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PROLOGUE


Ballygobbard, 1999


It’s spring but it’s still cold so I’m wearing the jigsaw jumper with the big polo neck that Granny Reilly knitted me and a pair of leggings with pink love heart shorts on over them. They’re Majella’s shorts, but she left them in my house after a sleepover, and I’ve been coveting them ever since her auntie took her up to Dublin and bought them for her in Clerys. If she finds out I’m wearing them to feed lambs she’ll be bulling.


‘Hold the bottle firm now, good girl, Aisling. These petties are hungry this morning and they’ll pull off you if you’re not ready.’


Daddy calls all the orphan lambs ‘petties’, and they come screaming down the field when he calls them every morning to be fed in the calving shed. He opens the pen and the first one runs over to me, tripping in the thick layer of straw that covers the floor, its little tail wagging excitedly. I proffer the warm MiWadi bottle full of milk to it, and it sucks hungrily on the pink teat, pure delighted. The straw scratches my legs through my leggings, and Daddy places another bottle into my free hand and releases another wriggly pet towards me to clamp down on the teat. I go down on my hunkers and rest my elbows on my knees, steadying myself with a shoulder against the gate. The lambs are so vigorous with their gulping that they’d easily have me pushed over otherwise.


Daddy gets two more bottles on with ease and smiles over at me. ‘You’re doing a fine job, so you are.’


‘Sure, I’ll make a great farmer just like you when I grow up, Daddy.’


‘You will of course, if you want to.’


‘And I’m going to feed all the lambs with a bottle, even the ones that have mammies.’


‘You won’t have much time for everything else so. It’s hard work being a farmer, you know.’


‘I can already drive the tractor. And Paul can help me.’


Daddy laughs. ‘You’re going to run it together, are ye? And no fighting?’


‘I’ll push him in the slurry pit if he annoys me.’


‘Oh Jesus!’ Daddy’s laughing again.


My first lamb loses the teat and screams at me. ‘Here it is, you eejit. Here!’ He finds it again and his tail goes into overdrive once more.


‘Paul wants to be a rally driver when he grows up, Aisling. I don’t know if he’ll have time for lambing and dosing. And I thought you told Mammy you might be a nurse like her?’


I have thought it would be cool to be a nurse. Mammy has her own stethoscope and always has good stories about people getting into the wrong bed or waking up from operations talking about their sister’s husband’s affair. I have to get my tonsils out next month, and I’m hoping I don’t wake up telling stories about me and Majella rewinding the sweaty-car bit from Titanic over and over again.


‘Sure, maybe I’ll do both. Someone will have to do it when you’re old and gummy like Granddad.’


Daddy draws his lips over his teeth and drops a bottle for a second to smoke an invisible pipe.


His lamb roars in protest and I raise my eyebrows. ‘Now look who’s a better farmer!’


Daddy chuckles and placates the lamb. ‘Alright so, you’re a brilliant farmer. And you’d be a brilliant nurse, or teacher, or astronaut, or –’ He stops to think.


‘Rally driver,’ I offer.


He gives me a look. ‘I mean, you can be whatever you want when you grow up. Sure, I’ll be farming here until I’m ninety years old and poking calves into pens with my walking stick. And you’ll have your own house and you might be bringing your children here to feed lambs.’ He gives me a sideways look. ‘And your husband.’


I wrinkle my nose in disgust. ‘Ughhh, don’t be gross, Daddy! I’m never leaving the farm.’


‘Okay, well you might change your mind when you grow up. Or you might make this your home forever. It’s up to you. Don’t be worrying about it for the moment.’


‘I’ll always be here in Ballygobbard. Me and Majella want to have a DVD shop. I’m going to look after the money, and she’s going to get Leonardo DiCaprio to come and open it for us.’


Daddy throws his eyes up to heaven. ‘No better women. No better woman, Aisling.’










CHAPTER 1


My phone suddenly jumps to life in my hand, filling the apartment with the chorus of Westlife’s ‘Uptown Girl’. I bring it up to my ear on autopilot.


‘I never thought I’d see the day, Ballygobbard on CNN International, if you don’t mind! Did you manage to catch it, Aisling? We had a watch party here in the town hall. The whole place is gone berserk now that the Big Stink is finally behind us.’


Mammy is talking ninety to the dozen in my ear, but I can barely take in a word she’s saying because I’ve just opened the door to John. He should be in Dubai, where he lives with his fiancée, but he’s not. He’s standing in my doorway here in New York, and it’s knocked the wind right out of me.


‘I thought Trevor came across very well, didn’t you? His phone was beeping the whole way through the segment. Three texts from his daughters, all about how his tie was the wrong shade of burgundy. I made him promise not to tell them I picked it out. The last thing I need now is getting off on the wrong foot there. Did I tell you they have a podcast? What time is it in the Big Apple, love? Have you had your dinner?’


Across from me John mouths a silent ‘hi’, and I realise I haven’t said a single word since I opened the door thirty seconds ago. I’ve just been gawping at him, stunned.


‘Mammy, I’ll have to go.’


‘Did you think the Welcome to Ballygobbard sign looked a bit run-down in that montage of the village? Tessie Daly is saying …’


I hold up a hand to John, a signal to ‘wait there a second’, and I back into the apartment a bit, depositing my wine glass on the coffee table before sinking down onto the arm of the sofa while Mammy goes down the rabbit hole of Tessie’s impossible standards for the Tidy Towns committee. I grab the remote and lower the volume on the blaring telly. The last time I communicated with John was on the phone the other night. We were both sick with worry about our friends back home in the midst of the Big Stink. We even managed to figure out that it was probably Mad Tom and his counterfeit pig feed that was the source of the mysterious smell that had descended on the village, making people sick. I missed John so much talking to him that night, but it felt safe missing each other with him in Dubai and me in New York. Now he’s standing at my front door. I glance over and he’s staring at his feet, looking sheepish. I can’t just leave him there.


