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For those who wander and dream.

Make a wish.
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And for Declan

I heard your name while visiting Ireland, and decided to name a character after you. If your name is Declan and you live in Ireland, this book is for you!
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Chapter One





My bag is not packed. It’s hard to pack when I don’t own a suitcase or know where I’m going. My mom tends to procrastinate until the last minute, and I can only follow. We leave tomorrow, and she won’t tell me where we’re going. With a sigh, I shut the car door and check my texts. 

Mom: Hard-sided carryon to fit in overhead compartment. Roller bag with four wheels and the cheapest one they have. Get it even if it’s a kids’ suitcase!!



As I enter the store, my phone rings with a call I’m expecting.

“Hi, Dad,” I answer. “I’m on a mission. Talk fast.”

“Code red or blue?” Dad asks. 

“Both.” I speedwalk to the back of the store. “I need to find a carryon to pack everything to avoid extra baggage fees.”

“I would have sent you a suitcase if I knew you needed one,” Dad says. “It’s a little late now. How about I pay the baggage fee?”

“Nope.” I pucker my lips. “This is all Mom. She doesn’t want help.” My parents have been divorced since I was a toddler, and Mom is stubborn. She’s taking me on a surprise two-week vacation for my high school graduation gift and wants to pay for it herself.

“Alright,” Dad concedes. “I’m booking your ticket to come visit me before you start school. Does the itinerary I sent you work?”

“Works for me.” 

“Mia is excited you’re coming to visit our new place,” Dad says about my younger half-sister.

“I’m excited too. I miss seeing her.” I scan the aisle signs. Men’s clothes, electronics, movies, books, and there it is…luggage. “This is going to be a challenge.”

“Mia or packing in a carryon?” Dad chuckles.

“Ha.” I glance around. Mia is a feisty preschooler, but I can handle her. I’m not sure about packing for my trip. There are suitcases large enough to fit my body in and backpacks barely big enough for a wallet and snack, but nothing the right size. “Is everyone going on summer vacation? The shelves are empty.”

“Good luck, Muffin,” Dad says. 

“I’ll be lucky if I can find a Bluey suitcase,” I say.

“Mia would love it,” Dad says. “You can use it when you visit.”

I end the call with Dad and pocket my phone when I spot a contender at the other end of the aisle. I hurry there as another person rounds the corner. We both reach for the suitcase. Our hands collide and long fingers glide over mine. An electric charge passes through me at the contact. The other person must feel it too because their hand jerks and they move to clasp the handle. 

“I’m sorry.” I keep my hand on the top of the suitcase while the person holds the handle. “Did you want this one?”

“Yes.” The deep voice sounds gruff, but young. I lift my eyes to see who I need to fight for the bag. 

“Oh.” I draw my lips in. A guy my age stands next to me, and he’s cute, at least from what I can see. He wears a large gray hoodie and covers his face with a dark gray ballcap pulled low. I take my hand off the suitcase and use it to push some hair behind my ear, a nervous habit around cute guys.

“Watch out.” The guy pulls the bag off the shelf and starts to turn.

“Wait!” I’m a little disgusted at myself for my momentary lack of assertiveness. Stupid guy and his good looks. “I need this one. Can you get another one?”

“No.” The guy’s hand tightens on the handle. “I need it.”

“But it’s a kid’s suitcase.” I point at the bright bag in his hand. We’re clearly in the children’s section. Backpacks with animated characters hang from an upper shelf.

“It’s the only one this size,” the guy says with an irritated tone.

“It has pink flowers,” I say. They’re not pastel pink, but a bold pink, nearly fuchsia. There are also some purple flowers with orange centers.

“I don’t care,” the guy grumbles. “I really need this, and I only have a few minutes.” 

“There.” I point to a black suitcase across the aisle. “You can get that one.”

The grumpy guy peeks at the price tag and shakes his head. “It costs twice as much. You get it.”

“Fine.” I can’t afford the more expensive bag, but I can brighten this guy’s day. “Take it.”

Without a word, the guy exits faster than someone getting off a plane for ten thousand dollars. I step out to watch him run, hoping I’m not helping the guy to steal items. With the baggie clothing hiding his identity and running through the store, the guy will have security tailing him in no time. 

