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Hello, and welcome to the quaint little village of Ballydara! Emma Carey’s adventures, from Dublin to Seattle and back to Ireland, finally bring her to the O’Donoghue “fairy cottage,” nestled in the hills of County Galway, Ireland. 

Whether you’ve read other Ballydara books, or are new, I wanted to catch you up with what’s going on. Some time ago, Emma left Dublin to run a gift shop in a seaside community in Washington State. When the shop didn’t quite pan out, another lucky break fell into her lap: a terrific job nearby, with a lovely Irish boss, Declan O’Donoghue. 

After getting a hopeless crush on him, Emma has returned to Dublin, determined to put Declan out of her mind and heart. She’s just said goodbye to her beloved sister Hazel, who’s off to another farming job. Hazel, who is connected to Ballydara through her boyfriend Niall, recently made an impromptu and rather mysterious visit to the village at Christmas. 

Emma has truly resolved to forget Declan, but Hazel has asked her for a surprising favor...which brings Emma back into Declan’s orbit. 

Declan, now back in Ireland too, is creating a new life in his family’s Ballydara home to regroup after losing his dad. Despite being devoted to his two young daughters, he’s finding it challenging to raise them alone. Especially as Nuala, his eldest, is experiencing the usual tween angst, but without a mother around. And Declan is still yearning for the woman who captured his heart: Emma.

Now, if you’re in Galway City and you’d like a taste of the country, simply head northwest, toward the misty hills. It’s still winter, so as you pootle along the little country lanes, you won’t yet find any wild fuchsia or rhododendron in the hedgerows. Still, as you get closer to Lough Corrib, the pastures seem to be greener. 

Coming into Ballydara, it’s so small you can see it all in one glance. There’s Pat Hurley’s pub, where his brother Bernard hangs out to manage his building business. These days, he and Kerry McCormack are planning the remodel of her old farmhouse...while Kerry is hoping for a new addition to her family.

You’ll probably see Judith Murphy as well, owner of the village shop, tidying the artistic adverts made by Fiona Whelan (Niall’s sister). If you’re game for a little ramble, park your car near the pub and go on up to St. MacDara’s church, where Aislin Moore recently tied the knot with her first love Ben. 

Or you can head in the other direction, as Fiona often does (in secret), toward Ballydara’s lovely golf course where Declan’s dad used to play. After your walk, you can always nip into the pub for a pint and a burger, unless Pat Hurley’s cooker is being dodgy again. In which case he’ll make you a ham sandwich. 

Okay, that should do it! I’m always grateful for insights and comments from readers about my characters, storylines and books. Many thanks for your support, and I would love to hear from you at www.susancolleenbrowne.com .

Warm wishes,

Susan

A little help with the Irish...

Nuala—a female name, pronounced “Noo-la”

Muirnín—“darling,” pronounced “moornyeen”

Craic—sounds like “crack,” which generally means fun, a good time. Craic and crack often used interchangeably. 

Do—party or event 

The Little People—the Irish fairy folk

“The wee man”—the devil 

Slainté—a toast

“Put two fingers up”—Giving someone the finger, Irish-style: the “V” peace sign, only in reverse, with one’s index and middle finger facing outward. 

More female names:

Aislin—pronounced “Ash-lin” 

Grainne—pronounced “Grawn-ya”

Roisin—pronounced “Ro-sheen”

Saoirse—pronounced “Seer-sha”
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Being Irish, he had an abiding sense of tragedy, which sustained him through temporary periods of joy.

—William Butler Yeats
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Emma

––––––––

[image: ]


THIS HAD TO BE THE longest day of her life. 

The drive across Ireland in the small hire car seemed to last forever. Winding through the deserted lanes of rural Galway, Emma peered through the heavy winter mist at the signposts pointing every which way, searching for the landmarks her sister Hazel told her to watch for. As the afternoon wore on, she felt increasingly rumpled. Now, with darkness closing in, her skirt was creased, her mascara was flaking, and strands of her updo dangled around her cheeks. 

It wasn’t at all the crisp, put-together look she’d intended, to see her former manager for the first time in like, forever. 

Just weeks ago, on New Year’s Eve, Emma had been shocked to the core when Hazel suggested this visit to Ballydara. Despite being eleven years older, though, Emma never doubted her sister’s wisdom. But after resolving to make the trip, she’d had to face one unpleasant fact: 

Declan mightn’t be home. 

Emma gripped the steering wheel and squinted through the windscreen again. In fact, the entire O’Donoghue family could be away. Slowing at a deserted crossroads, she had to ask herself, what sort of madzer hires a car—at great expense, mind, especially on her budget—and travels all day to see someone who, when you got down to it, she didn’t know very well? 

And especially without an invitation?

She, Emma Carey, was exactly that sort of madzer.

This morning, before leaving her parents’ house in Dublin, she had summoned the nerve to ring the Ballydara number Hazel had given her. A child had picked up. “Hallo?”

One of Declan’s young boys? Emma swallowed hard. “May I speak to your dad?”

“No,” said the little boy regretfully. “Bye.” He rung off.

Emma frowned at her phone. Was Declan at work? Busy with his baby? Away from Ballydara entirely? 

But there she was, ready to depart, the car hired. She considered ringing Hazel’s former boyfriend Niall Whelan—his dad was a longtime friend of Declan’s family, and Niall might know something about Declan’s whereabouts. 

The problem was, Niall might not want to talk to her. 

Biting her lip, Emma gazed around her cramped attic digs, which she’d shared with Hazel during her sister’s all-too-short holiday visit. Christmas Eve, when Hazel had gone missing and she didn’t know who else to contact, she’d left Niall a dozen frantic texts and phone messages. After Hazel turned up, Emma remembered to leave yet another message with Niall, to say her sister had only been delayed because of the big snowstorm, and apologize for all the fuss. 

Still, Niall could have told everyone in the village that Hazel’s poor sister Emma had apparently gone round the bend and it was a good job Declan wasn’t working with that Carey one any more.  

Stowing her mobile back in her handbag, Emma absently smoothed the covers on her lumpy futon. So...what if Declan had gotten on the line? And he told her (in a polite way, of course, because he was nothing if not kind) not to call round? 

She pictured the last time she’d seen him, tall and lanky, his dark hair in need of a haircut, and the patience in his not-quite handsome features, and felt a tiny jolt in her chest. Emma briefly weighed what would be worse: being humiliated over the phone or in person, and decided they were both equally horrible. 

She had finished packing her tote with the bare necessities, in case of some major glitch and she wasn’t able to make it back to Dublin by tonight. Giving her brother’s girlfriend Sally a quick hug, she had climbed into the little Nissan...

Now, an impenetrable fog closed in, thick as porridge. Emma’s heart began to race. She pulled into a farm track to steady herself—and just then, her GPS signal cut out. “Love of God,” she said to the empty car. “How could you do this to me?” As if the automated female voice had personally let her down.

She rubbed her forehead. Okay, she was sort of lost, but surely she’d get to Declan’s place eventually, and she hadn’t driven all this way into the depths of Galway only to turn around and give up. 

And if Declan was away, she told herself stoutly, she could simply leave the box she’d been keeping for him all this time with his mother—Hazel had said the woman was lovely. All in all, then, since she was doing the right thing, it wouldn’t be a wasted journey. 

Tell yourself that enough, thought Emma, and maybe you’ll believe it. 

