, were populated by only the fairly-well-off. 
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As I walked toward the door at the rear of the pub, I said my goodnights and gave Pat a small 

hand-gesture in the direction of where Mickey Ryan sat nodding off. 

Pat took the hint and called out, “Are you ready to go, Mr. Ryan?” 

Michael Aloysius Ryan had been one of our father’s closest friends. Although we referred to him 

as Mickey among ourselves, we always respectfully addressed him directly as Mr. Ryan. Retired and not 

at all financially well off, Seamus let him run a tab at the pub. In Da’s memory, though, he only billed 

Mickey for about a quarter of what the old man actually ate and drank. 

“And where is it we’d be going, Patty?” Mickey asked, slurring his words slightly after snorting 

himself awake. The question had become a ritual between them whenever Pat offered him a ride home. 

“To Innisfree, Mr. Ryan,” Pat said, providing the correct response as he got up from his stool. “To 

Innisfree.” 

“Ahh,” Mickey said, standing, and then proceeded with a quote from Yeats: 

 

“I will arise and go now, and go to Innisfree,” 

 

He put on his Donegal tweed tradesman’s cap, and continued: 

 

“And a small cabin build there, of clay and wattles made: 

Nine bean rows will I…” 

 

The door to the rear vestibule closed behind me, and I mounted the steps to my living quarters. 

Thinking back to Mary Grace’s comment, I made a mental note to have some fliers designed and stuffed 

under doors at the high-rise. Even fairly-well-off customers would be an improvement over what we had. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 

THURSDAY -  LATE NIGHT 

 

I can’t remember Kehough’s Irish Pub as having actually been owned by a Kehough. When I was 

a little girl and Ma used to send me down here to drag Da home, it had been run by a Billy Wiggins. 

In my early teens, when Ma used to send me down to drag Da and Pat home, a Stan Skulski owned 

the place. By then, Pat was back taking his supper with us. As a uniformed officer in the Patrol Division 

of the Metro Police, he had been wounded in the line of duty. His wife, Eileen, after seeing him through 

to his recovery, had packed up their two kids and left, having had, as she put it, ‘a belly-full of sitting up 

and waiting for someone to come and tell me that you’ve gone and gotten yourself killed.’ 

In high school, it was Seamus’ wife, Mary Grace, who sent me down to drag Seamus and Pat 

home, and a Tony Rogers was in charge. My parents had passed away within six months of each other 

when I was a freshman, and Seamus and Mary Grace had not only inherited the old homestead but me 

with it. 

When I started college, I turned over the fetching duties to Sean, Seamus and Mary Grace’s 

firstborn. He had just turned fourteen during my first year at Regina Caeli, and, after the third time he had 

‘accidentally’ walked in on me while I was in the shower, I had opted for a dorm room. 

I lost track of who owned the pub after that. The year I graduated and went to the Olympics as part 

of the Women’s Basketball team (and recovered successfully from my first knee surgery), a representative 

from Metodo Minetti, a volleyball team in the Italian Professional League, had approached me. He had 

scouted me in college after I had been named to the All-South Region First Team in Volleyball for the 

third time. Badly in need of a setter (I was outstanding in that position and could double as middle blocker), 

the rep had made me an offer I couldn’t refuse. (Women’s sports are much more highly regarded across 

the pond.) 
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Armed with a Langenscheidt Italian Phrasebook and not much else, I set out for Vicenza, not 

having given Pat, Seamus, and Mary Grace what they considered to be a satisfactory explanation for going 

overseas. Why, they had wondered, if I wasn’t going to play for America, didn’t I at least sign on with 

Ireland. None of my many thousands of dollars’ worth of reasons seemed good enough. I did, though, take 

a brief leave of absence to play setter/middle-blocker on the U.S. National Team in the next Summer 

Olympics. 

I had also planned on playing in the following Summer Olympic games. However, a second, 

surgery at the Vanderbilt Medical Center, after another blowout of the knee that I had injured in my first 

Olympics, scotched those plans. This injury, though, had been caused by a double-block collision with 

one of my own teammates rather than an opponent. The prognosis from the orthopedic surgeon had been 

that which every athlete dreads: 

 

“I’m sorry, Miss O’Rourke, but I’m afraid your playing days are over.” 

“But what will I do? I’m only twenty-eight years old.” 

“Have you considered coaching girls basketball or volleyball? As long as you wear 

a knee brace, you can still demonstrate all the moves and keep up with the best of them.” 

“The best of whom?” 

“The girls you’re coaching.” 

“You don’t understand, Doc. I’ve got at least five good playing years left in me.” 

“You don’t understand, Caitlin. You’ve got no playing years left…no playing 

months, no playing weeks, no playing days. At least not on the same level. Your knee won’t 

take it anymore. And the playing of any sport from here on out will have to be done with a 

knee brace.” 

 

It wasn’t the money I’d miss. Six years of playing in Italy plus product endorsements, combined 

with some sound financial management, had left me quite well off indeed. I’d miss the competition, the 

challenge, and the winning. For half my life I had been competing against the best—middle school through 

the pros—and had always been a winner. All right, except maybe once. 

But even then, in my first Olympics when Ecaterina Kalinovskaya had kicked my butt in the semis, 

my team had won 102 to 88 and had gone on to beat Brazil 77 to 70 in the finals. And after all, I had 

helped get them there and had a gold medal that testified to my prowess. 
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The urge for competition, the challenge, the winning were all in my blood. And since my forced 

retirement, not one waking moment went by that I didn’t miss them terribly, especially during the 

Olympics. 