I head to the book aisle, which is conveniently located next to the luggage. Trips and books pair like coffee and donuts. A glance at a billionaire romance book gives me an idea. I text the one person I know who travels a lot lately. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this earlier, because it’ll save money if I borrow a suitcase. 

Me: Do you have a hard sided carryon I can borrow, please? Some guy just took the last one at the store.



I think of Grumpy Boy as I wait for a response. He had a dimple in his chin which I noticed right away as the rest of his face was concealed by his hoodie. What reason could he have for buying a pink suitcase and running through the store as if he were on some crazy scavenger hunt? 

My phone chimes with a text notification.

Emma: Of course. Come and get it



Me: Can I stop by in about thirty minutes?



Emma: I’m here 



Me: Thanks



I cruise the rest of the store to grab a few recommended essentials for travel. My viewing habits lately have been focused on travel influencers. Traveling the world and getting paid to do it seems like a dream. I grab gum, makeup remover wipes, a travel bottle of antiseptic hand gel, and antiseptic wipes for surfaces. I’m not sure what to expect with airplane bathrooms, but I’ve heard horror stories and want to be prepared. 

In the self-checkout area, I find Grumpy Boy at a kiosk and smile as I take the one next to him. Grumpy Boy mumbles incoherently as he flips a blue t-shirt over and over in his hand.

“Where?” he mumbles agitatedly. 

I pinch my lips together and wait to see if he can locate the tag before I try to help. He finds it after I scan two of my items, which is a good thing, because he doesn’t look in the mood to appreciate help.

Grumpy Boy hoists the pink suitcase up and tries to scan the tag. 

“No!” Grumpy Boy’s machine beeps twice. 

I pinch away a smile as I scan my last item. I’m not happy he’s having trouble, but it’s a rather satisfying sight after he took the last suitcase. Plus, he’s cute. 

Grumpy Boy waves down the sales associate as I tap my debit card to the screen. 

“This rang up twice,” Grumpy Boy says in a gruff voice to the employee.

“I can help you with that.” The woman swipes a tag across the scanner.

“I’m in a hurry.” Grumpy Boy taps his foot in irritation and looks at his phone.

I place my items in a reusable bag and shake my head at Grumpy Boy’s rudeness. He’s the one causing himself to run late, not the employee. 

“Is that all?” the associate asks as she helps Grumpy Boy bring up his total.

“Yes,” Grumpy Boy says in a short voice. 

I watch from the corner of my eye and take my time gathering up my bag. My eyes widen when Grumpy Boy pulls a hundred-dollar bill out of his pocket. I’ve never seen an actual hundred-dollar bill. Not even Emma’s billionaire boyfriend carries around bills that large. 

“Um…” Grumpy Boy looks around, unsure what to do next. I’m not even sure if he can give the self-checkout machine a large bill and the sales associate is busy helping another customer.

“Just my luck.” Grumpy Boy groans and digs through the stuff he rang up as I slowly walk behind him. A quick peek at the screen gives me a clue to his current grumpiness. His total is $101.82, and he only has the hundred-dollar bill.

A huge slug of sympathy hits me. I know what it’s like to be in his place…short on money and time. I dig in my purse as Grumpy Boy furiously types on his phone.

“Here.” I thrust two one-dollar bills in front of Grumpy Boy.

“Huh?” Grumpy Boy tilts his chin my way.

“Are you short?” I ask.

“No.” Grumpy Boy stands up straight. “I’m taller than you.” 

I chuckle and point at the total on the screen. “I meant with your bill.”

“I…” Grumpy Boy looks at his phone and frowns. “I’m only supposed to spend a hundred.” 

“Just take it.” I wave the bills at Grumpy Boy.

“I can’t.” He shakes his head. “Someone will find out.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” I wrinkle my nose at this strange exchange. “You either have to put something back or take the two dollars. It’s not much.”

Grumpy Boy looks around cautiously, as if he’s being watched. Hesitantly, he reaches out and takes the money. Our fingers touch and Grumpy Boy tilts his head. I get a good look at his eyes which have been hidden under the bill of his hat. They’re a pale blue color, like the blue of the sky before rain blows in. 

“I won’t be able to pay you back.” Grumpy Boy’s voice is rough, either from being moved by my generosity or he swallowed a frog. “I’m leaving.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “You can pay it forward sometime.” 