I stand up and interrupt Mammy, who’s moved on to giving out about parking at the nursing home. ‘Mammy? Mammy? I’ll have to ring you tomorrow, Mammy.’ She’s still doing the customary fifteen ‘bye bye byes’ as I knock her off, shove the phone in my back pocket and go back to stand in front of him at the door. ‘Hi.’


‘Hi, again.’ He smiles, just a tiny bit, and the whole world seems to narrow down to the two of us.


A rush of hot and then cold sweat shimmers over the surface of my body. I really take him in, going from his eyes down to his lips, across his shoulders and up to his hair, which is clinging on to quickly melting snowflakes. Back down to the soft edge of his collar and to the strap of the holdall across his chest. He’s doing the same to me, searching me for some kind of reaction. My mouth is slightly open. In the silence, the telly informs us about the side effects of taking a drug for indigestion. Hallucinations and purplish bruising across the entire body does sound like a high price to pay for negating the effects of a lasagne and chips. I’m blessed with a high tolerance for most foods, but the gin does have me reaching for the Gaviscon.


The longer I stand staring the more the tension builds up. I can feel myself leaning forward infinitesimally. I can smell him, just about. A smell that buried itself in my memory after all those years together. A smell he took with him when he left for Dubai with Megan. That mixture of his deodorant and the good hair putty that I bought him in a salon for Christmas about six years ago and that he’s been chipping away at, pea-sized amount by pea-sized amount. All mixed in with his innate John smell. I’d know it anywhere. It’s like there’s a tiny thread between us. I wonder can he smell me. I wonder does the American Herbal Essences Apple and Elderflower smell different. I’ve been using a sample of a Chloé perfume I got in Sephora. I wonder does he notice the absence of Clinique Happy. I’ve heard people talk about aching to hold someone, and for the first time I really get it. It’s like when my legs go restless on a plane, except in my arms. I have nothing to say in this very moment, and it seems like he doesn’t either. I just stare and that invisible thread pulls us closer to each other. I don’t know what my body might do if we touch. I lick my lips ever so slightly. I have it done before I can stop myself. He notices and his lips twitch into the tiniest little smile, truly one of the most erotic things I’ve seen in my thirty-one years on the planet, and I’ve seen Westlife in Croke Park with Golden Circle tickets on the tour where they wore jeggings. This is absolutely mad. What am I doing? Oh God, I’m leaning. What am I doing?


THUD!


The door of number 43 crashes open. I shriek involuntarily and John jumps, clutching his holdall strap. My next-door neighbour Candice emerges, bringing with her the racket from her telly inside and its usual messaging about how Satan is coming for us all and particularly us sinners. She’s clutching the biggest pizza box I’ve ever seen. I didn’t have her and the husband down as pizza lovers.


She ignores John. ‘Ass-ling. Can you get rid of this? I gotta watch Mo’s franks.’ She gestures back into the apartment where Mo is sitting in his armchair and certainly not watching his own franks. I gaze back at her, frozen once more. So she turns her attention to John instead, thrusting the pizza box at him. ‘Hey, can you help me, please?’


He utters his first proper sentence. ‘Sure. Yep, no problem. I’ll just …’


I watch, helpless, as he manoeuvres the pizza box out of her hands, his wingspan barely able to take it on.


It’s her turn now to stare at him, which she only does for one and a half seconds before barking at him, ‘The garbage. Put it in the garbage.’


As she returns to Mo’s franks she thanks him by way of ‘You’re an angel’ before slamming the door.


It’s back to just the two of us. His fingers turn white trying to grip the vastness of the pizza box and I finally snap out of it.


‘The garbage chute.’ I point at it and feel instant mortification for saying ‘garbage’ in front of him. ‘The rubbish chute,’ I clarify, gesturing at the metal door in the wall at the end of the hall. ‘Just pull the handle.’


He sidles over to the chute and drops the pizza box at his feet. I pad out after him in my slippers but quickly double back on myself to put the latch on the door. The last thing I need is to get locked out. I flip the latch and decide to reach for my keys from the little dish that also contains a bobbin and a book of matches from Shebeen. Better to be safe than sorry.


At the chute, John is trying to fit the colossal pizza box into the too-narrow opening.


‘Have you never seen Friends?’ I ask him, knowing right well he’s seen every episode at least twice because he owns the box set. ‘You’re going to have to tear it up.’


He gives me a look. It’s his patented ‘You always get to the solution a millisecond before me, Aisling’ look, and he laughs, pulling the box out and ripping the lid from the base, which I take up and start to tear into.


‘John, this is insane. What are you doing here, ripping up a pizza box on my landing in Manhattan?’


He shrugs. ‘I needed to see you. We’ve been talking so much, and I missed you and you said you missed me and I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get home with all that was going on …’ His voice cracks and he trails off.


It has been such a stressful few weeks with the mysterious stench forcing BGB into lockdown. I know John was up to ninety over his sick friends and felt helpless being so far away from home. I was the same. ‘I can’t believe you’re here. Like, the world is huge, and you were just on the other side of it, and now you’re right in front of me.’


‘Planes are mad that way, Ais.’ He turns back to the chute, where he’s making bits of the box, and I gaze at the back of his head. At the brown curls at his nape that mean he needs a haircut. At the tiny hole in his earlobe that’s the result of a secondary-school bet he lost and ended up on antibiotics over.


Without turning around, he speaks again. ‘I got to the end of Sex and the City anyway.’ He’d been struggling to find a job in Dubai and had been watching the whole series from the start, sending me his thoughts along the way.


‘Big surprises Carrie in Paris.’ My eyes sting with tears.


Then John turns to look at me. He raises his eyebrows and does his best Miranda impression. ‘Go get our girl.’


I laugh. I can’t help it. ‘You big fucking eejit.’