I couldn’t bring myself to go and support my former teammates. Instead, I watched the games on 

TV, beating up the arms on my La-Z-Boy while cheering for the women’s B-ball team as they captured 

the gold medal. The chair took a further pounding during the V-ball matches as I punched it in anger and 

frustration, tears rolling down my cheeks. 

Never would I trash one of my teammates—make that, former teammates; they all played their 

hearts out. But had I been there with a good knee, in my setter/middle-blocker position, there’s no way 

we would have finished an ignominious seventh. No way! 

The pickup games at the Y did precious little to fill the void in my life. Even though I was 

competing against guys and winning, these guys (and I’d never say this to their faces) were not in the 

same league with the girls I played with in college or on the pro circuit. 

*     *     * 

A meow from W.B. and a ‘beep’ from my cell phone greeted me as I entered my living room. I 

picked up the little black-and-white Manx and scratched her ears, walking toward the kitchen with her and 

the phone. 

“How you doing, Dub? Did you keep the place mouse-free while I was gone? Huh?” 

W.B. purred in the affirmative. 

Oh, come on, now. Don’t tell me you don’t carry on conversations with your pets. And those of 

you who don’t, should. Animals can be very wise about some things. W.B. gives me a good read on first 

dates. Any who toss her off their laps when she affectionately hops up to greet them never get to be second 

dates. 

After getting the Fancy Feast out of the pantry and spooning Ocean Whitefish & Tuna into W.B.’s 

bowl, I listened to the voice mail. 

 

“Hey, girl!” 

 

The caller didn’t identify herself. She didn’t need to. There was no mistaking Laurissa Green’s 

earsplitting shriek. 
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“I assume you’re still thinking it over. You damn well better be. I’m leaving on a 

two-week vacation. When I get back I’m gonna need an answer one way or the other, so 

you think real hard about this. I definitely want you, girl, but I can’t hold the damn job 

open forever. Take care now.” 

 

Rissa, a former college basketball teammate and roommate of mine, had been an all-state guard 

during her last two years of high school in Hattiesburg, Mississippi, as had I at center for Immaculata. 

However, where I had passed up offers to go elsewhere, choosing, instead (with Mary Grace’s arm-

twisting), to go to Regina Caeli, Rissa had come by default. Due to her lack of height (5’-4”), she hadn’t 

been recruited by any of the Division I or II schools, and had ended up as a Regina Caeli Bobcat in Division 

III. 

What she lacked in size, though, she more than made up for with her knowledge of the game. 

Laurissa had a fantastic sports mind. She knew the exact moment to pass the ball and when to shoot it, 

and had an uncanny ability for being at the right place on the floor at the right time. Upon graduating, and 

to no one’s surprise, she had landed an assistant coaching position at Notre Dame College for Women in 

Fond du Lac, Wisconsin. In two years’ time she had been named basketball head coach and, three years 

later, Athletic Director. 

The woman who had replaced Rissa as basketball coach had opted for the mommy-track. The 

present volleyball coach would be moving into that slot in the fall, and Rissa wanted me for the V-ball 

position. I wasn’t so sure. 

On the one hand, I knew I could coach. But, on the other, I didn’t know if I wanted to. On the third 

hand, even though I didn’t like it, I had finally come to accept that my playing days were over and that I 

needed to do something with the rest of my life. But, on the fourth hand, did a nice Southern girl really 

want to freeze her nicely-shaped derrière off in Wisconsin? I’d watched Packers games on TV, and Fond 

du Lac is only sixty-some miles south of Green Bay. 

Maybe, on the fifth hand, coaching would give me back some sense of the competition and 

challenge I craved. But, on the sixth hand, maybe I didn’t really know as much about coaching as I thought 

I did. Always having a goal to play professional V-ball, I’d gotten a Bachelor’s of Philosophy degree 

while most of my teammates, Rissa included, had majored in Phys-Ed. On the other hand… 

I needed an octopus to consider all the various pros and cons of the decision. Not having one, I 

resolved to postpone making it. 
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After deleting the message, I stuck the phone in the pocket of my jeans. What the heck. Rissa 

wouldn’t be calling back for another two weeks, anyway. 

With W.B. fed and watered, and the litter-box scooped, I got ready for bed. Undoing my French 

braid and running a brush through my mane, I thought I detected a few more strands of silver among the 

black. 

When you conjure up an image of a typical Irish lass, or lad for that matter, what do you see? 

Someone with red or reddish-brown hair, blue or green eyes, ultra-fair skin, freckles, full of face, not too 

tall, and pleasantly plump, right? Then you’ve got a pretty accurate picture of my brothers Seamus and 

Pat—and Mary Grace and my late parents as well. I, on the other hand, am what my countrymen and 

women refer to as ‘Black-Irish.’ 

With olive skin, violet-blue eyes, jet-black curly hair, I have nary a freckle (at least none that show 

in V-ball gear). I’m also exceptionally tall and have high cheekbones and an aquiline nose (which, after 

the third time it was broken, now takes a pronounced turn to the right because some moron in Italy reset 

it crooked). 

The neighborhood washerwomen used to whisper about changelings and substitutions by the 

Sidhe. Even Da and my brothers would sometimes get into the act, particularly when, as a little girl, I 

became a pest while they were together doing guy-things. One of them would call me ‘nig,’ knowing that 

it would drive me wailing away in search of my mother. 