She put the car back into gear. Her trip from Dublin was meant to be a simple errand, a favor for a friend. (Or to be more accurate, for a boss who’d almost been a friend. And who, for a lovely little while, had been more than a friend. Then suddenly...hadn’t.) Not complicated at all.

But where on earth was Ballydara?
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Emma

––––––––
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HER EYES BURNED WITH eyestrain. Convinced she was driving in circles, Emma finally pulled into another deserted layby. Cutting the engine, she leaned back and closed her eyes. Just for a minute.

Or two...

She suddenly jerked, roused by a crick in her neck. She’d actually dozed off for a bit. Sitting up, Emma rubbed her neck and looked around. Night had fallen, fog encasing the car like a shroud. Well, she certainly couldn’t sort her situation here, so she started the car and eased back onto the road.

As she drove through the pitch-black, foggy night, all she could see were the shadowy hedgerows at the sides of the road. Oh, God, I am never going to get there...

Suddenly, she detected a glow in the murk...then before long, light spilling from windows. A village! Actual shops and houses!

Draped in a string of glimmering fairy lights, a sign emerged from the fog—

Hurley’s Pub

Ready to weep in relief, she braked, and recalled Hazel’s instructions: once she saw Hurley’s, Declan’s place was only a short distance down the lane. With a glance through her misty windows, she reversed the car, nearly backing into what seemed to be a village green, and turned in what she hoped was the right direction. 

She passed a cottage with a light above a bright red door, and next door, another small house. As her headlights glanced off it, even in the dark Emma could see the house was bright pink. 

Well, Declan wasn’t a pink sort of bloke. Although what did she know? After what she’d learned shortly before he returned to Ireland—that his wife was not only gorgeous, but a celebrity in the film industry—she realized she hadn’t really known him at all. 

Then she saw it.

A smallish, light-colored, two-story house with an old stone cottage looming behind it, just as her sister described. 

Emma’s heart sank. 

There was no car in the drive. And no lights on in the house either, as far as she could tell. Holy God, she really had driven all the way across Ireland, only to find Declan away. 

Letting the engine idle, Emma finally faced the truth: coming to Ballydara had been an absolutely eejit idea. Okay, she’d been carried away by Hazel suggesting the trip, and even more so by her sister’s surprising request. But now, in the middle of nowhere, she was at a complete loss and knackered beyond belief. 

Emma rested her aching forehead on the steering wheel. She would have to find a place to stay—an expense she’d hoped to avoid. Then tomorrow, she would drive back to Dublin and Mam and Dad’s cluttered attic. And at the age of thirty-two, just when most people are building their careers, she would return to her awful job and her non-existent prospects for the future. 

Still, there was one upside. 

Nobody would have to know this adventure had ended up like all her other ones—a total disaster.
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Emma

––––––––
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SHE DIDN’T KNOW HOW long she sat in the car, the engine idling on the dark little lane, trying to work out her next move. Maybe that Hurley’s place had rooms upstairs? Or she could search for a nearby bed-and-breakfast. Everyone knew the entire West of Ireland was dotted with B&Bs like mushrooms—in the dead of winter, there were sure to be vacancies.

Decision made, Emma turned on the dome light to grab her mobile. Actually, venturing into the local pub looking like something the cat dragged in would be her last choice. Someone might ask what a stranger such as herself was doing in an out-of-the-way place like Ballydara—and in her destroyed state she might inadvertently reveal her errand. 

And horrors, what if her wild goose chase got back to Declan? Yes, thought Emma as she touched her search app, it would be far better to find lodgings not in Ballydara— 

Simultaneously, two things happened. No signal appeared on her screen. And a light went on in her head: 

The key. 

Emma clenched her phone. Hazel had asked her to return the O’Donoghue’s cottage key—and she never asked for anything. So of course Emma had faithfully promised to do it, and she would absolutely not let her sister down. 

Tossing her mobile into the passenger seat, she forced herself to turn into the empty drive, parking in a haphazard fashion—who cared, she’d be back in the car in a few minutes. And if, as she suspected, no one was home, she could at least tell Hazel she had done her best. 

Then, as soon as she returned to Dublin, she would send the key and the box by post like she should have done in the first place. Like a normal person would have.

She opened her handbag, to double-check that she’d brought the key—which she’d done three times already—and closed her fingers around it. As if the metal had some magical properties, like giving her the courage to make her move. 

But there was nothing else to do but move. Get it over with. Emma released the key and closed her bag. She turned off the dome light, as her eyes adjusted to the dark, clambered out of the car into the cold air. She stood in the driveway clutching her bag for what seemed like forever, gathering her nerve.

Finally, taking a deep breath, she trudged to the stoop...
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Nuala, 30 Minutes Before

Nuala O’Donoghue reread the text, then snapped her iPad cover shut, resisting the urge to hurl her tablet across the crowded bedroom. 

So sorry didn’t make Xmas visit, how about that snowstorm! 

“Sure Mam,” Nuala said to the empty room. “If you were so sorry why’d it take you over a month to say so?”  

Mam’s text had come in yesterday while Nuala was at school, and reading it again only made her angrier. Her mother had gone on about missing her and Ava, which Nuala didn’t believe for one second. Her message ended with: Luna’s keen to meet you, maybe sometime next month? Or Easter?

How about never? Dropping the tablet onto her unmade bed, she flopped down next to it. So that was what Mam’s girlfriend was called. Luna. Nuala had had a brief glimpse of the woman back in July, and though she was totally freaking out at the time, she’d noticed the girlfriend had the sort of looks you’d never forget: tall and slim, long wavy red hair, and a face like a film star. 

As if some film star-ish person would want to meet a schoolgirl eleven years of age with a dorky haircut, who everyone said was the spit image of her dad. The guy Mam didn’t want anymore. 

Nuala stared at the ceiling. So Luna the girlfriend was beautiful, and had a cool, interesting name. Instead of a boring one like Orla or Mary. Not that Mam would’ve put up with anyone ordinary, since she called herself Zanne Fallon—obviously, she thought she was too good for her real name, plain ol’ Sue O’Donoghue. And as far as Nuala had worked out, the girlfriend didn’t have kids or anything else that would get in the way of doing your own thing. 

Which was Mam’s specialty.

So how convenient for Mam, that with the massive snowstorm just before Christmas, all the roads to the West of Ireland had closed. She probably hadn’t wanted to come anyway, since she and the fabulous Luna would have much better things to do. Nuala grabbed her pillow and pressed it over her face. The thin pillowcase smelled like dust. 

She could hear Boyd and Finn and her little sister downstairs shouting and banging around, Ava even louder than usual, and the commotion was sure to go on and on until Daddy got home from Dublin. 

Although it seemed like years, her two cousins had been here only a week. Yet the way the boys had settled in—their clothes and toys and electronics strewn all over the bedroom and downstairs like their suitcases had exploded—the house was a wreck. Granny had kept them under control—sort of. Though at mealtimes they kept popping up from the table and carrying their food into the front room, leaving a trail of crumbs like Hansel and Gretel.

Uncle Graeme, their dad, phoned the boys from Germany every few days and told them to behave for their Uncle Declan. But that had no effect whatsoever. Plus the way Boyd and Finn made Ava completely hyper, things were every bit as bad as Nuala thought they’d be. 

