A Little Bit of Irish Magic 
By Erin McGarrity
The sun was rising on rural New Hampshire, as Maeve Kennedy opened her eyes. Before she could roll over in her bed to fall asleep again, she remembered the importance of that day. It was the Feast of Saint Patrick. This holiday was always Maeve’s favorite for many reasons. It was a celebration of her proud heritage, a day she spent with her entire extended family, and the long-awaited occasion on which her grandmother, whom she affectionately called Mim, baked her renowned Irish potatoes. Until that moment, she hadn’t realized that what had awakened her so early in the morning was the aroma of cinnamon and coconut, and Mim working her magic in the kitchen. 


She quickly bounded down the spiral staircase that led to the kitchen to find her younger brother Liam assisting in the making of the Irish delicacy. Her Mim was in the pantry, pulling out ingredients and already wearing her apron. 


“Morning, Mim!” said Maeve, cheerfully.


“Top o’ the morning, my dear. You’re up rather early.”


“Yeah, I smelled the cinnamon! I’m gonna go outside and play. Call me when the potatoes are done!” she shouted, as she darted out the back door. 


Maeve was certainly adventurous, compared to other ten-year old girls. She was always ready for a new challenge, living up to what Mim told her about the Irish being courageous. Her favorite thing to do, instead of playing with dolls, was walking through the woods and exploring. She went on these hikes so often, that she was able to navigate the entire forest in her small town. Sometimes, she was accompanied by a small black cat, with a single white stripe, which she named Nessa. The two ran after imaginary monsters, and hid away in Maeve’s tree house on rainy days. Mim always called Maeve her “little dreamer.”


After an exciting day of festivities, food, and family, Maeve lay in her bed smiling. One day, Mim always told her, she would inherit the recipe for Irish potatoes. She couldn’t wait to make them for her own family, and spread the magic they brought each St. Patty’s Day. However, that wasn’t the only time their service was needed. When someone needed healing, Mim would always whip up a batch of the miracle food to help cure their sickness. According to old Irish lore, the ingredients of coconut and cinnamon could work wonders. This was another reason Maeve couldn’t wait until she got the recipe. She wanted to help people.


The next morning, the weather was beautiful. As usual, Maeve dashed out the door and was greeted by Nessa, purring on the front stoop. The two meandered to the forest, to resume one of their latest adventures. They ran along their normal path, but Nessa started to pick up more speed. Maeve ran to keep up with her, and, before long, she didn’t know where the cat was leading her. Suddenly, Nessa stopped at a clearing. Maeve looked around, and saw no sign of civilization, aside from a small, run-down cottage off to the side. Nessa scampered right over to the little house, and disappeared through a hole on the side. Scared of where she could have gone, Maeve timidly approached the estate. Before she could reach the door, however, she stopped in her tracks. She knew this house.


Everyone in town talked about it. Everyone in town knew it. Everyone in town feared it.


This was the house of the infamous Topsy Krett, an old woman that lived on the very edge of town. Legend had it, she was a hermit, and hated anyone that disturbed her endless slumber and peace. Right then, Maeve was shivering with fear, but knew that she had to save Nessa from this scary old lady. She walked closer to the threshold and the stairs creaked with every step she took. It required a lot of courage, but she lifted her fist to knock on the door. Much to her surprise, it swung open immediately. There in front of her stood Topsy.

She was small and frail, much like her own Mim. However, her wardrobe was strikingly different. Topsy wore a plain peach-colored frock, twenty or more bracelets running up her right arm. She had two scarves wrapped around her neck, and huge black boots. That look, Maeve guessed, was what made her the talk of the town, but she somehow didn’t seem scary at all.

“Hi,” Maeve said softly and carefully. “I’m looking for my cat…Did she run in here?”


“Your cat? She?”


“Yes, her name is Nessa,” Maeve said, now afraid because of the intensity of Topsy’s first words to her.


“She belongs to me,” Topsy said, giving Maeve a once-over.


“Oh,” Maeve answered, looking down, suddenly intrigued by the cracks and patterns in the wooden railing. “Well, I’m sorry. I’ll just go then.”


“No,” Topsy said abruptly, sounding as if she realized that her tone was scaring away her first acquaintance in years. “You can stay...if you’d like. Have some tea. You seem like a nice girl.”


“Oh, I don’t know if I should,” Maeve said, but trailed off. She looked at this old woman, suddenly realizing the look in her eyes. She had never had a visitor. Everyone in town was afraid of her, and she probably didn’t have any friends. “On second thought, it’s ok. I’ll stay. My Mim isn’t expecting me until sunset.”


“Well…marvelous. Come in. Make yourself comfortable.” 


Maeve followed Topsy into the house, and discovered that it was just like her own. It was smaller, with a kitchen, a living room, and a hallway probably leading to a bathroom and a bedroom. She realized that the unkempt exterior of the house was most likely what made people fear approaching it. It was all a mirage. She followed the old woman to the kitchen, and Topsy started a pot of tea. Maeve didn’t know what it was about the old house, but she felt comfortable there.