Ma, though, would dry my tears and reassure me that not only hadn’t the fairy-folk switched me 

for her own daughter, but that I wasn’t a Negro, either. (Back then, the term African-American was only 

just beginning to be used—at least in our Middle-Tennessee household.) She would always serve up a 

quite logical explanation for my looks. Something about survivors of the Spanish Armada being washed 

up on the Hibernian shore and being assimilated into the culture, and recessive genes and the like. 

I never knew if the story were true, but, somehow, it always comforted me—that and Ma’s 

homemade oatmeal-raisin cookies. There’s nothing like milk and cookies to take your mind off your 

troubles. 

Having finished brushing my hair, I climbed into bed, with W.B. curled up at my feet, and said my 

nightly prayers, sarcastically thanking the Lord, His Holy Mother, and all the Saints for giving me the 

talent to become a world-class athlete, then pulling the rug out from under me at my prime. 

Fr. Turlough McInerney, Mary Grace’s brother, was the pastor of Our Lady, Queen of the 

Universe, the parish where we all had been baptized, gotten our religious education, and still worshiped 
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(some of us not as regularly as others). Soon after I had returned home from the hospital, Mary Grace 

went to him, concerned because she had heard me yelling at God about my situation. 

As reported to me by Seamus, Turlough chuckled and told her not to worry, and that it was a good 

sign. It showed that I was still on speaking terms with the Almighty. 

That night, like so many others, God punished my sarcasm in His usual way. He saw to it that I 

dreamt about tearing up my knee and getting my nose broken at the Olympics. However, with His infinite 

sense of humor He had added a new twist. A gang of pimply-faced, drippy-nosed cowboys wrenched my 

leg back and forth, while wee-folk repeatedly punched me in the schnoz. 

And through it all, Laurissa Green stood on the sidelines shouting, “You wouldn’t have to worry 

about no rednecks and fairies up here in Fond du Lac, girl!” 

No, Rissa, just snow clear up to my butt for half the year, that’s all. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

FRIDAY, SATURDAY, & SUNDAY 

 

The weekend had gone the same as most others before it. Although I did make time for a game of 

V-ball at the Y on Saturday afternoon (my team won three out of five), Friday and Saturday nights were 

spent at home, dateless as usual. I’m not sure why that is, but when I ask friends who have fixed me up, 

the word ‘intimidating’ seems to come up quite often. 

After being pressured by my adoring fans (Mickey Ryan yelling, “Hey, now, Caitlin, lass, how 

about giving us a dance?”), I changed out of my boots into hard-shoes, donned the knee brace, and 

impressed the crowd with a Hornpipe on both Friday and Saturday. Pat, Seamus, and Mary Grace beamed 

with pride. 

Thought briefly about the Fond du Lac deal, then promptly put it out of my mind. 

*     *     * 

Sunday morning I met Seamus, Mary Grace, and Tim (their number-four son, who still lived at 

home) at Our Lady, Queen of the Universe, for 9:30 Mass and managed to garner more black marks in 

God’s book by calling his holy priest a wise-ass. Turlough had it coming, though. His remark about putting 

my picture on the side of a milk carton was totally uncalled-for. I had been there just two…no, three…well, 

maybe four weeks ago, tops. 

At the afternoon B-ball game, my team won by eight points. This particular win was exceptionally 

gratifying. A new kid had showed up to play—Reginald Baker, a six-four basketball player extraordinaire 

(self-proclaimed) from Middle Tennessee State. Reggie, a cousin to one of the regulars, was going to show 

this Y crowd a thing or two, or so he thought. 
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The designated captains rock-paper-scissored for first pick; Bobby Curtis won and picked me. 

Reggie did his Kermit the Frog impression, eyes bulging out of his skull. Talk about a blow to the old ego. 

Not only didn’t he get selected first, but an old chick wearing a knee brace did. 

It wasn’t too long into the game, however, before he found out why. I surely hope this kid liked 

the taste of rubber because I stuffed a good fifty percent of his shots down his throat and outscored him 

thirty-three to eighteen. 

On Sunday evening, I couldn’t help but think of Laurissa Green’s offer. Just me and W.B. doing 

our laundry. Actually, if the truth be told, W.B. hates doing laundry. She usually has me wash up her 

blanket for her. 

Still no closer to making a decision, I opted to postpone it yet again, choosing, instead, to look 

over Kehough’s second-quarter earnings statement. Nadine Weisbaum, the middle third of Shamansky, 

Weisbaum, and Polhemus, LLC (also my personal financial manager), had finally gotten it prepared and 

had dropped off the paperwork the evening before. 

I had bought Kehough’s for two reasons. Primarily I wanted to give something back to Pat, 

Seamus, and Mary Grace for looking out for me after Ma and Da passed away. They wouldn’t take money; 

I knew that all too well. Many times over the years I had tried slipping them some. 

Even when the apparel manufacturing plant where Seamus had worked for twenty-six years (the 

last twelve as a foreman) had closed and moved to Mexico, he had put on a brave face and claimed it to 

be only a temporary setback. But after almost a year of him finding only part-time jobs and having to rely 

almost totally on Mary Grace’s income as a cook at Cracker Barrel, I knew something drastic had to be 

done. 

The first six weeks or so after getting out of the hospital, I had lived in Brother Pat’s spare bedroom. 

We didn’t cramp each other’s style. With the hours he worked as a Detective Sergeant in the Robbery 

Division and my luck with men, neither of us had much of a love-life. 