‘Hey!’ He pretends to be annoyed, taking the last of the pizza box out of my hands and stuffing it down the chute. ‘Mr Big’s name turns out to be … John. Just saying!’


‘Yeah, and then he jilts her at the altar in the first film.’


‘Spoilers, Ais!’ Then he looks disappointed. ‘Does he really?’


I look at him for maybe five seconds, feeling sick and excited and dread all at the same time. I move back towards the door. ‘You know I’m not actually Carrie, don’t you? I only have four pairs of shoes, and three of them are flat.’


He follows me, and we resume our places in front of my apartment.


‘Yeah, but it’s pretty romantic, though, isn’t it? If I could have dramatically raced through the airport I would have. Although there was already an incident at Duty Free when a fight broke out between two influencers over a fancy handbag.’


‘Oh my God, which influencers? Was one of them Molly-Mae? She’s had the teeth done again and they’re much better this time round.’


‘I couldn’t tell you now, to be honest. But, Ais, I came all this way for a reason. I really needed to see you.’ He steps closer, decisively this time, closing the distance between us. ‘This is going to make me sound like a sap, but I was aching for you.’


We close in further on each other, and I can see where the snowflake from his hair has dripped onto his shoulder, leaving a small, dark patch. I lift my hand, wanting to touch it. He takes a deep breath.


SLAM!


The door downstairs crashes open and then shut with one cacophonous noise and my heart jumps against my ribcage. Jeff! Shit! The sight of John pushed the guy I’ve been seeing completely out of my mind. Ten minutes ago we were watching CNN together – he only went to the bodega on the corner for more crisps. There’s the sound of whistling as a person, unmistakably him, bounds up the stairs. I put my hand on John’s shoulder and push him away, stepping back over the threshold into the apartment. I only have time to take in his puzzled face before Jeff rounds the banister onto my floor, a paper bag in each hand.


‘They didn’t have any Flamin’ Hot Cheetos but’ – he lifts up his arm – ‘I got Ruffles.’


He steps around John, past me and into the apartment, deposits his goods and sticks his head back out. ‘Hey, howya doing? Can I help ya?’


‘No, no,’ I croak. ‘He was just wondering if I had time to talk about our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.’


John looks at me like I have two heads, but Jeff doesn’t miss a beat. ‘She’s Irish Catholic, so we’re all good, but you might have some luck next door. They are sure afraid of something. Maybe you can help them.’


He heads back into the kitchen while John gazes at me, baffled.


‘I’m sorry,’ I hiss, as I close the door.










CHAPTER 2


I feel like the world is collapsing in around me. Two worlds, actually: the one where John played the leading man for so long and this other one, my New York one, that was supposed to be a fresh start away from all that.


‘I’ve an awful headache – it’s just come on me,’ I gasp at Jeff, lowering myself onto the couch dramatically. I need him to leave so I can try to make sense of things. I’m probably gone into shock. The same thing happened Majella when a lad she ghosted off Tinder showed up in her classroom as the cigire a few years ago. She could only speak in grunts for two days.


‘You do look a bit pale,’ Jeff says gently, sitting down beside me and placing a massive hand on my forehead. ‘No fever. Maybe that wine?’


‘Yeah, could be. Bad tannins or something.’


‘You got any Advil?’


‘There’s some paracetamol – sorry, Tylenol – in the bathroom. Would you mind getting it for me?’


As soon as he leaves the room I snap back into action and grab my phone. There’s a new message from John Dubai. I only get to read the first line – ‘Ais??? Who was’ – when I hear Jeff coming back and shove the phone under a cushion.


‘You want me to stick around? Maybe you need some rest but I’m happy to play doctor.’ He winks at me as he’s putting the tablets on the coffee table, and I suddenly feel a bit suffocated.


‘Ah, look, the snow is really starting to come down and I’ll probably go to bed soon.’


He pulls a blanket up around me. ‘Okay, you do that. And stay warm. I’m working tomorrow but I’ll call you.’ And then he adds pointedly: ‘Maybe we can have that talk.’


The talk about our relationship. The talk I’ve been putting off for days. ‘Yeah, definitely,’ I say weakly, ‘thanks a million.’


He starts gathering his bits and a wave of affection hits. He’s such a good guy. The realisation that I’m so baldly lying to him makes me groan out loud.


He turns around, a look of concern etched on his handsome face. ‘Hey, hey, you okay? I can stay if you like?’


I shake my head, the icy grip of guilt creeping upwards from my stomach into my chest. ‘No, no. You better go before the weather turns. It’s just with everything at home,’ I gesture at the telly, where we’d been watching the report about the Big Stink, ‘I think it’s the relief that it’s all over and everyone’s going to be okay.’


He nods and heads for the door. ‘Talk to ya tomorrow. Get some sleep – paramedic’s orders.’


 As soon as the door clicks behind him, I rifle through the couch cushions and find my phone.


‘Ais??? Who was that? I knew I should have told you I was coming. I’m in the bar across the road. I’m going to wait a while. If you want me, you know where I am.’


I untangle myself from the blanket and scramble to the window, my eyes searching the dark street outside. The door of my building slams shut and I watch Jeff, his shoulders hunched against the cold, make his way down the street in the direction of the subway. Not two seconds later, the door of Dingo’s opens and I see the unmistakable shape of John. The sure-footed stance. Those wide sloping shoulders. The outline of his beard, a bit longer now than when I saw him for the last time in BGB. It really is John. I’m still processing it. John is not in Dubai. He’s come to see me. He raises his hand and steps forward under the Christmas lights that have sprung up like mushrooms all over the city in the past couple of days. He’s staring up at me, fighting a smile.


I jump back and yank the cord, slamming the blind shut. And then, without thinking, I’m pulling on my runners and reaching for my parka and flying out the door and down, down, down the stairs and out into the frigid night. When I stumble over the front steps he’s waiting there on the footpath – sidewalk – to steady me.