When the boys weren’t blasting their video games and yelling at the screen, they wanted to play superheroes. The pair of them would pretend to be Thor, swinging an imaginary hammer that somehow still knocked stuff over, while Ava played Wonder Woman. She’d leap off the couch with a towel tied around her neck, imagining she could fly, which Nuala supposed was pretty normal for a kid four years of age. But either way, it was an eejit thing to do. 

Just this afternoon, Ava had tripped over her “cape” and banged her arm. She’d cried for Granny, and trying to comfort her, Nuala had to remind her that Granny had left this morning. Of course Ava had cried even harder. 

Just thinking of Granny being gone made Nuala’s tummy feel hollow. She tossed her pillow aside. Think about something else. 

Gazing at her bookshelf, past her complete set of Harry Potter, she zeroed in on her new “bookends”: a pair of never-been-worn, shiny leather boots from America. It was strange—although they were a constant reminder of why Granny was away, Nuala loved them anyway. 

She’d never even tried the boots on; after all this time, she still couldn’t believe something so amazing belonged to her. It seemed like a dream: the night that young, pretty Hazel girl had showed up at the cottage and given her such a fantastic gift, then had disappeared as mysteriously as she’d come. 

Yet the way everything had changed since then proved that Hazel was, in fact, real—

A crash reverberated downstairs. Nuala scrambled off her bed, ears attuned for Ava’s bellow of pain, and stepped on Finn’s Godzilla action figure. “Ow!”

Infuriated, she flung herself back onto the bed, cradling her foot. “Jeez!” What had the little monsters done now?
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Nuala
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SHE FINALLY ROLLED off the bed and yanked her door open. Limping down the stairs to the dark kitchen, she shouted, “What’d you guys break?”

“Nothing,” called Boyd, as the phone rang. It had to be Daddy. Nuala rushed to answer it without turning on a light and bumped the kitchen table. “Jeez!” He was probably ringing from Galway City, before he lost the mobile signal, to say he would be home soon.

She grabbed the handset. “Daddy?” 

“Sorry love,” said her dad. “I’ve been delayed.” 

“But you said—” Nuala pressed her lips together. This morning, he told her he would be back from Dublin by suppertime.

“After dropping your granny at the airport, I sorted what was meant to be a quick meeting near Grand Canal Square, but it’s gone on far longer than I thought. It could lead to a great job, though.”

“Not in Dublin?” Nuala felt a jolt. She couldn’t face changing schools again— 

“No, no,” said Daddy quickly. “In Galway. We’re done moving house.” 

Nuala breathed a secret sigh of relief. “Okay.” 

“You’re all right, taking care of things all evening then? I know the boys can be a bit unruly.”

A bit unruly? Nuala so did not want to be in charge longer than she had to, but what was she going to tell him, No, Daddy, don’t try for this job? 

“It’s all right,” she made herself say, to make up for being grouchy the night before. “It’s not your fault, about Mrs. Barry.”

Her dad sighed down the line. Giving her a bedtime kiss last night, he told her their occasional childminder had canceled for today. Nuala had scowled at him. I could’ve told you Mrs. Barry has a sore toe and some days she can hardly walk, so how would she mind the boys and Ava for hours and hours anyway?  

“I asked Bridie O’Donnell if she could come round for the day instead.” Daddy looked worried. “But she’s taking her mam to the doctor. Then I rang Edith Moore—”

“Mrs. Moore?” She’s even older than Mrs. Barry. 

“But she’ll be up at the Lodge looking after young Kevin. So that leaves...you.”

“You mean, I’m to miss school?” Nuala stared at her dad, shocked. 

The lines in his face seemed to deepen. “I’m so sorry about that—sure, it’ll make your granddad roll in his grave. But I haven’t any choice. I’ll let Judith Murphy know I’ll be away, in case you need backup.” 

“Oh, great,” said Nuala. 

“I know, the whole situation is awful, but I couldn’t tell your granny I hadn’t a minder—she would have canceled her flight.” 

Nuala knew how much her dad wanted Granny to start her new life in New York, happy and carefree. She did too, but was it too much to ask not to be stuck with the kids all the time? 

“If the boys set the house afire or something, there’s always Bernard Hurley.” Daddy chuckled but anyone could see he was putting it on.

“Whatever.” Nuala wished she could mention her mam—if she was any sort of proper mother she would have lived closer to them. At least in the same county. Not hanging out at film festivals in Los Angeles or London or Toronto. And even if she and Daddy were separated, when he needed help he could have been ringing her instead of everyone else in Ballydara... 

Now, Daddy said on the phone, “You’re a grand girl, you know that? A proper corker.” 

Nuala heard the smile in his voice. “You always say that.”

“Well, it’s true,” said her dad. “I can always count on you. So if you can just hang on, I’ll be leaving Dublin shortly.”

“Really, we’re okay.” As they said goodbye, Daddy sounded so grateful she was glad she’d put on a good face for him.

Things were suspiciously quiet down here, though. Nuala switched on the kitchen light, and hearing nothing from Ava—who was easy to track by her non-stop chattering, sort of like a kitten with a bell—she squinted into the dim front room.

Then widened her eyes, aghast. 

In her short time upstairs, Boyd, Finn and Ava had raided the linen closet for sheets and blankets. They’d draped the bedding plus Boyd and Finn’s sleeping bags all over the couch and the two chintz armchairs, weighing everything down with the lamps laid sideways and stacks of books they’d hauled off Granddad’s shelves. 

If that wasn’t bad enough, they’d used Granddad’s old Scottish plaid throw, which was worn and faded but Daddy treasured it as much as Ava loved her fairy dolls. With the furniture cushions strewn helter-skelter, the entire front room was a wall-to-wall jumble of bedding, books and toys. 

Finally, she found her voice. “You can’t do this! Put everything back!”

“Aw, c’mon, Nuala,” said Boyd. “It’s a super fort, isn’t it?”

“It’s our indoor campout,” said Finn. 

“And it’s dark inside,” said Boyd with relish. “Almost like a cave.”

Ava popped her head out of a gap between the blankets. “We’re going to have our tea in here!” With her cousins visiting, Ava was overjoyed to have playmates from morning till night. “What are you making for us?”

Nuala opened her mouth to say, You are NOT eating in there! Then decided wearily, why bother? Making Boyd and Finn take down the fort would take all evening. Besides, they had a way of simply barreling ahead with whatever they wanted to do. She’d worry about the mess later. 

“Yeah, what’s for our tea?” asked Boyd. “I’m a starvin’ Marvin!”

“Frozen pizzas,” said Nuala.

“Pizza, pizza!” sang Ava. “I LOVE pizza!”

“Can we eat right now?” said Finn. 

“I’ve got to heat them first,” said Nuala, resigned. Clumping back to the kitchen, she started the cooker preheating. At least in here, she didn’t have to look at the disaster in the front room. And soon, she’d have some quiet while the kids ate...

The house had been so lovely and peaceful the evening Hazel appeared, the night before Christmas Eve, when snow had blanketed the countryside and made the whole world seem so...magical. Suddenly inspired, Nuala jogged up to the bedroom, pulled Hazel’s boots off the bookshelf and slid them on. 

Admiring the gleaming leather, she felt somehow stronger. More in charge. Nuala squared her chin, then grabbed Harry Potter and The Chamber of Secrets to reread. For now, to help Daddy, she could deal with the kids and their eejit muddles.