There’s a three-bedroom flat over Kehough’s. Using the reason of needing a place of my own to 

live, I made a very nice offer to Jerry Steggman, the then-owner, and stood back so that he and his wife 

wouldn’t trample me to death. I could swear I heard the wife shouting, ‘Cash the check quick, before she 

changes her mind,’ all the way out to their pickup truck. 

While none of my family would take cash from me, no one had a problem accepting a piece of 

Kehough’s, their home away from home anyway—twenty-five percent each to Pat, Seamus, and Mary 

Grace. And, of course, I made sure to let Seamus and Mary Grace know just how big a favor they’d be 

doing me by running the place. Everyone had agreed. In addition to Seamus and Mary Grace’s fifty 
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percent, they would also draw salaries, the same as what their former jobs paid. Pat and I would be content 

with our respective quarter shares of the profits, plus free food and drinks, as well as lodging for me. 

In looking over the accounting figures, those profits were negligible. We were just barely covering 

Seamus’ and Mary Grace’s salaries and benefits. But that was okay by me. After all, that was the primary 

purpose of the investment. Besides, I hadn’t spent a dime on food or drink in the seven months since we 

opened. 

Nadine had also dropped off my personal financial statement. A note paper-clipped to the report 

cover read: ‘I never thought I’d say this to a client, but you’re allowed to spend some of it, Caitlin. It’s 

yours. You’ve earned it.’ 

I went to bed thinking that if I took the job in Wisconsin, I’d be spending plenty of money—on 

warmer clothing. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

MONDAY 

 

This day also started out the same as all the Mondays before it. I slept in late, did my six miles 

around the neighborhood, and tormented Duke, the Larsen’s Dalmatian, by banging my hand along his 

chain-link fence as I ran by. It does a cat-person’s heart good to watch that fool-beast growl and snarl and 

snap until he runs headfirst into the garage. Besides, it was my way of getting even with him. 

Every once in a while, usually late at night, the Larsens let Dukie out to get a little exercise 

prowling the neighborhood. His exercise consists of making a bee-line for Kehough’s and strewing our 

trash all over the alleyway. God help him if I ever catch his spotted butt out there some night. God help 

me if the Larsens ever leave their gate open during the day as I’m running by and banging on the fence. 

After an hour on the Nautilus, I showered, dressed, and went downstairs for lunch, wondering what 

I’d do to kill the six hours before V-ball at the Y. The aroma of Salmon Chowder greeted me as I opened 

the downstairs door to the pub. Opting for that and a Grilled Cheese Sandwich, I reviewed the high points 

of the quarterly statement with Mary Grace. (Seamus figured that if we had cash in the till, we must be 

doing fine.) 

With lunch over, I now only had five more hours to kill. I’ve got to get a life. Maybe Fond du Lac 

really is the answer. Deciding that perhaps Nadine Weisbaum had been right about me spending some 

money, I got Liddy out of the garage and tooled down I-65 to the Cool Springs Galleria. 

‘Liddy?’ you ask. ‘In the garage?’ 

Of course. Where else would you expect to find a car. And don’t tell me you never named any of 

your cars or boats. 

My very first was Eldred, an old, dented, white Ford Escort that Brother Pat had given me as a 

high-school graduation present, bought at a police auction. It had been used by some very bad people to 
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do some very bad things, but I could tell that El really hadn’t been a willing participant. He had served me 

faithfully, all through college. 

In Italy, with my new-found V-ball wealth, I had a succession of flashy sports cars that I could 

barely fit into, among them Franco the Ferrari. My last vehicle, before being forced to come home, had 

been Rollo the Range Rover, built for comfort and durability, not for speed. Rollo, as it turned out, was 

far more durable than yours truly. 

Back home and once again able to drive, I was drawn to a mocha-colored Toyota Land Cruiser. 

‘Liddy,’ my first car with a girl’s name, and I have gotten on well together. 

I wonder what a shrink would make of that? While a hotshot jockette, I had cars with male names. 

Now, as a has-been, I have a female car. Hmm. 

Shopping turned out to be a chore. First of all, I don’t need anything. From my endorsement 

contracts, I have one closet chock-full of athletic wear—enough now to last another ten years. Boots, 

jeans, and western shirts from Sheplers are my standard everyday garb. For semi-dress-up occasions I add 

one of a dozen or so blazers. A step up on the dressy-meter are prairie skirts and western blouses (again 

from Sheplers), usually for church. Mary Grace would die of embarrassment if I ever showed up for Mass 

in slacks. 

I really don’t have an occasion to get more dressed up than that, and if I did (like, maybe, get a 

date who would take me somewhere really special), I have a second closet full of Italian designer originals, 

mostly unworn. 

While totally unproductive, the trip did, however, kill the required time, and I showed up at the Y 

ready for action. Unfortunately, the pickings were pitiful that night—some high-school kids and guys a 

few years older who all wanted to be spikers. 

Why is it so hard for kids to understand that you can’t make a really good kill unless someone sets 

up the ball properly? And if no one blocks, you never get a chance to score. With some rudimentary 

coaching tips from me on how to set, block, dig, and not poach in each other’s territory, my team won 

four straight—one by a shutout. Maybe I would do all right as a full-time coach. 

*     *     * 

Kehough’s is the middle establishment in a five-building strip that takes up the entire block on 

Wooten Pike between Plainview and Deford. All the parking places are in front, except for a few 

proprietors’ spots in the rear. An alley separates the businesses from their respective garages-slash-storage 

buildings. 
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I had tucked Liddy into her stall, locked the garage door, and, with Mary Grace’s Dingle Pies on 

my mind, walked across the darkened alleyway toward the pub. It had rained earlier that evening and was 

still overcast. With the August heat, the dampness in the air magnified the slightest sound. 