‘Thanks’ is all I can manage to squeeze out.


‘Your Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ?’ He frowns. ‘I’m not sure I want to know who that guy was. Why didn’t you introduce me?’


I don’t want to explain about Jeff right now. I can’t, it’s too complicated. ‘He’s just a friend, and in my defence, I was fairly shook! What are you doing here?’ I croak.


‘I told you, I had to see you. Look, Ais, I have things I’ve wanted to say to you for a long time now.’


I reach out and touch his chest just to be sure it’s not all just a dream. He’s wearing tracksuit bottoms and a Knock Rangers half-zip. His travelling outfit. The fabric is soft under my fingers. And familiar, oh so familiar.


‘John …’ I swallow.


But he interrupts me with a deep inhale and a flow of words. ‘I’ve never stopped loving you, Aisling. Not for one minute. I need to explain to you how everything got out of hand.’


My heart is hammering so hard in my chest I’m sure he can hear it.


‘I know I owe you that, and so much more.’ He takes a breath. ‘Megan …’


His fiancée’s name catches in his throat and I feel it in mine too. Did she know about all the emails and texts over the last while? That phone call the other night when me and John put two and two together and figured out what was causing the Big Stink? Where is she now? Does she even know he’s here?


‘Megan,’ he continues, ‘was offered the teaching job in Dubai and she was mad to go for it. The money is so good out there.’


‘Tax free,’ I say. It comes out sounding strangled.


‘That’s right.’ He nods. ‘She wanted me to go too, and I suppose I wanted to get away from BGB. I knew I still had feelings for you, and I thought a bit of distance would draw a line under us for once and for all. Out of sight, out of mind, you know? And you were with yer man James Matthews anyway, so what was the point in staying? There was nothing for me at home.’


It sounds like he’s rehearsed this speech. Maybe he did on the flight over. I want to ask him if he’s telling me the truth but I can’t get any words out.


‘So I told her I’d go. And then the school, well, they don’t like women to be unmarried if they’re living with a lad out there. It’s a cultural thing. So she said we could tell them we’re engaged. Loads of girls she knows have done it and it works so, yeah, that’s what we did. But we shouldn’t have. We were never going to get married. We both knew it.’


I think back to Majella’s wedding – well, joint wedding with Hollywood couple Emilia Coburn and Ben Dixon, the new James Bond – and how I felt the moment John told me he was engaged. And leaving. I’d just finished things with James, lovely James Matthews, in the hope that me and John could rekindle what we once had. It felt like a punch to the gut. ‘But you seemed so happy together.’


He reaches for my hand. It feels soft and warm despite the cold, and mine small and at home in it. ‘Things between us were … grand. But when we got to Dubai it started really falling apart. I hated it there as much as she loved it. I was thinking about you all the time, so I was glad of it – I was glad to be away. And then everything happened with the Big Stink, and we were back talking, and I knew I couldn’t live the rest of my days without being honest and telling you how I feel. Aisling, you’re the one. It just took me a really long time to get here.’


‘Stealing lines from Mr Big again?’


He smiles. ‘I just wanted to come and rescue you.’


Now I’m the one who has to be honest. ‘I don’t need rescuing, John. I like it here. I’m happy. I have a good life. And what about Megan?’


‘That’s been over for ages. Well, not officially. That only happened in the last few days. It was mutual in the end.’


‘Everyone says that. Áine Conatty said that when Packy Grady shifted Gillian McGrath in front of her after the 2016 county final.’


‘It really was, I swear. We’re going to stay friends. But I’ve left Dubai for good. I’m not going back. I didn’t even have that much to pack. It was like I knew I wasn’t staying.’


It’s starting to really snow now. Big fluffy flakes are dancing under the twinkling lights. Not wet sideways snow that disappears as soon as it hits the ground like we get once a year at home. This snow is different. Everything is suddenly different now. John still loves me.


I take a deep breath and I’m about to explain about Jeff and what we have and how it’s not so black and white at my end when John starts shifting from foot to foot and then he’s gone.


He’s down on one knee, both hands now clasped around mine. ‘There’s something that I want to ask you, something that I should have asked years ago.’


He’s not. Oh, he is! He flips open a small square box, and for a second, I feel like I’m going to pass out.


‘Aisling, will you marry me?’










CHAPTER 3


‘Would you get up, you clown?’


The snow is heavy now, and between the initial shock of seeing him and the fact he’s down on one knee, I feel like I’m hallucinating. Could I have accidentally taken some indigestion medication earlier?


John looks up at me, stricken. ‘Have I read the whole thing wrong? Do you not like the ring? The woman in Pandora in the airport said it was the most popular one. I was thinking we could pick out a real diamond one together tomorrow.’


I throw my head back and burst out laughing, feeling slightly delirious. John has never stopped loving me? He wants to marry me? Three years ago, I’d have said yes so fast the picture would have been up on Instagram before he’d had a chance to dust off his knee. But things are different now. I’m different. I don’t know if it’s because of the time that’s passed, or whether my short stint in New York has given me a new perspective, but the idea of us suddenly getting married feels cracked.


He takes a step back. ‘Ah, Aisling, don’t laugh at me.’


‘It’s a lovely ring, but I can’t take it, John.’ I laugh again after a brief moment of composure.


He stands up, looking disappointed and unsure of himself. ‘Alright so, will I just go?’


But I can’t deny the feelings that have stirred in me since we’ve been talking again. Feelings I thought I’d put to bed the day I boarded that business-class flight. I couldn’t admit it to myself at the time, but there were days recently I only picked up my phone in the hope of seeing his name in my inbox. The reason it didn’t work out with James Matthews, and this intangible thing keeping me from committing to Jeff, is staring me right in the face. I might not be ready to marry him, but I’m not about to let him get away again either.