But not much longer. I’ve got to find a way out of childminding before it completely does my head in.
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Nuala

––––––––

[image: ]


THE PIZZAS WERE NEARLY ready. Nuala sat at the kitchen table, wiggling her toes in the new boots. Amazing, that they fit her perfectly. 

She was glad she hadn’t worn them before—the leather was stiff but she could break the boots in nicely walking around indoors. And in a few weeks, once the winter downpours were done she’d wear them to school and wouldn’t everyone in her class be envious! Nobody else had cowboy-style boots all the way from America.

She set her book aside. Still, her feet weren’t comfy like in trainers, but felt cramped and sort of weird. She had to admit it was weirder still for a complete stranger to give her such an expensive gift. But Nuala, although she had really liked Hazel, was not going to ask Daddy to somehow track her down so they could send the boots back to her! 

Nuala stretched out her legs to admire the fancy leather again. She was way too old for fairy tales, but in a funny way, it was like Hazel had waved a magic wand and changed everything. Drastically.

Since Hazel’s short visit, Ava hadn’t woken up in the night screaming. Her little sister had also stopped asking where Mam was and instead pestered Granny to invite Hazel round again. Daddy had stopped going up to the pub too. He still had dark circles under his eyes, and still hardly smiled, but at least he was sad at home. 

And Granny—since Hazel had come, she hadn’t visited Granddad’s grave even once. Eyes sparkling, she’d go about the house humming “Red is the Rose,” or “Carrickfergus.” Nuala had tried to be happy for her grandmother, but her unexpected plans, the biggest change of all from Hazel’s visit, were making her own life go straight down the loo. 

Her throat went tight, thinking of the night Granny told her she was going to New York City. For several months. 

Hazel gave me a brochure for this art exhibition, Granny said, and I thought it seemed so perfect and all my artist friends were keen too. But it just wasn’t on—I couldn’t leave you all. Then your daddy said, of course you must go, you’ve got to get back on the horse, and it’s true, I’ve grieved for my art so much, especially with Granddad gone...

Nuala wanted to cover her ears. Don’t tell me anymore! I’m only a kid, I still can hardly believe Granddad’s dead. I’m not up for your feelings because I can’t even manage my own!

“I’ll miss you girls to bits,” Granny added, “but I’m thrilled to get back to my work. Now I’d better start packing!”

Nuala could only stare at her. She would be left to cope with Ava’s moods and her cousins coming to stay and Mam doing a runner and Daddy trying to make excuses for everything that had gone wrong.

After Granny kissed her and went upstairs, Daddy said, “It’ll be a bit of a challenge for us, especially with Boyd and Finn here, but we’ll sort it.”

“How?” Nuala hissed. “With the boys around, it’ll be hideous!” 

Daddy kept his voice low. “I realize your cousins’ visit won’t be easy—”  

“Yeah, nothing but dirty clothes and mud and yelling at their video games!”

“But as I said before, your uncle Graeme’s like a brother to me. If your Auntie Beth was still ali—well, he really needs our help.”

Nuala wouldn’t look at him. I don’t care!

“I’d planned to be more organized, and Granny had intended to help. But then, if I ever had to go abroad—not that I would ever leave you and Ava, but hypothetically—Uncle Graeme would drop everything for us.”

“My life will be a disaster!” 

“Nuala, it’s going to be all right...” Daddy reached for her but she ducked away. “I promise—”

“Oh, forget it,” snapped Nuala and ran upstairs. She passionately wished she had somewhere to escape, to be alone. But there was no place to go. 

Ava was asleep in their room, and Daddy would soon be going to bed in his. The only solitary spot in the house was Granddad’s study, but seeing all his things made her too sad. Besides, if you could believe Ava’s nonsensical babbling, his ghost was haunting the room. 

More than anything, she wished she could hike into the trees behind the cottage—she could search for Granddad’s little glen, deep in the woods where Daddy and Granny had found him that horrible day. But it was dark and cold out, and when you got down to it, the place would be way too scary. 

That left the bathroom. Nuala managed not to slam the door. Within two minutes, though, her resentment had dwindled. All she could think of was how lonesome the house would be without her grandmother...

Now in the kitchen, the toasty, spicy smell of pizza filling the air, Nuala stared glumly into the middle distance. This morning, when Granny said her goodbyes, strangely enough, Ava didn’t seem at all fazed. (Her little sister always threw a ginormous tantrum every time their mother went away. What was weird was that she always had another one when Mam came back.) Ava only grinned at Granny, given her a quick hug, then scampered off with the boys. 

But Nuala had almost lost it, wanting to cling to her.  Don’t leave us, please stay, we can all be so happy together...Still, she managed to pin a smile on her face, waving to Granny as she went out to Granddad’s little car. 

Then Daddy kissed them all goodbye. “See you tonight then.” As she pressed her face into his shoulder, he’d whispered, “Thank you, Muirnín.”

She knew in her heart her dad had done his best, but now she glanced at the kitchen clock: she’d been minding everything since early morning, twelve whole hours, with no end in sight. The kids had gone quiet again. It surely meant more trouble, but she’d deal with them in a minute. Nuala opened her Harry Potter book, but she just couldn’t concentrate and pushed it aside. 

She stared at the cover illustration without seeing it. Part of her was so, so furious about being stuck with all three kids for a whole day plus part of the night, when all of her friends were free as the air, with mothers who actually took care of things. It was totally and massively unfair. 

Time to make a stand. 

But she knew that doing something dramatic—like running away from home like Harry Potter, except he had flown away in a magic car—just wasn’t on. Yet Harry felt like a kindred spirit, sort of, since she couldn’t escape her fate either.

Whatever happened, Granny would be away for a long time. She would have to be the one Daddy depended on.
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Nuala

––––––––
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A SLIGHTLY BURNT SMELL wafted past her nose. “Oh, Jeez!”  

Nuala jumped up to check the cooker. She had lost track of how long the pizzas had been baking and now the cheese was all brown and the crust was a bit burnt. Hoping the kids wouldn’t notice, she got out a pair of tea towels and pulled the pizzas from the oven. 

“Hey,” she called as soon as she’d cut it, “pizza’s ready!”

The kids bounced into the kitchen.  “Where oh where did the pizza go?” sang Ava. “In-to my TUMMY!” 

Boyd and Finn grabbed a slice in each hand and dove into their fort before Nuala could protest. When Ava ignored the plates too, Nuala bellowed, “You guys! Plates, now!”

She startled, hearing a knock on the front door. It had to be Miss Bridie O’Donnell, back from the doctor’s to check in. But...what if it wasn’t?

“I’ll get it!” Ava tossed her slice on the edge of the kitchen table. It promptly slid onto the floor, but she was already hurtling around the fort to the door. 

“Wait!” Nuala scrambled after her. “You can’t answer the door after dark, without finding out who’s there!” 

Too late. As Ava opened the door, Nuala, in her unaccustomed boots, lurched over a loose blanket and fell over, pulling down half the fort.

“Nuala!” yelled Boyd from under the blanket. “You smashed our pizza!” 

Nuala looked up from the carpet to see a drooping figure on the stoop.

“HAZEL!” cried Ava, and flung her arms around the visitor.
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Emma

––––––––
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EMMA REELED AS A SMALL child hugged her tight.

Her wits were so far gone she dropped her bag and returned the embrace automatically. If she knows Hazel, at least I’m in the right place.

The child suddenly released her, small, elegant brows pulled together. “Oh! You’re not Hazel.”