“Let go of me!” a woman’s voice cut through the silence of the night. 

I turned toward the voice at the Deford Street entrance to the alley. In the dim light, I could see a 

man in a cowboy hat struggling with a blond woman. Holding her from behind he appeared to be trying 

to yank her purse away from her. Defiantly, the woman hung on securely to the strap-end. 

“Hey!” I shouted, dropping my gym bag and starting out at a jog in their direction. 

I must have startled them, unfortunately the woman more than the man. She let go of the purse 

strap, and the man threw her up against the Claridge Cleaners garage. As she sank into a heap in the 

bushes, he took off like a rabbit, down Deford in the opposite direction from Wooten. 

Two reasons kept me from giving chase. First, I had taken off my knee brace after the V-ball game 

and my leg wouldn’t have held up under a strenuous run. Secondly, the woman now sprawled out in the 

wet alley was crying, and I didn’t know how badly she had been hurt. 

“Please, someone?” she whimpered. “Please, help me?” 

I knelt down beside her. Although probably in her late thirties, she kept herself in excellent shape. 

The now-tousled-once-perfectly-coifed blond hair framed a very pretty oval face (aside from the mud 

caked on the left cheek). And, with her skirt hiked up past mid-thigh, I could see that those legs would 

certainly turn more than their share of male heads. The other thing I noticed was the dress itself (an 

expensive mock two-piece in taupe linen), not the type we normally see in this neighborhood. 

The woman didn’t appear to be all that badly hurt but, then, I shouldn’t judge everyone by my 

personal standards for pain absorption. Resisting the urge to rehearse for the Fond du Lac job and say, 

‘Get up and walk it off!’ (a coach’s standard response to almost any injury), I tried to be comforting, 

instead. 

“Don’t worry,” I told her, trying to effect the Mary Grace motherly coo but coming up way short. 

“He’s gone. Nobody’s going to hurt you. Are you able to move everything?” 

After trying each limb individually, the woman nodded, and squeaked out an, “I think so,” between 

sobs. 

“Come on,” I said softly, moving behind her and taking her by the armpits. “Let’s get you up and 

inside.” 

With my help, she struggled to a standing position. 
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“I’m Kate,” I said, attempting to brush some of the mud off her shoulder. “What are you doing out 

here at this time of night?” 

“I’m supposed to meet my husband. In that bar,” she said, still sniffling while pointing toward the 

small neon sign over the back door of Kehough’s. “My name’s Delane.…Delane Denning. I can’t thank 

you enough for rescuing me. I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t come along.” 

With that, Mrs. Denning stood on the toes of her muddy, bone-colored Ferragamo pumps and 

kissed me on the cheek. 

I was touched. Really. Now I knew how guys felt when they rescued damsels in distress. 

No, don’t go reading anything between those lines. Just because I intimidate men doesn’t mean 

that I go the other way. I like men. Really. I just can’t seem to keep one for very long. 

“Well, he’s gone now,” I said to Mrs. Denning. “Come on with me.” 

As I shepherded her to Kehough’s door, I hoped Brother Pat occupied his usual stool, second from 

the left end of the bar. There had been a third reason why I hadn’t given chase to the purse-snatcher. I 

really didn’t need to catch the thief. He had turned toward me when I yelled. 

In that brief moment, the light from the solitary bulb above the back door of the dry cleaners had 

clearly illuminated the pimply face of Junior Lee Thigpen. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

MONDAY - NIGHT 

 

Now that the shock had worn off, a semi-hysterical Delane Denning sat curled up at one end of 

my sofa. Mud from the alley, mixed with streaks of mascara, still encased half of her pretty face. A blue 

ice bag partially obscured the other half. With her free hand, she held a tumbler of B&B, from which she 

freely and frequently gulped. 

W.B. had snuggled in on the woman’s lap, attempting to let her know that everything would be all 

right. Although not buying any of it, Delane did reward the kitty for her efforts by periodically setting the 

glass down on the end table, then using that hand to scratch those furry ears. You could hear the purring 

from halfway across the room. 

The accent tables in my apartment are all made of English Oak. (I tell Seamus and Mary Grace 

that they’re Irish Oak, just to keep peace in the family.) Delane put my paranoia to rest right off. Although 

visibly shaken, she still had the presence of mind to take a coaster from the stack and use it for her drink. 

Matt Denning, intent on wearing a path in my needlepoint rug, circled the sofa like a caged animal. 

He apologized profusely over and over again, trying his best to assume all the responsibility for what had 

happened because he had let his wife drive by herself ‘in this neighborhood.’ 

I let the slur pass. He was, after all, understandably upset. 

Having driven Matt over to Capshaw’s Euro-Care in her BMW to retrieve his Mercedes (with its 

brand new starter motor), Delane was supposed to follow her husband over here. In compliance with Mary 

Grace’s orders of Thursday last, Matt had gotten his sport coat cleaned and was bringing the bill to us and 

his wife to dinner. Delane had lost him two traffic lights back on Wooten Pike, then, when she got here, 

had driven past both parking lot entrances before seeing the Kehough’s sign. Rather than turn around, she 
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had parked on Deford just beyond the alleyway and had barely begun to walk the thirty-or-so yards to the 

back door when Junior had accosted her. 

Brother Pat had taken down all the particulars—my eyewitness account and precious little from 

Delane, since she had been attacked from behind and hadn’t seen much of anything. He had just finished 

phoning in the report and had requested limousine service for our friend Junior. 