“So, tell me about yourself. Where do you live?” Topsy asked, genuinely curious.



“Well, my name is Maeve. Maeve Kennedy.”



“Is your father Amos Kennedy? The mason?”



Maeve looked surprised that someone who never left their house would have heard of her father and his work. “Yes, that’s him. That’s my dad. We live on the other side of town.”



Maeve studied Topsy as she made the tea. She was really an ordinary woman, and Maeve felt bad for her. She had heard stories about Topsy and where she lived, and, so far, none of them had proven to be true. She didn’t know what everyone had been so scared of. Topsy seemed like a genial woman, and maybe Maeve would find a friend in her. 


For the next couple of weeks, Maeve was sure to pay a visit to Topsy Krett’s cottage on the outskirts of town. She brought cat food and toys for Nessa, and was sometimes surprised with the scent of baking cookies when she arrived on weekends. The two shared countless tales of their lives; Maeve’s imaginative, whimsical adventure stories, and Topsy’s stories from the old days. Over meals, walks, and innumerable visits, the two became good friends. 


Maeve told no one about her excursions with Topsy; not even Mim. She didn’t want Mim to tell her she wasn’t allowed to visit Topsy anymore, because of the location of her house, or the rumors floating around about her lifestyle. Maeve was the only one in town who knew the real Topsy. She knew that this woman was kind, caring, and warm-hearted, and, if people gave her a chance, they would like her, too. So, one day, when Maeve knocked on Topsy’s door to receive no reply, she immediately grew worried. If something had happened to Topsy, Maeve would be devastated. 



She tried knocking a few more times, in case her first one had been too faint. She received still no sign of Topsy’s presence in the little house. Maeve walked around to the back door, and found that it was ajar. The two had spent nearly every afternoon together for weeks, so Maeve took it upon herself to enter the cottage without warning. It had become like her second home.



Looking around, she saw that nothing was out of place. The tea kettle was sitting atop the stove, as usual, and there was a tray of cookies out to cool on the kitchen table. However, the house was as silent as a graveyard. Maeve tiptoed through the living room, and suddenly heard a distant voice.



“Maeve? Is that you, dear?” came the voice of Topsy, coming from the hallway. Maeve had never set foot in that part of the house before, but figured Topsy was in her bedroom. From the tone of her voice, she sounded like she was struggling. This caused Maeve to hustle toward the room, and, when she stopped at the doorway, she gasped.



Topsy was lying in a small, twin-sized bed in the corner of the dimly lit room. Her face was as white as a ghost, and her eyes were barely open. They fluttered slightly when Maeve stepped closer to the bed, and Topsy took all the energy she could muster to sit up and make room for the concerned little girl.


“Topsy? Are you alright?”



“Oh, I’m afraid not. I have a terrible cough, and haven’t felt well all morning,” Topsy replied, followed by a series of raspy coughs. 



“But, you were fine yesterday. What happened?”



“Well, I woke up this morning, and I was freezing. I bundled up in my blankets, and started to get overheated. And, when I tried to get out of bed, I nearly fell to the floor. I was so dizzy. Ever since this morning, I’ve been in bed, trying to stop coughing.”



“Oh, you must be so tired. I’ll just go and let you get some rest. Maybe I’ll stop by tomorrow and see if you’re feeling any better,” Maeve said, getting up from the bed.



“Alright, sweetheart, you take care. Thank you for being such a great friend.”



This made Maeve stop in her tracks. She had had many friends in her school, and around her house who called her a great friend, but, this time, the remark sunk in. She felt good about herself that she had found it in her to come in for tea that first day, and was glad she found such a caring companion in Topsy.



“No. Thank you.” And, with that, Maeve was out the door. As she was walking home, she tried to brainstorm ideas on what to bring Topsy the next day. She felt as if she owed her something, for all the cookies that Topsy made her, and all the treats she had given Maeve through their short friendship. She wanted to bring her something with meaning; something that would heal her, and make her happy. With these criteria in mind, she thought of the perfect solution.



When she arrived at her house, she saw that no one was home. Perfect, she thought. She made a beeline to the pantry, and began pulling out the ingredients for her grandmother’s Irish potatoes. Since someone was in dire need of healing, and the taste of the treat could make anyone happy, this was the perfect remedy. Soon, a smile spread across Maeve’s face as she pulled the cinnamon, coconut, cream cheese, butter, vanilla extract, and sugar out of the cupboard. She loved making others feel better, and she was sure her plan would work.