‘Come on up before we both catch frostbite.’


****


Upstairs, I open the door to the apartment and this time I awkwardly invite John inside, tripping over a stray slipper on the way in. He catches hold of my arm before I snot myself, and even though the fabric of my parka is good and thick, the spot where his hand touches me feels like it’s burning.


He throws down his holdall and I hang up my coat, both of us brushing the snowflakes out of our hair. The apartment feels like it’s a hundred degrees, and I’m nearly afraid to look him in the eye because I don’t know what I’ll do. I’m giddy at the memory of him saying ‘I’ve never stopped loving you.’ It’s like something out of a film.


‘Do you want a towel?’ I ask, gesturing in the general direction of his head. His shoulders are soaked, as is the left knee of his tracksuit bottoms. I’m trying to remember the last time the two of us were alone together, in private. It feels dangerous somehow, and for a second, I entertain the idea of asking Candice to come in and order us to leave room between us for Jesus just to break the tension.


John reaches up and touches his hair as if he hadn’t noticed how wet he was until just this second. ‘A towel would be mighty.’


‘Back in a sec.’


In the bathroom, the sight of my reflection in the mirror is a cause for concern. The snow mixed with the heat inside has activated my frizz, and there’s brown mascara smudged under my eyes. After dragging a brush through my hair and fixing my face, I grab a towel and force myself to walk-notrun back into the living room. When I open the door, John is standing in the middle of the room with his half-zip in one hand and his T-shirt in the other, looking around helplessly. The sight of his bare chest stops me dead in my tracks.


‘I can’t find the radiator.’


I’m struggling to breathe now. ‘They don’t have them here. It’s all … vents.’


John was devoted to GAA long before I met him, and in the years we were together I don’t think he ever missed a training session. But the body I’m looking at now isn’t the body of the centre-forward-turned-coach I knew before. It’s a whole new, very toned, borderline-chiselled John. I’ve always been a fan of his big hands and lovely forearms, but now I can’t take my eyes off his abs and the V-shaped muscles that lead to the waistband of his boxers, just visible above his tracksuit bottoms. And then there’s the unmistakable bulge below.


I clear my throat. ‘You have a tan.’ It comes out a squeak. ‘I mean, not just your arms and your neck.’


He looks down at his pecs and impressive six-pack, his cheeks reddening. ‘Er, yeah, I got into running. Topless. I didn’t have much else to do. There was a gang of us who used to go from the gym I joined. The owner actually offered me a job but I’d already decided I was leaving.’


I can’t tear my eyes away from him. ‘You look great,’ I whisper.


‘You look great too, Ais.’ There’s a pause. ‘You always did.’


The pounding of blood in my ears is near deafening as I walk across the room in what feels like slow motion, arm outstretched, holding the towel. Only, when I get close enough to hand it to him, my legs don’t stop. They betray me and go forward another two steps until we’re standing so close there’s only a hair’s breadth between us. I drag my eyes away from that V of defined muscles and look up at him. His bare chest is heaving harder than Michael Flatley’s after that life-changing performance in Millstreet in 1994. My throat feels dry, and my palms are clammy, and I’m cursing myself for not brushing my teeth when I was in the bathroom.


As the towel falls to the floor an involuntary gasp slips out of me. Then his hands are in my hair and his mouth is on mine and we’re kissing hungrily like we did on the night we met at my twenty-first after Mammy, Daddy and Auntie Sheila had finally left in Terry Crowley’s taxi.


As my hands start to travel down his smooth, warm back I stop myself and pull away. It’s excruciating, but I can’t do it to Jeff.


He looks at me, puzzled, his hands cupping my face. ‘Is everything okay? I didn’t overstep the mark?’ His voice is hoarse and his pupils are the size of dinner plates.


I nod. And then shake my head, a lump in my throat. ‘It’s just so good to see you.’


He brushes a stray strand of hair behind my ear and smiles down at me. ‘I couldn’t not come, Ais. I couldn’t say that stuff to you over the phone.’ Then he laughs. More of a chuckle, really. ‘I can’t actually believe I get to kiss you again.’


My eyes fall on the jumbo packet of Ruffles, abandoned on the coffee table, and the two wine glasses next to it.


I take a deep breath. ‘I need to tell you something, John. About the guy who was here earlier. You better sit down.’


John sighs. ‘Yeah, I was wondering why you shut the door in my face.’ He adjusts himself as I lead him over to the couch. ‘He’s a big lad.’


He’s an absolute unit, to be fair. ‘He’s a fireman,’ I explain, sitting down at the far end of the couch. I don’t trust myself to be close to him.


‘Of course he is.’ John’s whole face is tight.


‘So, we’ve been seeing each other for a while. Dating, like. I told him I wasn’t feeling well earlier, so he left.’


John’s face falls and he leans back into the couch cushions. ‘You’re going out with someone? Oh my God, you could have told me!’


‘I know I should have. But the truth is, I was afraid that if you knew about Jeff, you’d stop texting and emailing me. I was worried I’d lose you for good.’


‘Yeah, I might not have flown across the world if I thought you had a boyfriend.’ He covers himself with a cushion. ‘I feel so stupid.’


That doen’t land right with me. ‘Well, what did you expect? Did you think I came to New York to sit around pining for you? You were engaged, John. I had to get on with my life. Jeff has been so great for me. His taste in jewellery is questionable, but he’s a good guy.’


He clasps his hands in his lap and looks down. ‘I should have known you’d have lads fighting over you. I’m an idiot.’


‘Well, it’s not exactly like that.’


‘Are you sleeping with him?’


It only takes a second of guilty silence for him to screw his eyes shut.


‘Oh, and I suppose you and Megan were in separate beds?’