“Just in case it takes a day or so for us to find him,” Pat told the Dennings, “better get those credit 

cards canceled and the locks changed on your doors.” 

“The locks?!” Delane wailed. 

“Your house keys were in the purse, ma’am. And your ID. He knows where you live.” 

I made a mental note to smack Pat on the back of his rapidly balding head. Like he couldn’t have 

told that to Matt in private? 

“I’ll have it attended to first thing in the morning,” Matt promised. 

That was not the answer Delane wanted to hear. “Tomorrow? What about tonight? My God, 

Matthew, he might think that I can identify him. He’ll come and murder us in our beds.” 

W.B. beat a hasty retreat for her wicker basket in the kitchen while Matt tried to calm his wife. 

“Lanie, honey, I can’t do anything about it tonight. If it really bothers you, I’ll give the Maxwell 

House a call. You can spend the night there.” 

“Me? What about you?” 

“Well, under the circumstances, I don’t think I should leave the house empty overnight. We’ll go 

home so you can get cleaned up and changed, then you can pack a few things and I’ll drive you over to 

the hotel.” 

Delane had made up her mind on the subject. “I am not setting one foot in that house until those 

locks have been changed. And I certainly am not checking into a hotel looking like this.” 

Pat had ducked out while Delane had been talking, pantomiming that he had to give a piano 

recital—either that or type up the robbery report, I’m not sure which. 

Clearly frustrated that his wife would neither go home nor to a hotel, Matt tried another suggestion. 

“What about Cove Creek?” He gestured toward the clock on my mantle. “It’s only ten. If we leave now, 

we’ll be there by eleven-thirty. You’ve got plenty of clothes there. I’ll drive back, spend the night in the 

house, and get everything arranged with the locksmith tomorrow.” 

She thought about it for a second or two, then acquiesced but with a caveat. “You know I won’t 

get a wink of sleep but, I guess, if it’s only for one night.” 
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“Actually, Lanie, unless you want to drive yourself, it will have to be for three nights. I’ll be in 

Memphis on business for the next few days, remember?” 

“Then you’ll just have to cancel. I’m not spending three nights by myself in the middle of nowhere 

while there’s a maniac on the loose.” 

Matt’s patience was growing thin. “He couldn’t possibly know you’d be there. And, I would hardly 

call a gated resort community with twenty-four-hour security patrols, a golf course, tennis courts, private 

beach, not to mention our own pool, hot tub, and sauna, the middle of nowhere.” 

With hands thrown up, he turned to me for support. “Does that sound like the middle of nowhere 

to you, Kate?” 

“Hey, beach, pool, sauna, golf course. It sounds like fun,” I answered, cheerfully, trying my best 

to be helpful. 

“Then would you come with me, Katie?” Delane pleaded, dropping the ice pack and grasping my 

hand in both of hers. “I’d feel so much safer if you were there with me, and it wouldn’t cost you a cent. 

Matthew would pay for everything, wouldn’t you, dear?” 

I made a mental note to smack myself on the back of the head. Wouldn’t a noncommittal shrug 

have been in order instead of such unbridled enthusiasm on my part? 

Matt did a deer-caught-in-the-headlights impression. “Lanie, you can’t expect Kate to just pick up 

and leave on the spur of the moment.” Then, as he thought about it, he seemed to change his mind in mid-

sentence. “Although, Kate, since you did say you were sort of retired…could I impose…I mean, I’d be 

happy to pay you for your time. In fact, I’d insist on it.” 

Delane bobbed her head up and down like one of those rear-car-window dogs. “An all-expenses-

paid three-day vacation, Katie. Oh, please, say you’ll come with me? It’ll be so much fun. And Matthew 

will be very generous with his wallet. After all, you did save my life in that alley.” 

I was watching the Dennings the entire time, and since neither one moved their lips, it had to have 

been me that I heard say, “Well, okay, what the heck.” 

On the way downstairs to let Seamus know where I’d be for the next three days and to ask Mary 

Grace to feed and water W.B., I gave myself a smack, though not on the back of the head. This open-

handed smack I directed solidly to my forehead. One down, one to go. I’d get Pat when I returned from 

‘vacation.’ 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

MONDAY - LATE NIGHT 

 

The eight-hundred-acre resort community of Cove Creek is located on Center Hill Lake, just west 

of Silver Point, Tennessee. Delane had talked almost nonstop all the way up, alternating between two 

topics, the wonderfulness of her husband and whether Junior Lee Thigpen would be caught by the time 

we returned to Nashville. 

I had volunteered to drive; Delane was in no shape to attempt it. Matt promised his wife that he’d 

have someone from Capshaw’s pick up her BMW and keep it until he got back from Memphis and we 

returned from Cove Creek. 

It was around twelve when I started to brake Liddy to a stop at the main gate, but the old geezer 

on guard-duty raised the pike, smiled, and thumbed us on through. Either he had recognized Delane (she 

had washed her face and redone her hair at my place before we left) or he figured two white women 

belonged there. Although I had Matt’s gate pass in my shirt pocket, I never got the opportunity to show 

it. Instead, we both waved and kept right on going. I wondered if two black men arriving just before 

midnight would have gotten the same warm reception. 

Home sites in Cove Creek were in three, five, or eight acre parcels that started around eighty-five 

grand (that’s just for the land) depending on their proximity to the lake. The Denning manse was, as were 

all the other shoreline homes, built on three acres, complete with private beach and boathouse. I’m just 

guessing but figure two-hundred grand for the lot and another seven-hundred for the house (2,500 square 

feet). 