Emma looked down at her, bemused. She was a beautiful little sprite, wide-eyed with dark ringlets curling wildly around her face. She was about the age Hazel had been, when Emma had left for... 

No. Don’t go there. “Um...I’m Hazel’s sister.”

“Goody!” The child’s frown vanished. “I like you then. Come in!”

“Thank you.” Confused, Emma stepped over the threshold. “You’re not...the baby?” Did Declan have yet another younger child? This one was years from babyhood.

The little girl closed the door. “Daddy calls me baby sometimes, b’cuz he forgets I’m a big girl. I’m called Ava.” Giving Emma an enchanting grin, she was the spit image of Declan’s wife.

“Grand to meet you, Ava.” Tearing her gaze away from this small dote, Emma glanced up to find a red-faced young girl flopping in a mess of bedding like a landed fish. 

A smaller, feminine version of Declan, the girl finally scrambled to her feet and grimaced at Emma. “What are you called then?” 

Before Emma could answer, two more dark, tousled heads popped out from beneath the blankets—the boys in the photo Declan had kept on his desk. Clambering out, they looked at her curiously, red sauce smeared on their chins. “Hey,” said one boy. The other said, “We need more pizza!” and they both waded through the bedding toward what had to be the kitchen. “C’mon, Ava!”

“Uh uh.” The little girl grabbed Emma’s hand. “I’m staying with her.”

Emma, trying to get her bearings, finally took in her surroundings. This was Declan’s house? He had been so organized at the office, but this place was a shambles, and that was being charitable: bedding strewn everywhere, toys scattered about, books and lamps askew. As she peeked through the doorway into the next room, she saw food on the floor and dirty dishes on the worktops. Holy God—surely Declan couldn’t be home, presiding over this bedlam. 

So who was, then?

“Well?” The older girl eyed her impatiently. 

“Oh, sorry. I’m Emma Carey—I’m here to see your dad.” Without thinking, she reached up with her free hand to tidy her hair.

The girl’s eyes narrowed. “What do you want with him?”

“Nuala,” whispered the little girl. Ava. “You sound mean. Don’t be mean to Hazel’s sister!”

The girl’s frown deepened. “What do you want? And how do you know my dad?”

Emma sputtered, “Well, I met him...I mean, he came to work at...” Why was she letting this kid put her at a disadvantage? She straightened her back. “I worked with him, back in Washington State. At Ireland Place.” 

The girl, Nuala, didn’t look relieved. If anything, she looked even surlier. “And?”

Emma couldn’t help a brusque, “And what?”

Nuala sighed theatrically. “What are you doing here?”

Emma’s head throbbed. For a moment, she really couldn’t remember why she’d hired a car and traveled to the back of beyond to see a man who—if that goodbye handshake last June was anything to go by—had absolutely no use for her. 

“Um...” She saw her handbag at her feet. “Right,” she said under her breath, then louder, “The key!”

“Key?” asked Ava. 

Emma disentangled her hand from Ava’s, then retrieved her bag. “The key...” Pawing inside, she pulled out a rusty, oversized key and waved it triumphantly. “To your house!”

“That’s not the key to our house,” said Nuala disdainfully. “It’s the one to the—”

“Fairy cottage!” Ava danced around her, singing, “The fair-y cottage, the fair-y cottage, the fair-y, air-y, berry cottage, and we have the KEY!”

“Ava, be quiet!” said the girl. “Will you just let me sort this!”

There’s nothing to sort,” said Emma, trying to establish some kind of authority. “If your dad has stepped out, I’ll just wait for him.” She perched on an armchair, the only spot in the entire room to sit on.

An indecipherable expression crossed the girl’s face. “You...can’t.”

“Why not?” said Emma, exasperated.

“He’s...away.”

“I gathered that.” Emma’s voice was crisp. “I don’t mind wait—”

“He won’t be home for...a while.” Nuala looked oddly panicked. 

“That’s all right—really, I can wait.” Emma suddenly realized the evening was getting on and that she was meant to find somewhere to stay tonight. 

“You can’t,” the girl said again. “He’s gone—until late.”

“Um...” Emma cocked her ear for an adult voice. “My sister said your granny lives here?”

“Not...at the moment,” said Nuala.

“She’s gone,” sighed Ava, and pranced on tip-toe. “Gone far, far, far away to paint.”

Hazel hadn’t mentioned the children’s mother being around, but Emma gave it a shot. “Might I speak to your mam then?” 

“Her?” Ava executed a wobbly curtsy. “She’s gone too, away, away, really dilly away—” 

“Shhh!” hissed Nuala. 

Ava plunked onto a pile of bedding as Emma tried to get a handle on Declan’s irregular household. He was out for the evening, the grandmother was away, and the kids’ mother wasn’t around either? From the little Emma knew of Declan’s wife, she might be off on one of her many travels... “All you children,” she said carefully, “are alone for the night?”

“We’re grand,” said Nuala quickly. “My dad won’t be home that late.”

“Good. It’s important that I see him.” 

She knew she was being terribly pushy; and she really, really had to find lodgings, yet here she was. Something about this girl made her dig in her heels.

“But...you really...c-can’t...” stammered Nuala.

“I’ve a parcel to give him too,” said Emma.

“A present?” asked Ava hopefully.

“Not exactly.” Smiling back at Ava, she pictured Declan’s pleasure at seeing his photos again. “Just a few things he left at the office.”

She looked up to encounter the older girl’s stare. It was positively hostile. “You can leave the parcel here and I’ll give it to him.”

This kid was definitely trying to get rid of her. “I’d really prefer to hand it to him myself,” said Emma. “The key too. I shouldn’t want it to get lost.”

Nuala threw her a challenging stare. “You don’t trust me to give that stuff to my dad?”

Emma couldn’t get her head around the situation here. Declan had seemed to be such a devoted daddy—yet to leave his four kids to their own devices far into the night? When she set out on this mission, by this time she’d planned to be halfway back to Dublin. 

Still, she’d come this far, she might as well see it through—

“Well?” prompted the girl.

“Of course I trust you,” lied Emma. “But if it’s all the same to you, I want to personally hand over the parcel and the key.” She waved it for emphasis.

“The fairy key,” Ava corrected as the older boy bounced back into the room, his brother on his heels. 

“You mean the key to the cottage? Great!” Before Emma knew what he was doing, the boy plucked the key from her limp grasp. “We can set up our fort out there!”

“No you CAN’T!” yelled Nuala, just as a phone rang. “Now stay here, and do not MOVE!” She made to grab the key from the boy.

“Try and get it!” He playfully held it out of reach. 

Nuala looked daggers at him, and Emma tensed. She couldn’t exactly break up a melee  here the way she’d handled her brothers’ fights—threatening to crack their heads together. Luckily, with a swift, ninja-like move, the girl snatched the key and jammed it into her jeans’ pocket. 

Then heading toward the kitchen, the phone still ringing off the hook, she promptly lost her footing on the bedding. 

She lurched around as the phone rang and rang, then went silent. Nuala had just regained her balance when the phone began ringing again. She reached the kitchen, her shoes rapping on the kitchen floor.

As the two boys joined Ava on the pile of blankets, the younger boy looked at Emma, his long-lashed eyes hopeful. Good God, if the child’s two front teeth weren’t missing, he would’ve looked exactly like Declan. Except for his father’s gray hair and crow’s feet, of course. 

“When we get in the cottage,” he said, “maybe you’ll help us set up a new fort, please please PLEASE?”