“There has to be more to this.” Grumpy Boy holds the dollar bills as if they’re dirty. “What do you want?”

“I’m just helping,” I reply. “I know what it’s like to be a few dollars short.” 

“No one helps without wanting something in return.” Grumpy Boy tilts his head down and keeps talking in his gruff voice. “Are you going to come after me later?”

“I don’t know you.” I push my hair behind my ear. He may be cute with eyes I can swim in, but he’s a little too grouchy. “We’ll probably never see each other again. Enjoy your new suitcase and have a good day.”

I clutch my bag, swivel, and head out the door in a mic drop fashion. Grumpy Boy can have the suitcase and I can have the last word. As I sit in the car in the parking lot, I notice Grumpy Boy walk out dragging the suitcase behind him and wonder why he’s so grumpy. A dark car idles in front of the store and Grumpy Boy whips open the rear door. He tosses the suitcase in and the door slams behind him. The car carrying Grumpy Boy turns out of the parking lot and disappears.

“See ya,” I say to the boy and two dollars I’ll never see again. I hope I brightened his day a bit.
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Chapter Two





“Thanks for letting me borrow this,” I tell Emma as I zip the suitcase. “I can’t believe it’s the same one I almost bought.” 

Emma laughs and sits on her bed. “It was Tyler’s idea of a joke, but it’s easy to pick out if I need to check it.” 

“It’s great,” I say. I always pictured Emma as a black suitcase kind of girl. She likes to blend into the crowd and this colorful suitcase must push her out of her box. The bright flower pattern screams…Look at me! I pat the suitcase with a hand, unsure if I want people looking at me. “I won’t be checking any bags, but if I did, it would be easy to pick this one out. No one should mistake it for theirs in the overhead storage.” 

I set the bag on the floor and sit next to Emma. It’s only in the past year we’ve become friends, and it’s been quite a year. I like the ease and quiet of things with Emma, versus the intenseness of being friends with Chloe. Chloe and I are no longer besties, and I’m not sure we ever were. Emma has thrown me into intense situations, but things are more dreamlike with Emma, versus a nightmare with Chloe. I guess dreamlike is what you get when you date a billionaire heir who’s on a reality show. Emma’s living a fairytale life most people only dream of, and it’s certainly not what Emma dreamed or planned, but she’s happy. And I’m happy for her.

“I can’t believe you guys are engaged.” I say this more times than Emma wants to count. It still blows my mind we just graduated high school and Emma and Tyler are engaged to be married. They met last year, had a summer fling, and then began dating when our senior year started.

“A wedding is a long way off.” Emma twists the ring on her finger. “The engagement helps so we aren’t violating his contract.” 

“At least it all worked out,” I say.

Tyler’s reality television contract states he can’t date someone not on the show, which includes Emma. They get around the clause by being engaged and it was a crazy adventure when they announced it on a national morning show during spring break. Emma and Tyler’s four grandmothers, their three summer friends, along with Kurt and me, helped them at the Mall of America when they made the announcement.

“It’s great you’re getting away for a vacation,” Emma says. “I can’t wait to hear about your adventures.”

“We’ll see,” I say with a head bob. I’m still getting used to hair which falls on my shoulders and not below it. “It’s definitely going to be some kind of adventure with my mom.”

My mom saved to pay for this special trip, and I can’t deny her the chance to take a vacation. It’s difficult to remember the last time she got away.

“You have to text me photos,” Emma says. “My grandma and her friends are in England right now. It looks gorgeous. They’re traveling to Ireland next.”

“That sounds amazing,” I say. “I’d love to go there.”

“Do you have any idea where you’re going?” Emma asks. 

I draw my lips in and shake my head. “Europe is probably too expensive. It’s more likely we’re going on some cheap cruise or headed to an inexpensive resort in Mexico. I had to get a passport for the trip.” 

My expectations for this vacation are low. Low expectations mean no disappointment. That’s my key to not being grumpy about things. Low expectations.

“Hey.” Emma reaches across her bed and sticks her hand under the pillow. “You need some reading material for the trip?”

“Ah.” I pucker my lips at the book Emma pulls out. It has a bare-chested man on it. Emma loves books, but this doesn’t look like something she would typically read. I guess you can’t judge a book by its cover.