It took her about 30 minutes to make 60 small candies. She took her time beating together the ingredients, and carefully mixing in the coconut. Whenever she helped Mim make this treat on St. Patty’s Day, her favorite part was always rolling each individual candy to be shaped like a potato. After this was finished, Maeve sprinkled some cinnamon on each candy, to give them the color and appearance of a real potato. Lastly, she set the tray in the refrigerator to cool and harden the candies. After Maeve was all finished, and sat back to admire her work, she was quite proud of herself. To be completely satisfied, she snuck just one candy for herself. As soon as she tasted it, however, she knew that something wasn’t right. She was missing something…



Of course!, she thought. How could I forget the most important part? Maeve ran back into the pantry, for she had forgotten the thing that made the Irish potatoes so special: fairy dust. A small dash of this, and the candies became even sweeter. It was the ingredient that kept everyone coming back for seconds. It was the key to the renowned family recipe. 



There was a slight problem. No matter where she looked, Maeve couldn’t find the fairy dust! All of a sudden, her smile faded from her face, as she thought her plan had gone completely down the drain. She sunk into one of the kitchen chairs, and felt something brush against her leg. She looked down, startled, to find that it was only Nessa. 



“Hey, Nessa,” Maeve cooed. “What am I gonna do? I can’t find the fairy dust, and now Topsy will never get better.”



Nessa just purred and Maeve petted her on the head. Then, Nessa stretched, and scampered off toward the cellar. She always lurked down there, and it’s where Maeve found her in the first place. That was when she decided to name her, and make her part of her daily adventures. Maeve decided to follow Nessa down to the cellar, since she had never really been in that part of the house before. It was always kept a secret.



She found the cat curled up on the dusty floor in the dark room, seeming to be protecting a small wooden crate that lay next to her. Mim always shooed Nessa away when she found her here, but Maeve never knew why. Something very important must have been in the box for Mim to keep away Nessa, because Mim adored animals.



Curiosity got the best of Maeve, so she inched toward where Nessa lay. She didn’t want to disturb her, so she carefully shifted the box away from her. It was locked. Maeve searched the room and suddenly remembered something. When Mim cooked Irish potatoes, she always had a key in the pocket of her apron. Thinking she was on to something, Maeve ran up the stairs and into the pantry again. She dug through the many pockets of the apron, and, sure enough, found a gold key that looked like it would fit perfectly into the lock on the crate.



She handled the key with care, and made her way through the dark back to the crate, careful not to tread on Nessa’s tail along the way. After fumbling with the key for a few minutes, Maeve finally found where the lock was. She turned the key, and the box popped open, revealing a small bottle and a slip of paper. Maeve picked up the piece of paper first. It read:


“Dear Nora,




The time has come for you to inherit this special family recipe. Handle all ingredients with care, especially this small bottle of fairy dust. If lost, the magic of the recipe will fade. I know you will take great pride in this honor. May you heal, delight, and enjoy!











With Love,











Mama”



On the back of the note was the recipe that was held with such high esteem in the Kennedy family. Everything fell into place right then. Nora was the first name of her grandmother, so this must have been the note given to Mim when she inherited the recipe for Irish potatoes. Along with the recipe, the secret ingredient of fairy dust was kept inside this crate, that Mim did not want Nessa to disrupt. Maeve had done it! She found the missing piece!



Maeve excitedly ran back upstairs, bottle in hand, and sprinkled one pinch on each of the candies. After safely securing everything back into its rightful place, she took the tray of treats and set off to Topsy’s cottage. All of her good feelings were back, and she smiled as she skipped along.


Once again, she let herself in the back door, and made her way to the bedroom. Topsy was still lying there, looking worse than before. 



“Hi, Topsy. I’m back. I decided to make you something, in return for your friendship. I hope you feel better.”



Topsy was half asleep, so Maeve set the tray on the small bedside table, promised to come back the next day, and slipped out the door. That night, Maeve went to sleep, still smiling.



The next morning, the weather was nice, much like the day Maeve first met Topsy. She got dressed quickly, ate some breakfast, and sidled out the door for another day of adventures. She and Nessa galloped through the woods, and played in the tree house that was near Topsy’s cottage. At what Maeve guessed was about noontime, the smell of baking cookies filled the air around her. That could only mean one thing.



She ran over to the house, and knocked on the door. Topsy greeted her, looking well. 



“Well, hello Maeve. Come on in,” Topsy said cheerfully.



“Oh, Topsy, I’m so happy to see you on your feet. How did you like the Irish potatoes?”



“They were absolutely lovely, thank you.”



“So, what was it then?” Maeve asked, jumping around excitedly. “Was it the coconut? The cinnamon?”



Topsy shook her head, chuckling. “What are you talking about?”



“Well, my Mim always told me that cinnamon helps cure a cough! And…and…oh! Coconut! That’s always good for the throat! Did they make you better?”



Topsy just laughed some more. “That could have been the thing that did it…”



“Oh, good! I’m so glad I could help!”



“But, that’s not all, my dear,” Topsy said, grinning from ear to ear.



“It’s not?”



“Coconut and cinnamon could have nursed me back to health, but I think that the love behind making the treat was what healed me most of all.”


Maeve smiled at her friend, and embraced her. She knew that she had done the right thing, and was thankful to have such a great friend. There was nothing like a little bit of Irish magic.