“YES!” chimed in Ava. “A fairy cottage FORT!”

“We totally want it in there!” exclaimed the older boy. “To-tal-ly!”

Emma winced. Must you shout? I’m right here! Wishing she had never come, she glanced toward the kitchen as Nuala picked up the phone. “Hallo?” 

She froze. 

Declan’s daughter was wearing boots. A pair of very familiar, hand-tooled leather boots.
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Declan

––––––––
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HE PACED FRANTICALLY along Hanover Street in Dublin, phone to his ear. 

Declan O’Donoghue was insensible to the cold wind blowing off the canal, penetrating his anorak. Nor did he notice the Friday night rush of vehicles rumbling past. The high-rise buildings and even taller cranes around the Grand Canal loomed above, seeming to close in on him. Pick up the phone for God’s sake, pick up pick up!

What in the hell had possessed him to leave Nuala with the little ones for an entire day? Here he was, stuck in the bloody Docklands while his children were alone, all the way across the country! And no one was answering the phone at home! Maybe something bad happened? Really bad—

“Hallo?” 

“Nuala! Are you okay? Is everyone all right?”

“Oh...Daddy.” Nuala spoke so low he could hardly hear her. “You didn’t need to ring. We’re grand.”

They were all right! But now this bloody mess...“I rang because my meeting went overtime and when I got to the car park the car wouldn’t start! I’m so sorry, love—it’s my own fault, I meant to get it serviced last week, but—”

“Granddad’s car! You’ll get it fixed, won’t you?” 

Declan heard the worry in his daughter’s voice. “I’ve got to wait for the tow lorry, so I won’t be home for hours. I rang Bridie O’Donnell, to ask her to come round, but she didn’t pick up! Could you nip next door, see if she’s home, and if she is, tell her it’s an emergency?” 

Declan knew he had to dial it down, but he couldn’t seem to rein in his anxiety. “God, I’m so sorry to put you in this position, I don’t know what else to do—please, just go round to Bri—Miss O’Donnell’s house and—”

“It’s okay,” broke in Nuala. “She’s...” A tiny pause, then she spoke even more quietly than before. “Miss O’Donnell is...here.” 

“At our house?” He stopped dead. 

“Um...yeah,” Nuala said. 

“Thank God!” Relief made his eyes sting. Thank God thank God thank God. “That’s terrific! Would you ask if she could please stay for the night? Until I get home?”

“Um...all right.” 

As the line went quiet, Declan took a deep breath, trying to get his emotions under control. But it had been a day. 

Had it been only this morning, that with the greatest reluctance he left Nuala in charge and he and his mother set off for Dublin? When he dropped Maeve off at the airport, he did his best to hide how bereft he felt. Sure, the last months had been rough, but as his mother disappeared from sight, he was stricken by grief—like he was losing his last link with his dad. 

It was all he could do to pull himself together for the job meet-up— 

“She says she can.” Back on the line, Nuala sounded a bit put out, but then, she wasn’t one of Bridie’s bigger fans.

“Thank God!” Declan said again. The kids would be cared for! Suddenly his heart felt so light he could float away, far above that spiky, hot-red light installation next to the canal—which he’d thought was a bit eejit but now seemed beautiful. 

He could even, for a brief moment, think about his job interview, which went so smoothly he could have pinched himself. “As soon as I sort my transportation, I’ll be on my way.” 

“Okay,” was all Nuala said. 

Despite her grumpy voice, Declan felt jolly enough to tease her. “I guess you were too busy reading Harry Potter to get the phone?” She didn’t answer. “Right then. One more thing—could you put Miss O’Donnell on the line so I can thank her myself?”
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Nuala

––––––––
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“UM...HANG ON.”

Nuala pressed the handset tight to her chest, the same place she’d held it when Daddy asked her about Miss O’Donnell staying overnight. She didn’t know why she’d said Bridie was here in the first place, why she’d told such a big whopper. It had just popped out of her mouth before she could stop it. 

But for a minute Daddy sounded so freaked out, like he might have a heart attack or something, and what would she do if he had to go to hospital? Lying was the only thing she could think of to calm him down. 

Shaky with nerves, she knew she had to stick with her story. Nuala swallowed hard, then got back on the line. “Miss...um, O’Donnell can’t come to the phone. Ava...got pizza in her hair so she’s helping her clean it up.” 

Well, that wasn’t exactly a lie. Ava got food on herself all the time.

“Bless her cotton socks,” said Daddy. “What a grand neighbor Bridie is—a proper lifesaver.” 

No, I’m the lifesaver, Nuala wanted to tell him, but Daddy sounded more like his regular self again. So she could point it out later. 

“By the way,” he added, “please have Bridie sleep in Granny’s room.”

Since they’d arrived last June, for the visit that turned permanent, their family’s sleeping arrangements had been all over the place. Nuala said, “You mean, not Granny’s art room, where Ava and I stay, but her big bed, where you’ve been sleeping?”

“That’s it,” Daddy said. “You’ll put fresh linens on the bed for her?”

The boys suddenly whizzed past her and pounded up the stairs. Boyd and Finn would be getting into something but she was tired of trying to control them. 

“Clean sheets? Oh, sure,” said Nuala. Since she’d lied about Miss O’Donnell, no harm in fibbing about this too. “Don’t worry, Daddy.”

“What would I do without you, love?” said Daddy fondly. “I’ll ring first thing to check in, then.”

After saying goodbye, Nuala chewed her lip. Daddy would eventually discover the truth about Miss O’Donnell—though maybe she could get around that. But she had a bigger problem: her cousins and Ava would be sure to blab to someone about going a whole night without a grown-up in the house...

Nuala cast a quick look at their visitor. The woman had looked utterly disgusted as she glanced around the house, and of course she could get rid of the intruder if she really tried. But Nuala was actually a bit...scared at the prospect of being alone with the kids all night long. 

Well, not that scared, but it would be pretty strange not to have a grownup here. If Daddy was delayed for something else, Nuala didn’t know how long she could hold on minding the kids all by herself.

The other problem was, if people in the village found out maybe they’d be so worried one of them would ring up...what’s it called? Social services or whatever. Then Daddy would get into trouble. Maybe big trouble. 

And if her friends discovered she and her little sister had been left on their own all night they’d think something was wrong with her family. 

Besides, there was no place to stay in the village and it would be really, really mean to turn someone out into the cold night with nowhere to go. And hadn’t Granny asked Hazel to stay over just last month, no big deal? So there was no harm in asking this visitor to do the same.

Actually, Nuala realized, there were lots of reasons. Still, it wasn’t like this Emma woman was Freddy Kruger or anything. She was Hazel’s sister. And even more importantly, she was better than nobody. 

* * *
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NUALA SAUNTERED BACK to the front room. The stranger, still perched on the armchair, hadn’t moved, except for her eyebrows—she was frowning even harder than before. The dark circles under her eyes looked almost purple. 

“That was our neighbor,” Nuala said nonchalantly. “She...uh, she wanted to come round because of my dad being late.” She wasn’t ready to tell this woman Daddy wouldn’t be home at all tonight. “But I told her we were grand because we already had someone here.” 

The lies were getting so easy Nuala wondered how she’d gotten so good at it with so little practice. “If you want to stay you can.” 

“You mean...” The woman looked gobsmacked. “Stay at your house? Tonight?”