Emma chuckles and hands me the book. “It’s a billionaire romance and the perfect escape book to take on a summer vacation.”

“A billionaire romance?” I recall the book in the store. This one is “The Summer Fling” by E.M. Huggins.

“It’s steamy,” Emma says. “I gloss over those parts, but it’s a good story. You might recognize the inspiration behind it.”

“I bet my mom would love it.” I turn the book over. “I’ll read it and pass it on to her.” 

“Emma?” Emma’s mom calls from a room across the hall. “Can you take Sawyer for a few minutes?”

Emma leaves and I read the back cover. It’s a story about a billionaire in hiding who meets a group of people in a tropical resort and starts a fling with a quiet, but familiar girl. No wonder Emma said it’s recognizable, it’s like the grown-up version of her life.

Emma returns after a few minutes with her baby sister.

“She’s gotten bigger.” I reach toward Sawyer, and she grabs my finger with her tiny hand. “Do the tabloids still say she’s your baby?”

“I hope not.” Emma runs a hand over Sawyer’s head. “I refuse to look. There must be other things people can talk about.” 

After Sawyer’s birth, Emma was photographed with her baby sister and gossip started she had a secret baby with Tyler. The life of a billionaire heir on a reality show is never dull, but Emma and Tyler want a dull life together. 

“Meow.” Tinkles, Emma’s cat, rubs against my ankle. 

“Tinkles won’t even do that to me.” Emma moves Sawyer over her shoulder to burp her. “She hates me.”

Tinkles rubs against my bare legs. It’s June in Minnesota and the weather is warm enough to wear shorts. 

“At least she likes me.” I reach to rub Tinkles behind the ears. “Not many people do.” I took a social dive when I stood up to Chloe at homecoming. 

“Plenty of people like you,” Emma says. “You were popular in school.”

“That’s because of Chloe,” I say. Chloe is the textbook definition of a mean popular girl, and I was one of her followers. “At least I get a clean slate in college.” 

“You’ll make a ton of new friends there,” Emma says as Sawyer burps. “And you know Kurt really likes you.”

“I’ve been thinking about him,” I say. “We had a good time at prom.”

Emma arches her eyebrows and scooches closer to me. “Are you ready to upgrade him to more than friends?”

I shrug and twist my lips. “Maybe.” 

Kurt didn’t have the best reputation in high school, and I kept him clearly in the friend zone, even at prom. But now, it doesn’t matter what reputations we have. We can both start fresh. 

“We’re going to the same community college in the fall,” I say. “And he’s a really great guy when you get to know him.”

“You like him enough to date him?” Emma asks.

“Maybe.” I watch Sawyer’s eyelids flutter. She’s sleepy. “But I should probably wait until I’m back from vacation.”

“Find out now.” Emma moves, and Sawyer’s eyes fly open. “Text and ask him out to lunch. This will make his day.”

“What if he’s busy?” I ask.

“You won’t know unless you try,” Emma says and then shakes her head. “I’m beginning to sound like my grandmas. They say you never get a chance if you don’t take it. So, take this chance. All he can do is say no.” 

“True,” I reply. 

“He’s had a huge crush on you all year,” Emma says. “How can he say no?” 

A small smile spreads on my face. There’s no way Kurt will turn me down. I’m the one keeping him at a distance. I grab my phone.

Me: Are you free for lunch today?



Kurt: Yeah. This is great. I was about to text you. I need to tell you something



Emma’s right about me talking to Kurt. It sounds like he’s ready to admit his feelings for me. 

Me: Your place in thirty minutes? I’ll bring burritos



Kurt: Sounds great. See you soon



I’m lucking out with my friends being around today.

“You’re going to make his day,” Emma says when I look up.

I’m the sunshine in peoples’ lives today. I helped improve Grumpy Boy’s day by giving him a suitcase and two dollars. And now I’ll make Kurt’s day by asking him out on a date.
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Chapter Three





I know what kind of burrito Kurt likes and I get myself an identical one at the drive thru before I head to his house. At times I get pigeonholed into the blonde ditzy category and my faulty memory with names contributes to it. I know Kurt has a crush on me, though others think I’m too flaky to notice. It’s not hard to see. I notice the subtle glances, the small gestures, and how he drops anything to be with me. 