During the twenty-five-cent tour, I dutifully checked the locks on all the windows and doors, then 

I again had to rescue my damsel in distress by helping her undo the clasp on a garnet-and-pearl lavaliere. 
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I don’t know why they make those little springy-things so small. I have a gold pendant like that, 

myself. When fastened, the chain is too small to fit over my head. And to get it fastened or unfastened, 

you need both another pair of hands and a second set of eyes. 

While Delane showered and got ready for bed, I put away the few provisions we had bought from 

the Zippy Stop bandit at the Interstate exit. After assuring my house-mate that I had double-locked the 

front door and set the chain, we both turned in. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

TUESDAY 

 

Here’s a tip if you ever consider going on vacation with someone you don’t know very well. Make 

a list of your likes and dislikes beforehand. If there aren’t at least two likes that match up, stay home. 

Either that or plan on spending quite a bit of time apart. Delane and I, as it turned out, had just the bare 

minimum. 

On Tuesday morning I did my six miles on the jogging trail through the forest. Delane slept in. 

We breakfasted together, then I hit the links. Delane laid out by the pool in a low-cut top and high-

cut bottom one-piece gold mesh bathing suit that seemed more suited for table-dancing then for swimming. 

After golf (the two old sandbaggers the golf pro set me up to play with took me for twenty bucks 

apiece), Delane and I drove down to Smithville for the remainder of our provisions. 

‘Why Smithville?’ you ask. Beats me. There was a market within the confines of Cove Creek, but 

Delane claimed that the prices were too high. 

Now, as I’ve told you before (and I’m not bringing it up again merely to brag), I’m financially 

well off; however, not nearly in Delane Denning’s league, judging from the house on the lake. But, had it 

been my money and not part of the five-large that Matt had peeled off and given to me for expenses, I 

certainly would not have driven fifteen miles to save a dime on Post Toasties. 

That afternoon, while Delane laid out by the pool, I played tennis. The tennis pro apologized 

afterward for pairing me with Ashley Leighton-Murdock. Thirty-something, blond, pretty face, and a 

gorgeous figure, Ashley looked great, sitting around the court in her designer duds holding her three-

hundred-dollar racquet. I kicked her firm little butt six-zero in the first set, then played pitty-pat with her 

for another hour or so before taking the second set seven-five. Jerry (the pro) promised that if I came back 

mid-morning of the next day, he’d give me a real game himself. 



BLACK-IRISH SETTER                                                                                                     33 

 

 

After tennis I hit the sauna, then took a swim in the lake, both while Delane laid out by the pool. 

She didn’t want to muss her hair. As I came up from the small beach, tying the wrap skirt that matched 

my brown-and-metallic gold snakeskin-print swimsuit, I caught up with her on her way to the house. She 

stepped gingerly in her bare feet, picking her way along the pebbled walkway, trying to avoid stepping on 

the sharp pieces of stone. 

“You ought to get yourself a pair of sandals,” I said, pointing to my own Birkenstocks. 

“Oh, I have some,” she replied in a tone laced with disgust. “But the strap rubs my little toe raw.” 

I offered my arm and helped her the rest of the way. 

We did go to dinner together that night. Although the country club had what looked to be a fairly 

upscale restaurant, Delane insisted on taking me to Frank’s Harbor, a ‘cute little place just up river.’ 

Now, being born and bred in Tennessee, I know this may seem like heresy to some of my fellow 

Southerners, but while I do like properly-prepared catfish, I can’t, for the life of me, understand the 

purpose of hushpuppies. They have no taste! There, I’ve said it. So sue me. 

Back at the manse, I took a nighttime swim in the lake while Delane watched TV (CMT, of course). 

Since we both had big days (apparently laying out by the pool can take a lot out of someone), we called it 

a night just after the ten-o’clock news. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8 

WEDNESDAY 

 

This day turned out to be an almost Xerox copy of Tuesday, except my golf and tennis times were 

swapped around and we went to a different dive for dinner—The Golden Ginzu. 

Here’s a tip for selecting a Japanese steakhouse. If there are no Asians of any persuasion involved 

with the operation, take a pass. The chef at this one was a dead ringer for Gaylord on the old Hee-Haw 

TV show. 

“And what will you purty little gals have tonight?” Bubbamoto (my name for him, not his own) 

asked with a moronic grin. 

We both ordered filet and got round steak, either that or the sole of someone’s boot. And I’ll be 

darned if they didn’t serve hushpuppies, Japanese-style with ginger sauce. I won’t bore you with the details 

on the remainder of the meal. Suffice it to say, you’ll find nary a star next to the Golden Ginzu’s listing in 

the Triple-A book. 

That morning during my tennis match (although Jerry beat me three sets to one, they were all 

close), the FedEx guy had shown up. The envelope he had dropped off contained keys to the new main 

and garage door locks on Matt and Delane’s Forest Hills home. 

Since Matt would be arriving from Memphis about mid-afternoon of the next day (Thursday), 

Delane decided that we’d spend another night and morning at Cove Creek, and get back to Nashville just 

in time to meet her husband. It was okay by me. That afternoon the two sandbaggers had each taken 

another twenty bucks from me at golf, and I hoped to get some of it back before we left. 

I conducted my nightly ritual (checking the doors and windows, and helping Delane out of her 

lavaliere), then went to bed. For the third night in a row I slept soundly, without dreaming of tearing up 
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my knee and breaking my nose. Maybe all I needed to exorcise my demons was to get some semblance 

of a life. And, just maybe, taking the Fond du Lac job would do the trick permanently. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9 

THURSDAY - LATE MORNING 

 

Today I lost another forty bucks, thanked the old geezers for the pleasure, took a swim in the lake, 

and got ready for the trip home. 