“That’s what I said,” Nuala managed not to snap. “I’ll ring my dad, tell him you’re here.” 

There it was, her third big lie tonight. She had no intention of ringing Daddy. It occurred to her she was telling so many lies she mightn’t be able to keep them straight—but lying to a stranger wasn’t quite the sin of lying to your own dad. Was it?

Emma was still staring at her. “Wouldn’t it be a bother? My staying without your dad’s proper permission?”

“Oh, we have our minders sleep over all the time,” said Nuala blithely. “Because my mam—” She broke off, horrified at what she’d nearly said. 

“’Cuz Mammy’s not here at all,” finished Ava. 

Emma looked so startled Nuala thought she’d fall off her chair. “What?”

“She’s on a trip,” said Nuala quickly. “Anyway, stay if you want.”

“Well, if you’ve room for me, I guess I will then,” said Emma.

“Oh, goody, a sleepover!” cried Ava. “Can I sleep with you, Emma?”

“Don’t be silly,” Nuala said crossly. “You don’t sleep with perfect strangers!”

“Emma’s not a s’ranger! She’s Hazel’s—”

“Yeah, yeah, Hazel’s sister,” said Nuala. “You just met her, though.”

Ava screwed up her face. “But Nuala, I want her to sleep in the fort with MEE—”

“Ava, your sister’s right.” The woman looked alarmed. “You’re not meant to sleep with people you don’t know very well.”

“But I do know you!” 

“Of course you do,” said Emma in a soothing tone, like she was used to dealing with little kids. “So I’m not quite a stranger, but still—”

“Well, whatever,” said Nuala. As much as she’d like to make this lady sleep on the floor, she said, “You can stay upstairs. In my granny’s room.” 

“That would be grand,” said their visitor.

Remembering the night Hazel was here, and that they’d brought out cocoa and scones, Nuala added grudgingly, “I suppose you’ll want some supper or something.” 

“Um...I’m fine.” Emma reached for her handbag. “I think I’ve a granola bar in here—”

“But we have pizza!” said Ava gleefully. Tumbling over the ruined fort into the kitchen, she picked her slice of pizza off the floor, set it on a plate, and trotted back to the front room. She presented the plate to Emma. “Here—for you!”

“Er...thank you.” The woman accepted the plate with obvious reluctance—she had to have seen Ava pick the food off the floor. “Frozen pizza?”

“No.” Ava looked confused. “Nuala cooked it.” 

“She means did it come from a box, as in, crappy shop pizza.” Nuala lifted her chin at Emma. “Am I right?”

“I...don’t really eat pizza,” said Emma.

Hazel had been happy to have Nuala’s stale scones, but obviously this Emma was the picky sort. Granddad would’ve said persnickety, but in a kind way. For a moment, thinking of him, Nuala felt a stirring of guilt.

She suppressed it immediately. Ah, let her be hungry. Then Nuala heard suspicious noises overhead. “I have to check on the boys.”

“Right, I’ll fetch my things from the car.” Emma made to rise.

“You can in a minute,” said Ava firmly. “I want to sit with you.” She took the plate from Emma, set it aside, then climbed into the woman’s lap and looked at her adoringly. 

Nuala rolled her eyes and headed for the stairs. How nice to be four years of age and assume that every female you meet is mad about you, even strange ones, and you’re totally free to climb all over them. She realized dimly why Ava did this—why she had loved Hazel on sight and now she felt the same for Hazel’s sister—really, it didn’t take a genius. 

But it was still embarrassing. 

Nuala rounded the hallway into Granny’s old room and found Boyd and Finn jumping on the bed, whacking each other with pillows. Daddy’s books had been knocked to the floor, and a lamp was precariously close to falling off the nightstand. “Stop it!” 

Righting the lamp, she gazed at the bed. The cream duvet with the blue hydrangeas Granddad had liked so much was a rumpled mess. “What’s with the pair of you?” Both pillow cases were missing. “Do you have to destroy every single room you’re in?”

Boyd dropped his pillow. “We were bored.” 

“I don’t care, just get out of here,” Nuala told them. “Go play video games or something.”

“We can’t find our Switches.” Finn dropped the other pillow. 

“Then look for them!” Nuala had just about had it. How was it that Granny and Daddy could be cool as cucumbers and get the boys to behave, while she could shout and get angry and they didn’t pay any attention to her whatsoever? “They’re probably buried in your eejit fort!”

“They’re not there,” said Finn dolefully.

“Then go get something to eat.” And get out of my face. Part of her wished this Emma woman had some authority and would make the boys obey Nuala. But then, she wasn’t their minder. 

She was no one, really. Just someone Daddy had worked with.
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Nuala

––––––––
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SHE PRACTICALLY PUSHED the boys out of the room and yanked up the covers. Jamming the pillows back into their cases, she tossed them toward the head of the bed. Their visitor would just have to cope.

Following the boys downstairs, Nuala found Ava back in Emma’s lap. The woman had opened the box she’d brought in, and was drawing out a picture frame. 

“I thought you said the box was for my dad.” Nuala felt unsettled. “Why are you mucking about with his things?”

“I didn’t think he’d mind if I showed a few mementoes to your sister.” The woman gazed at the photo. “Your dad looks so happy here, don’t you think? He told me how your granddad kept up the lawn so nicely, with a lovely cottage garden...”  

Nuala glanced at the snap of her dad and granddad with herself and all the kids, then at Emma’s face as she stared at the family photo. 

Her expression had changed. It was strange. Like...tender. The way Daddy looked at her and Ava when he kissed them goodnight. “Yes,” said Emma softly, “all those children, but a very happy dad.” 

A red haze swam before Nuala’s eyes. This woman liked—no, she couldn’t bear to even think it. “That’s right, he is happy! With us!” snapped Nuala, and without thinking, she yanked the frame out of Emma’s hands and shoved it into the box. 

“But I want to see what else Emma has!” said Ava.

“Well, you can’t.” Grabbing the whole kit and caboodle, Nuala swept into the kitchen and jammed the box in the pantry. She turned around to discover the boys watching her curiously. 

“What’s that you’re hiding?” said Finn.

“None of your business.”

“Not our Switches?” said Boyd suspiciously. “Cuz we still can’t find them.”

“No, it’s not your stupid Switches,” said Nuala. “Just my dad’s th—” She broke off, struck by an idea. It was brilliant. 

Okay, it was awful of her to involve the boys. But after seeing this woman’s face just now, talking about Daddy, she knew it was an emergency. A truly dire emergency. 

“Um...that lady out there is staying with us tonight.” She lowered her voice. “She’s called Miss O’Donnell.” 

“I thought she was called Emma,” said Finn.

“She is, but...” Nuala pulled the boys into the pantry and turned on the light. “But you’re meant to call her Miss O’Donnell. Because she’s a grownup and you don’t properly know her.”

“Okay,” said Finn.

Boyd scrunched his brow. “But we saw Miss O’Donnell in the shop last week. She was really old with great big boobies.” He snickered.

“Boobies,” chortled Finn. “Ha!”

“This lady doesn’t have ‘em,” said Boyd, “so how can she be—”

“Keep your voice down!” Nuala hissed. “Anyway, this lady...well, she’s called O’Donnell too. She’s um...a distant cousin. So when my dad comes home, you can say Miss O’Donnell stayed with us.” 

“I dunno if I’ll remember there’s two Miss O’Donnells,” said Finn doubtfully. 