“I’m glad we can do this before I leave tomorrow.” I unwrap my burrito. 

Kurt’s house sits high above a lake and wooden stairs lead down to the water’s edge. We sit at a picnic table and face the suburban lake surrounded by homes built close to one another.

“I’m glad you texted,” Kurt says.

Kurt’s large fingers are gentle with the foil as he unwraps the burrito. Kurt’s a big guy who played football and wrestled in high school. He’s the opposite of a little dog who thinks it’s big. Kurt’s in a big body which hides the sweetness.

Previously, Kurt’s reputation bordered on being a jerk. He hit on most girls and was thoroughly rebuffed by them all. But in the past year, he’s become more a big cinnamon roll, though I suspect he’s always been one. Kurt said the guys on the football team paid attention when he hit on girls, and he kept it up. People either thought I was lowballing it by being friends with Kurt or I was doing him a favor. He was the one doing me a favor. He and Emma showed me real friendship.

After my breakup with Chloe, I went from the top of the pyramid in school to the very bottom, much like my position in cheerleading. I was always a bottom row cheerleader, but those are the ones you need to trust to hold up the top. Even after our friendship dissolved, I kept Chloe up in the pyramid with a smile on my face. 

“What have you been up to?” I ask. “I haven’t heard from you in a few days.” 

“I’ve been busy.” Kurt keeps his eyes on the burrito. “Some things came up.” 

A squirrel runs across the grass and up a tree near the table. What is it Tyler says about squirrels and rodents? They’re a bad omen?

“I’ve been thinking.” I set my burrito down. “About when I get back.” I inch my hand toward Kurt’s, but he moves his away. Strange. I thought he’d be receptive to a move from me. 

“I’m not going to school in the fall.” Kurt lifts the burrito with his hands. He looks uncomfortable, as if one burrito is too much for him to eat. I know he can pack away at least two burritos without a problem. 

“Oh.” I’m a little shocked. This puts a tiny hitch in my plan. Dating Kurt seems like a logical step to take when we’ll attend the same school, but now what? “What are you going to do?”

“It’s kind of sudden,” Kurt says fast, “but there’s this course that starts next week and I got enrolled in it.”

“Oh. Wow,” I say, still quite shocked. “What kind of course?”

“It’s training to be an executive protection specialist.”

“A what?” I ask as something small bounces off my head. I rub my hair with a hand.

“It’s a course to be a professional bodyguard,” Kurt says. “You remember that day at school where we helped Emma escape the reporters?”

“Yeah.” I nod. I told Kurt he should think about being a professional bodyguard. He’d be perfect for it.

“Then we helped Emma and Tyler over spring break when they announced their engagement. Haven took notice.”

“Haven?” I pinch my lips together. Tyler’s ex-girlfriend? The model and reality star? I can’t compete with that.

“Yeah,” Kurt replies. “She talked to me.”

“She talked to you?” A burrito sized swallow goes down hard. I can’t compete with Haven. Am I the only one not living in a happily ever after storybook?

“Tyler helped me get into the course. Then I’ll shadow Haven’s protection and security team,” Kurt continues. 

“You’re going to work for Haven?” I hope I don’t sound bitter. I don’t want to be, because this is an amazing opportunity for Kurt, but it still stings. This must be what it’s like to lie on a bed of nails. If you spread out the surface area, it shouldn’t hurt, except I think I’m putting pressure on one area, and that’s my heart.

Kurt nods. “I’ll start working for her, like an internship with her current bodyguards. And I have you to thank for giving me the idea.” 

“I’m…” I swallow hard and will myself not to cry. Friends. He’s the one friend zoning me now. “I’m so happy for you.”

Kurt leans in to give me a hug. I wrap my arms around his sturdy body and pat his muscular back. He’s built to be a protection specialist and he gets to work for one of the most popular reality stars. He plucked the elusive shamrock and found the hidden pot of gold all in one shot. He’s a lucky guy.

“I’m sorry we won’t be going to school together,” Kurt says when he releases me.

I blink hard and wave a hand as if dismissing his apology, but I really need to move air across my eyes to stop them from watering. “No worries,” I say. “You need to do this.” 