‘You’re not far off, Aisling. And at least you knew about Megan.’ He has me there. ‘Are you in love with him? Break it to me gently because I don’t think I could take him if it came to that. Like, I’d try but I don’t fancy my chances. He’s not a little weed like that Aleksandr Petrovsky.’


I think for a minute about how meeting Jeff has brought so much into my life here in New York. The dates. The rides. The delights of his geography gaffes.


‘I really like him, but no, we’re not in love,’ I admit eventually. ‘He’s been asking me to be his girlfriend – officially, like – but I’ve been avoiding it.’


‘Oh. Right.’


‘But I don’t want anything else to happen between me and you.’


John still hasn’t looked up. ‘Understood. I shouldn’t have landed in on you like I did. What was I thinking? I’m sorry. Forget you ever saw me. I’ll go now.’


‘Until I tell him.’


‘Tell him what?’ His eyes shoot up to mine.


I take a deep breath. ‘Tell him that I’m really sorry but I can’t see him any more.’










CHAPTER 4


‘Are you –?’ Majella’s voice is muffled for a second and there’s the sound of a struggle.


‘Maj? Majella?’


‘Sorry, I’m back. I’m just in the jacks.’


‘Charming!’


‘Calm down, it’s just a widdle. Now, sorry, where was I? Oh yes – are you fucking joking me? Are you having me actually on?’


‘I have beard rash on my chin, Maj. I feel berserk.’


‘Did you have sex? Oh Jesus, I’d say it was wild horny. Talk about the mother of all make-up sex.’


‘No, I couldn’t. Not until I end it with Jeff. We just shifted for an hour and then I made him go to a little hotel up the street. I didn’t trust us to be under the same roof.’


‘You’re a stronger woman than me. How did you resist? I have Pablo plagued at the moment. I think he’s started hiding from me.’


‘Maj, I’m blushing just thinking about it. He kept doing, you know, the leg thing?’


‘Oh my God, where he pushes his leg in between …?’


‘Yep, yep, that’s the one.’


There’s more fumbling. ‘I’ll ring you back, I have to find Pablo.’


I screech with laughter, despite the crazy anxiety coursing through my body. ‘Maj! Maaa-aj!’


‘I’m here, I’m here, I’m only messing. I do need to find him, though, because I am full, on, ovulating. Ya girl’s an ovulation station.’


This revelation pushes me back down onto the couch where John was doing the leg thing not twelve hours previous.


‘You’re not? You’re trying to get pregnant?’


I can hear the smile in her voice. ‘I am. We are. Actually, I am. When people say “we’re” pregnant it makes me violent.’


‘Denise Kelly,’ we say in unison, and my eyes roll so hard I think maybe I’ve pulled something.


‘Can you believe she’s talking about going for baby number three?’ I can tell Maj has put the phone down again because she sounds far away. ‘I can still remember my hangover from their wedding.’


‘Oh Jesus, me too! Me and John nearly missed the breakfast and then had a row by the tiny croissants because he didn’t want to get married.’


Majella returns to full volume, nearly choking on her laughter. ‘And this is the man you were rolling around with last night on your couch in New York? I never thought I’d see the day, little miss married-by-twenty-nine.’


‘He actually asked me to marry him last night. On the street. In the snow. I told him to cop on.’


Majella gasps. ‘Stoppit. I’m not even pregnant yet and I’m about to go into labour.’


In the background, I hear Pablo coming into the room, singing operatically.


‘Hiya, Pab,’ I roar.


‘I should never have brought him that Les Mis CD back from our Broadway trip. He’s already after marking Bastille Day in the calendar for next year.’


‘Between you, Tenerife, BGB and now France, that man really does have an infinite amount of love to give.’


Pablo’s Tenerifian roots are never far from his mind, and he will often burst into tears even at the sight of the jamon section in the New Aldi. Ballygobbard is his home now, though, and he sort of has me and John to thank for that after we met him while on holidays and he followed us back.


More fumbling. ‘Oh, it’s so romantic, though.’ Is that Majella crying? Now kissing noises.


‘Okay, Majella. Maj? I’m going to go now.’


‘Wait, Aisling! I wanted to ask you one more thing.’


I sit down on the couch again and glance at my watch. I know Jeff’s break is at two and I’ve already had three texts from John telling me he’s booked a hotel and wondering if I’m coming to meet him, along with nine selfies of him with ‘a squirrel’ in Central Park, although all I can see is grass. ‘Go on.’


‘Did you see Dr Trevor on CNN?’


‘Of course I did – I watched the whole thing.’


‘Your mam must be very proud?’ Majella sounds hesitant.


Dr Trevor and Mammy are in a relationship. I’ve accepted this. It’s been exceptionally strange being thousands of miles away while it’s all been developing, though. Dr Trevor is something of a hero after he sort of became the face of the Ballygobbard lockdown during the terrible time of the Big Stink, and I’m actually happy for Mammy that she’s found someone after losing Daddy so young. At least I think I am.


‘She is. I was talking to her last night. Well, she was talking at me. They’re all on cloud nine.’


There’s a beat before Maj responds. ‘Okay, so just to let you know, he has two daughters and he was in Filan’s yesterday saying they were going to come to BGB now that the lockdown is over, and it was Sharon who heard him and she thought you should hear it from me –’


‘Maj, Maj, it’s grand. I know he has daughters. I get the feeling Mammy is worried about impressing them. She’s only met them on Zoom so far, but I got ten minutes about their shiny hair on the phone the other day. They sound perfect.’ The ‘perfect’ comes out a little harsher than I intended. Something about the way Mammy was talking about the daughters rubbed me up a bit funny.


‘Maybe they’ll have nice clothes you can borrow.’


‘Maybe they will.’


‘He’s alright for an older man, isn’t he, Dr Trevor? Marian landed on her feet there.’


‘I suppose he’s handsome enough, if you’re into sparkly eyes and grey hair.’


‘Don’t let John hear you saying that.’