Nuala eyed her cousin. Finn was the weak link here, since Ava wouldn’t know or care what Emma’s surname was. “Well then, you can just call her ‘Miss.’”

“If you say so.” Boyd had already lost interest. He cast about the pantry. “Are there any sweets in here?” 

“No,” Nuala said automatically. She could hear that Emma woman talking quietly to Ava—telling Ava a story about princesses or something. Oh, Jeeeez—now Ava would love her forever. 

“One more thing,” said Nuala, as another brainwave struck her. “I’ve a really great idea for a...a game.”

Boyd brightened. “Let’s play it!”

“I like games,” said Finn. 

Nuala said low, “We’re going to pretend...” Did she dare? Then she remembered again that tender look on Emma’s face. Oh, yeah, she totally would dare. “We’re going to pretend something super fun.”

“What’s that?” asked Boyd.

“Well,” Nuala whispered, “that my dad is your dad too.”

“But he’s not,” said Finn, puzzled. “He’s Uncle Declan.”

“Right,” said Nuala. “But tonight, while that Emma—Miss O’Donnell—is here, we’re going to make believe he’s your dad. That you’re my brothers. Not my cousins. Got it?”

“Got it.” Boyd’s eyes sparkled. “Fooling grownups is awesome.”

“Now have you got it?” Nuala said to Finn. 

“I guess,” said Finn. “So...we pretend you’re our sister?”

“That’s it. And Ava too. So now there’s four kids in our family.”

“Um...okay,” said Finn, still looking unsure. “I do like pretending.”

Nuala bit the inside of her cheek, considering the teeny likelihood of Daddy arriving before their visitor left. She gave both boys a meaningful look. “So when my dad comes home, act like you love him to bits, like your real dad.”

“But I do love Uncle Declan to bits,” said Finn. 

“Me too,” said Boyd.

“All the same,” Nuala emphasized, “for now, you act like he’s totally your dad.” All she needed was a way to get the boys completely on board... “Uh, that lady, Miss O’Donnell, looked really knackered, didn’t she?”

Both boys shrugged. 

“Well, she did,” said Nuala decisively. “So she’ll probably go to bed early. How about...” To keep Ava from hearing, she made her voice the barest of whispers. “How about you guys and me sort your fort and sleep there tonight?” Nuala was so not up for dragging all the stuff back upstairs and organizing the boys’ sleeping bags. “We’ll watch a film on my tablet and stay up really late. Super late.”

“Yeah, let’s!” said Boyd. “Like a campout!”

“Keep your voice down!” hissed Nuala. 

“Can we have snacks too?” Boyd asked.

“Tons of snacks,” said Nuala. Actually, the boys would be sure to fall asleep once they were horizontal, then she’d get up and clean the kitchen. She could show Daddy how well she could manage things, and a tidy kitchen would make him happy.

“Can I bring my Ewok?” Finn asked.  

“All the toys you want.” Nuala herded them out of the pantry. “Now, let’s get your fort straightened out.” I just hope they remember everything I told them.

In the front room, keen to get the boys distracted, she glanced at the woman again. Their guest looked tired and pale, and Ava had got pizza sauce on her outfit. Even more hilarious, her hair looked hideous. Although the streaky color was probably quite trendy, Emma’s roots were showing and half her hair was falling down the side of her head. 

Even if she was soft on Daddy, he was used to ladies like Mam, gorgeous and hair always done, nice makeup and all that. In fact, if he could see this woman now, he’d take one look at the state of her and decide she was a completely useless article.
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Nuala

––––––––
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AT BEDTIME, NUALA HAD to pry her little sister away from their visitor. 

“I want to stay up,” said Ava, nestling closer to Emma. Nuala noticed that the woman tried to keep a bit of distance, but her sister kept worming nearer. 

“It’s past your bedtime,” said Nuala, then to Boyd, “I need to pull out Ava’s blanket.”

“But we need all the blankets!”

“Too bad,” said Nuala. “Ava won’t sleep a wink without Anna and Elsa.”

“But you can’t take it, else the fort’ll fall down for sure!” said Boyd. 

“Oh, come on, her Frozen blankie is a girl’s blanket!” 

Boyd pulled a face. “Eww, then I don’t want it.” He yanked on the blankie and tossed it to Nuala. The fort wobbled, but he and Finn quickly righted it. 

Nuala draped the little blanket over her arm and held out her hand to Ava. “Okay, time for bed now.” 

Ava stuck out her lip. “But I want to stay with—”

“Sweetie,” said their visitor, trying to ease Ava off her lap, “really, you’ll want to be a good girl and mind your sister.”

“All right,” said Ava theatrically. She finally pushed off Emma, leaving a new food smear on the woman’s skirt. Once upstairs, Nuala got Ava to make her wees, put on her warmest nightie, then wrapped her up in her blankie. Just as Ava sighed and popped her thumb in her mouth, Finn shouted, “Yay, our campout’s ready!”

Shut up, Nuala wanted to snarl but it was too late. Out came Ava’s thumb. “You guys are sleeping in the fort?” she wailed. “I want to sleep there tooooo—” 

Ava broke off as Emma materialized in the doorway, holding a tote. 

“I’ll be sleeping in the bedroom next to this one, right, Ava?” said the woman. “We’ll have the entire upstairs to ourselves.”

Ava snuffled. “Just us?”

“Just us,” confirmed their visitor. “Like...um, a special girls’ night.”

“Okay,” Ava said immediately, which irritated Nuala to no end. Even more so when her sister gave Emma an angelic smile. “Will you kiss me goodnight?”

Emma advanced carefully into the room, leaned over, and gave Ava a tentative peck on her hair. “Nighty-night, sweet dreams. I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Nice try, thought Nuala. Ava flung her arms around the woman’s neck and kissed her cheek. “Nighty-nighty-night-NIGHT!” she said happily, and Nuala was so annoyed she stalked downstairs, wanting to throw something.

Ava liking the woman so much could mean trouble. But Nuala was past caring. Settling into the fort with the boys and a bag of Taytos, she got “The Spiderwick Chronicles” on her iPad. 

But as soon as she stretched out, she could hardly keep her eyes open.

She dimly heard some rustling in the kitchen—maybe that annoying Emma person was trying to find something to eat besides cold pizza. Well, let her. But as sleepy as Nuala was, she managed a quick calculation in her head.

The chance of Granddad’s old car getting fixed in an hour or two was zilch, so her dad would be sure to stay overnight in Dublin. Driving home across Ireland... well, he wouldn’t be home for ages. At the earliest, sometime in the afternoon. Her plan would work perfectly. 

Really, it didn’t complicate things in the least, Nuala thought drowsily, that the woman fancied Daddy. Or that Ava fancied her too. Her eyes drifted closed again. This Emma person would be out the door and long gone by the time Daddy got home. 

Nuala would make sure of that.
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Declan

––––––––
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DECLAN PULLED INTO the driveway of his mother’s house in the early morning light and wearily shut off the engine. 

He frowned. There was an unfamiliar, newish vehicle here—had Bridie O’Donnell bought a new car and he’d never noticed? Though why would she drive over from next door? Not that it mattered—he was home. 

He undid the belt and sank into the luxurious seat of his borrowed wheels, utterly wiped out. Thank God, he had made it home before the kids woke up. Then he glanced at the darkened windows of the house. From here on, he would be dealing with all four of them on his own. 
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