“We’ll stay in touch, right?” Kurt looks hopeful.

“Sure.” I’m hopeful, but I’m also a realist. The chances are slim. Kurt and I have only been friends for half a year and now a great distance will separate us. “So, you’re going to New York City?”

“I leave next week.” Kurt nods. “The class is six weeks and then I’ll join Haven’s team when she starts filming again.”

“You’ll get to see Tyler,” I say as something hits my shoulder. I glance up at the tree.

“Squirrel,” Kurt says.

“What?’ I wrinkle my nose.

Kurt points above me. “That squirrel dropped something on you.”

“Great,” I mumble. Everyone is dumping things on me today. Grumpy Boy, Kurt, and the squirrel. 

“And I’ll get to see Emma when she visits Tyler,” Kurt adds. 

“That’s great.” I glare up at the stupid squirrel. All I need now is a flock of geese to chase after me. “I’m really happy for you.” 

“Maybe you can come visit with Emma sometime,” Kurt says. 

“Maybe,” I say again. 

This is all a little too much. Emma will be busy most of the summer and then she leaves for Florida to attend college. Kurt is leaving for New York. And I’m stuck here working after I return from vacation.

“I hope you have fun on your trip,” Kurt says.

“Thanks,” I say, still a little numb.

“Maybe you’ll end up in New York.” A smile stretches across Kurt’s face.

“Maybe,” I reply, though I doubt it. My phone rings and I look at the caller. “Sorry,” I tell Kurt. “I need to take this. It’s the family I babysit for.” 

“Go ahead,” Kurt replies and returns to his burrito.

“Hello?” I answer. I’ve been babysitting for the Davis family for a couple of years. During the summer I’m with the three kids eight hours a day, five days a week. They’re planning to vacation at the same time as me and I’ll return to babysitting afterwards. 

“Chelsey?” Mrs. Davis asks. “I’m so glad I caught you.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be leaving soon?” I ask.

“We had to cancel,” Mrs. Davis says. “A sudden life decision came up. Alec was promoted.”

“Oh, that’s wonderful,” I say. Everyone I know is getting great news. 

“The job necessitates a move to Texas.”

“Texas?” My mouth falls open wide enough to shove in a Texas sized burrito. Kurt glances at me as he takes a huge bite.

“We leave in two weeks,” Mrs. Davis says. “I canceled our trip so I can organize the move and transfer my job. Alec could leave ahead of us, but we don’t want to be separated for long. We’re going as soon as possible.”

“Wow,” I say with faked enthusiasm. “It sounds like an amazing opportunity.”

“Yes.” I hear Mrs. Davis sigh over the phone. “And I’m sorry because it means we won’t need you anymore. Unless you want to follow us to Texas.” 

“Maybe someday, but not now.” I poke a finger into the cold tortilla of my burrito. I look up into the tree and glare at the gray furry animal twittering at me. 

Squirrels are bad omens. Big, furry, rodents of bad luck. 
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Chapter Four





“First,” I say as I walk in the door of our apartment. “I had to fight a guy for the last suitcase, and I gave in, but Emma let me borrow one.” 

“That’s nice of Emma.” Mom sits on the couch and looks up from her laptop. “I was checking in for our flight.”

“I’m not done yet.” I kick off my shoes into the bin near the door. “I met Kurt for lunch, and he tells me he’s not going to school in the fall. He’s going to New York for bodyguard classes and is going to work for Haven.”

“Wow.” Mom twists to face me. Her highlighted blonde hair swishes in an arch with her. She lifts her perfectly painted eyebrows. “The model? The one on the reality show with your friend?”

I nod. “Luckily, Kurt told me before I asked him out. Because I was going to.” 

Mom’s face scrunches up and tiny lines appear around her eyes. “Quick question. Were you going to ask him out because he likes you or because you like him?”

I shrug and flop into the well-aged and comfortable easy chair near her. “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it? He’s going to New York City to train to be a bodyguard for a celebrity.” 

“I’m sorry,” Mom says. “It’s good Kurt gets this fantastic opportunity. Not great you won’t go to school together. I’m not saying you’re not a fantastic person to be with, but it’s amazing he has this opportunity.”

“Just stop, Mom.” I lift my hand and arch my eyebrows. “I’m not done yet. Get ready for the third thing.”