The mention of his name sends the nerves zinging around my body again.


Majella is still talking. ‘Are you definitely not coming home for Christmas, by the way? It’ll be mad to be in New York for it.’


‘I know. But there’s just so much work on. It’s just another day. I’ll live.’


‘You will, of course.’


‘And listen, Maj, don’t say it to anyone, will you? About me and John?’


‘Why not?’


‘Because I don’t know what’s happening with us myself yet. And I definitely don’t need it ending up in the parish newsletter.’


‘Whatever you want, bird.’


In the background, Pablo is singing again. ‘One Day More’ it sounds like. I know their downstairs neighbour Carol Boland will already be well up and working in BallyGoBrunch, the café I opened, at this hour on a Sunday morning.


‘Okay, Maj, I’ll let you go. I’ve to meet Jeff and get this over with.’


‘Will you be sad? Letting a New York fireman go? It’s not to be taken lightly, I hope you know. There’s girls, and lads, who’d kill for a go on the pole.’


‘Do you know what? He’s been lovely. So lovely. But the minute I saw John I just …’


‘I know, I know, I get it. Right, go on. Pablo! Stop crying, it was two hundred years ago!’


****


I haven’t even had time to get proper winter boots before the first snow hit New York, so I’m making do with my black Clarks and hoping to God I don’t go on my ear in an icy puddle. Even though it’s freezing out, I’m sweating a bit after racing to give my legs one more going-over with the razor and packing a handbag that will do me for a hotel but doesn’t look like I plan on staying in a hotel. Why don’t I want John to think I’m assuming I’m staying over? Why do I feel so nervous and excited for a man I’ve known for literal years? I bite the bullet and fire off an email to Mandy, my boss at Mandy Blumenthal Event Architects, telling her I won’t be coming in to work tomorrow. Or Tuesday. For a second I consider pretending I have stomach flu, but I decide against it. Americans love saying they have stomach flu even though it’s only a fancy way of saying you have scour. I don’t want to endure two days of texts enquiring about my bowels. I decide to not even give her a reason in the end. I can fill her in when I’m back in the office.


On the subway ride downtown, I’m thirty per cent dreading having to break the news to Jeff and seventy per cent tingling in every cell with the anticipation of seeing John. Luckily a woman screaming bloody murder for several stops takes my mind off both. As I walk the final two blocks to Ladder Company 4, the anxiety starts to take over.


I turn the corner and the firehouse comes into view and I feel slightly sick. My phone goes and I pull it out, fully expecting another angle of John giving Trump Tower the thumbs down. It’s from John alright, but this time it’s just a picture of a hotel-room door. The number is 237. A text from him then: ‘Let me know when you’ve done it and I’ll tell you where to meet me. Good luck x.’ A flash of fear courses through me then. What if Jeff gets mad? Or worse, what if he cries? I force myself to think back to me and John on the couch last night. I cannot wait to finish what we started. It will be worth it. It will all be worth it.


****


‘Well, well, well. She lived to see another day.’


Jeff’s head is poking out of the giant opening of Ladder Company 4, big enough to reverse a whole fire engine into. I did make a bet with him one evening that my Micra-reversing skills are so good that I could take on the fire engine, but I was all talk.


He comes out onto the street towards me, shivering a little in his work trousers and a long-sleeved T-shirt and just the one beaded necklace. ‘Ya feeling better? You look good! You had me worried last night.’


‘Hi! Yes, much better. Fine now actually.’ He leans forward to kiss me but I manage to dodge him. I can barely meet his eye.


‘You want coffee? I gotta pot on.’


‘I can’t really stay. I just need to talk to you for a minute if that’s okay? In private.’


He stops dead and looks at me suspiciously as I shuffle from foot to foot trying to stay warm. November in New York is no joke.


‘Well, I don’t like the sound of that. Talk to me about what?’


‘Will we go in? You’ll freeze.’


‘The boys are in there.’


Everyone is ‘the boys’, but there are actually three women on Jeff’s crew. Two of them are called Cindy. My friend Sadhbh learned the hard way that joking about calling them ‘Cinders’ is not on. Jeff is good fun, but his lectures on fire safety are not.


‘Well, go on then,’ Jeff urges me. ‘What do you want to talk about? Being my girlfriend?’ He puts on a puppy-dog face.


‘I really wish you hadn’t said that.’ I feel a bit of sick in my throat. I am the worst person in the world.


‘Oh.’ He looks as deflated as I’ve ever seen him.


‘I’m just going to be honest with you, Jeff. The Holy Joe that came to the door last night? That was actually someone I know. My ex-boyfriend, John, from home.’


Jeff scratches his head. ‘Your ex is a Mormon called Holy John?’


‘No.’ I speak very slowly. ‘He’s just John, and not a Mormon. I was improvising. I just got such a shock when I saw him. I had no idea why he’d come, and I didn’t want to have to introduce you two.’


‘The guy at the door? But he didn’t even come into the apartment.’ And then his eyes widen. ‘That headache that came on real sudden? Did you have a headache at all?’


‘No,’ I admit sheepishly. ‘I needed some time –’


‘To screw your ex. Got it.’ He folds his arms angrily.


‘No! No, that’s not what happened. I had to find out why he was there. We had this big long talk, and he told me he still has feelings for me.’ Saying the words out loud makes it feel so real – and a little cruel to Jeff.


‘And what about my feelings, huh? You don’t care about those? I thought we had something, me and you. You’re happy to trash it all for this guy who did – what? Did he hurt you? Then change his mind and come back crawling to you? What’s he got for you that I can’t give you?’


‘He’s got my history,’ I say. ‘He was my first love. I don’t think we ever stopped loving each other. Jeff, I care about you a lot. But this is why I didn’t want to get into a serious relationship.’


‘And you really had no idea he was coming? He just arrived on your doorstep, blammo?’