Delane came into my room, lavaliere in hand. She had opted for a low-cut, black-and-white linen 

coatdress, hemmed about four inches above the knee, and white pumps with a black patent leather cap-

toe and heel. 

“Where’s the garden party?” I asked as I fastened the pendant around her neck. 

“I haven’t seen my man in three whole days. I want him to realize what he’s missed.” She gave a 

throaty laugh as she walked away and then struck a sultry pose in the doorway. “So, what do you think?” 

“That’ll do it all right,” I agreed. “Give me a couple minutes to make the bed and I’ll be right with 

you.” 

“Don’t bother with that,” she said, gesturing toward the rat’s nest I had made out of the room. “I’ll 

phone the maid service from home. They’ll change the towels and bedding when they clean the rest of the 

place.” 

After she had gone, I glanced over at the mirror on the dresser. In my standard boots and jeans 

and, today, wearing a white oxford western-style shirt with turquoise beads and silver conchos, I looked 

a bit underdressed compared to Delane. I unzipped my suitcase, retrieved a navy linen blazer, and checked 

the mirror again. Still nowhere near Delane but, now, at least, I’d be passable in polite society. 

After a final inspection inside (windows, doors, stove, burners, and thermostat), Delane double-

locked the front door and rehid the key in the porch light while I checked out back to make sure she had 

shut off the pump for the pool. She had, although it escapes me why she had bothered turning it on in the 

first place. Not so much as a pinkie toe had ever gotten wet in that pool. 



BLACK-IRISH SETTER                                                                                                     37 

 

 

The trip didn’t turn out to be a total waste, however. I did find Delane’s sport sandals by the chaise, 

along with an old towel. She hadn’t brought a suitcase with her and wasn’t taking anything back except 

the outfit she wore. Rather than open up the house again, I rinsed the sandals off in the pool, wiped them 

down thoroughly with the towel, and tucked them away in my own bag. The towel I left on the chaise. 

With that last little task taken care of, I came back around to the front of the garage, tossed the bag 

into Liddy’s second seat, and we set out for home. 

The drive back to Nashville turned out to be very similar to the trip up to Cove Creek. Delane 

chattered on and on, upbeat one moment and talking about how wonderful a man Matt was; the next, 

worried about whether Junior Lee Thigpen would find her before the police found him. 

Although I had enjoyed my mini-vacation, I was glad to be getting back. Nudging the cruise-

control up a notch, I decided to risk a ticket. Delane’s blathering was beginning to get on my nerves ever 

so slightly. Besides, while it’s true that I thought Matt Denning to be charming, handsome, and debonair, 

I’ve found that women who constantly brag on what great husbands they have are usually trying to 

convince themselves. 

After a short pit-stop at the I-40 and Briley Parkway Marriott (Delane’s bladder couldn’t hold out 

for another fifteen minutes), we took the Hillsboro Pike exit off of I-440 and drove south to the Denning 

home. The four-thousand-square-foot Georgian estate, located in the center of an acre-and-a-half parcel 

on Marylebone Drive, backed up onto Forest Creek Park in the city of Forest Hills. A twelve-foot high 

black wrought-iron fence ringed the entire complex. I steered Liddy into the drive and up the fifty yards 

or so to the circle in front of the house, the only area outside the fencing. 

“Did you have fun?” Delane asked as I braked the car to a stop. 

“I sure did. It was just what the doctor ordered.” 

As I set the shift selector in PARK, Delane put her arm around my neck and gave me a quick but 

warm kiss on the cheek. “I’m so glad,” she said. “You’re a very special person, Katie.” Her deep-brown 

eyes were moist. 

Thankfully she didn’t wait around for a response. There would have been one heck of an awkward 

silence while I attempted to think of one. Instead, she smiled, opened the door, hopped out of the car, and 

ran up the steps to the portico. I slowly got out on my side, still a little taken aback by the kiss. 

Delane, having used her new key to open the front door, had no sooner entered the house when a 

car horn honked behind me. A Mercedes had just turned into the drive and, through the windshield, I saw 

Matt Denning raise his arm and wave. I started to wave back at him, but a sound from inside the house 

caused me to stop abruptly. 
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The hair on my neck and arms stood straight out. I took in a short gasp of breath and my heart 

missed a beat. Although not a hunter, I have shot skeet numerous times. The sound that I had heard was 

unmistakably that of two shotgun blasts, fired in rapid succession. Not waiting for Matt, I bolted toward 

the portico, taking all three steps in one bound, screaming, “Delane!” 

I reached the open front door and pulled up short, gulping down air in an attempt to keep my lunch 

from making an encore appearance. At the far side of the foyer, my damsel in distress lie on her back, 

limbs at odd angles with one shoe off and the other on. The garnet-and-pearl lavaliere hung down the side 

of her neck. What had been Delane Denning’s pretty, oval face, though, now resembled raw hamburger, 

with the blood already starting to pool about her head. 

No sooner did I step through the doorway toward her when my own head exploded in a 

kaleidoscope of colors, the crushing pain slamming me up against the doorjamb. Then, as if in slow 

motion, I felt myself falling. 

*     *     * 

“Missile ork?!” a voice called out and a pair of large but gentle hands touched me ever so softly. 

“Missile ork?! Bantu earbee?” 
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