‘Well, not exactly. When everything started happening at home with the …’


‘The Big Stink?’


‘Yeah. We started talking a bit. We were both in the same boat, being so far away. I suppose it brought up some old feelings. I didn’t think it would go beyond some emails, though. He was engaged to someone else. They were living in Dubai.’


‘Oh, now you’re just making up places.’


‘Dubai is real, Jeff. It’s a city in the United Arab Emirates.’


His face darkens a little. ‘And then suddenly he’s in the United States of America declaring his undying love to you? Sounds like some guy, this one.’


I bite my lip. ‘It’s all so complicated – I’m still kind of processing everything. I wanted to be upfront with you, though.’


‘And let me guess, you’re in love with Holy John?’ he harrumphs.


‘I think I am. I’m so sorry, Jeff. I wish it hadn’t turned out this way.’ I step forward and pick up his hand. ‘I never thought it would end like this. I’ve had the best time with you. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m sorry.’ I let the silence hang for a few seconds.


‘I was going to bring you home to meet my mom. I told the boys about you. Cindy wanted to double date.’


‘I know. You deserve someone who’s ready for all the brilliant stuff you have to give.’ I glance up at his face and he looks so sad.


‘You sure you’re making the right decision here, Aisling? Once you choose him, there’s no going back. I’m not gonna wait around.’


I think of John in that hotel room, maybe naked apart from a little pair of O’Neill’s shorts. Yep, I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life. ‘I think so.’


‘Alright.’ Jeff shrugs. ‘I guess this is goodbye. Maybe I’ll tell the boys I dumped you, eh? Try and save a little face.’


And with that, he’s gone back into the firehouse. My first New York hook-up? Boyfriend? Situationship? Whatever they’re calling it here on the mean streets of Manhattan. I wait until he’s inside the building and then turn my face towards the bracing cold wind and fire a text off to John: ‘It’s done. Where will I meet you? x’


His reply is a picture of a hotel key card. On it is written ‘The Plaza’. Oh my God, he didn’t!


‘Am I going to the actual Plaza Hotel? x’


‘I’ll meet you in the lobby. I’ve been waiting so long for this, Ais. x’


I am like a dog in heat, frantic to get to my Irish country boy in his big hotel. I make a start towards the subway and then stop and pull out my phone and open the Uber app. Arriving at the Plaza smelling like the 6 train is not the look I’m going for today.


****


Jorge is a talker, which suits me fine given that every street further uptown we go my nervous anticipation rises. I drag a travel brush through my hair and reapply my lip stain, adding a little bit to my cheeks too. Then I pull my Clinique Happy travel rollerball out and go hell for leather.


‘The Plaza, eh?’ Jorge looks in the rear-view mirror. ‘Meeting someone special on this Sunday evening?’


‘Do you know what, Jorge? I am meeting someone special.’


My phone goes again. It’s John. ‘I’ve sent champagne up to the room. Hurry up xxx.’ This feels like maybe one of the most glamorous things I’ve ever done, and I recently sent out invitations for Barbra Streisand’s dog’s second birthday!


Jorge launches into a story about celebrities he’s brought to the Plaza over the years. Mostly sportspeople, but I do make him go back and recount his Greta Gerwig story in detail. She said very little about Saoirse Ronan, which is disappointing. Jorge hasn’t seen Lady Bird, but he promises he will watch it that very night. Our Greta chat takes us to within three blocks of Central Park, just as the snow starts up again in earnest. Christmas lights are twinkling on shopfronts, and there’s a very drunk Santa fighting with a pretzel vendor on the street corner.


Just as the hotel comes into view, my phone starts ringing. Sadhbh. Shite! I forgot I said I’d meet her for a drink this evening. She’s been based in New York for the past few months too, thanks to her job doing social media for her boyfriend Don Shields’s band, The Peigs. Majella still can’t believe she gets to be Don Shields adjacent. She stopped trying to play it cool years ago.


‘Sadhbhy, hi.’


‘Hi, Ais. Sorry, I know it’s aggressive to cold call without a text first, but I’m walking and just want to make sure you have Friendsgiving in your diary. It’s two weeks from Thursday. Tara has booked Shebeen and the whole Irish Mafia crew are going to be there. I know you’re work–’


‘Sadhbh? Sadhbh. I’ll just stop you there.’


‘Sorry, babe, go on.’


‘Okay, this is going to sound bonkers, but I can’t meet you for a drink later.’


‘Not that bonkers, but why?’


‘Because I’m in an Uber about to get out at the Plaza.’


‘Okay, yes, bitch, we love it. Jeff is pulling out all the stops!’


‘It’s not Jeff.’ She can surely tell by the pitch of my voice that it’s not a work thing either.


‘Who then?’ she shrieks.


‘I’m about to go in and meet John.’


Silence. Jorge breaks it by pulling up at the hotel and announcing my total.


‘Thanks, Jorge. Hope you like Lady Bird.’


Sadhbh regains her voice. ‘John John? Your John? Is in New York?’


‘Yes. He surprised me last night. Came all the way from Dubai to tell me he’s in love with me.’


‘You have got to be joking?’


‘I’m not. I just ended things with Jeff, and now I feel like I might burst if I don’t have my thighs around John’s waist in the next two minutes.’


Another pause. I take in the magnificent hotel entrance.


‘Okay, Aisling, this all concerns me, but it also might be one of the most romantic things I’ve ever heard.’


‘Thank you. I’m standing outside the Plaza right now.’


‘Oh my God. I stayed there once with Don and there was a pillow menu! I cannot wait for the details!’


My feet do a little involuntary stamp of excitement. ‘Well, I hope I won’t be able to tell you ninety-five per cent of what goes on.’


Sadhbh squeals. ‘I want a blow-by-blow account tomorrow. Well, not literally. Bye!’


I look up at the iconic building in front of me and take a deep breath.
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