“I’m bracing myself.” Mom grips the edge of the couch as if she’s riding a roller coaster. She thinks she’s hilarious and I try not to smile at her antics, but I can’t help it, even when I have bad news to share.

“I won’t have a job when I get back. The Davis’s are moving. I just stopped to say goodbye.”

“Oh, no.” Mom’s face drops. She knows I’m relying on the money to help when I start school in the fall. “That’s sudden. I’m sorry.”

“Anything you want to spring on me to make it an even four?” I tap Emma’s suitcase with my toes.

Mom’s lips pucker as she looks at the suitcase. “You got that from Emma?”

“I know. It’s not her style, but it could be mine.” I shrug. Next week I might like a lime green bag and next month it could be a yellow one. My tastes tend to change like the Minnesota weather.

“Since you need to know how to pack for our trip, I’ll tell you where we’re going. It might make you feel better,” Mom says.

“We leave tomorrow.” I slump further into the chair. “I need to know if I have to pack a bikini or a parka.”

“This might be your lucky trip.” A smile spreads across Mom’s face.

“My friends are the lucky ones. Emma goes on a summer vacation and ends up with a billionaire boyfriend. Now Kurt is going to be a bodyguard for Haven. That’s another story waiting to happen. It’s only a matter of time before the model falls for her bodyguard.”

“You’ll get your story someday,” Mom says.

“I don’t want a story.” I smirk. “I think I’d rather have a musical.” 

“You know what I mean,” Mom shakes her head at me.

“I know,” I reply. “I’m happy for Emma and Kurt.”

“Maybe love is waiting for you in-”

“I only want something to happen,” I interrupt. “I didn’t say I want love.”

“In Ireland,” Mom finishes. 

I stare at her. Did I hear her correctly? Ireland? 

“Chels.” Mom stands. “What do you think?” 

What do I think? 

I haven’t fainted, though it feels like a moment I should. The news of where we’re going starts to sink in and shoves out cloudy emotions. I can never stay low for long, and this news pushes me into sunny territory.

“Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!” I leap out of the chair, grab Mom, and squeeze her. “Thank you so much! I’ve always wanted to go there.”

“I know.” Mom pats my back and though I can’t see her face as I hold her in a bear hug, I can feel her smile. 

“I can’t believe this,” I gush. My dad and stepmom went to Ireland ten years ago on their honeymoon. They gave me a guidebook to read about the places they visited. The book is now tattered and worn. 

“It should be a magical trip,” Mom says. “You deserve it.”

“How?” I ask. “How can you afford this?”

Mom pats my shoulders as I pull away from her. “We’ll call it meant to be as it was a lucky find. I happened upon a new touring company for seniors and a traveling companion. The price was too good to believe.” 

“Seniors?” I shuffle back a step.

Mom’s smile grows. “It’s a trip for seniors, for kids who have graduated.”

“And you’re coming?” I tuck my hair behind my ear. Will I be traveling with cute boys and my mom? “How can you travel on a senior trip?”

“I know, I know.” Mom’s hands fly around. “The trip is a good price, and it says the companion can be any age, and I booked it. I’ll do my best to stay out of your way.”

“Whatever. I’m fine hanging around with you, I mean, we get to go to Ireland!” My excitement builds. This news covers the bad of today. “I know this trip is for both of us.” 

“I’ll give you space. And no one will know you, so you can go crazy and try to be yourself,” Mom says.

I tilt my head to the side and purse my lips. “Aren’t I always myself?” 

“You are,” Mom says with a voice which means there’s more. “But you take on the characteristics of whoever is your best friend at the time. You resort to their interests and looks.”

“I do not.” I run my fingers through my hair as I flop back into the easy chair. 

“You like Ireland because of your dad,” Mom says.

“Who wouldn’t like Ireland?” I ask. “And it’s not like I’ve been many places to know what I like.”

“When you became friends with Chloe, what did you do?” Mom asks.

“What do you mean?” I kick my legs up over an arm of the chair.

“You watched videos on how to do your hair and makeup. You practiced really hard to be a cheerleader like Chloe. You two were practically twins.”

“But I like cheerleading,” I say.

“I know,” Mom says. “And you’re a beautiful girl and an amazing cheerleader but look at what’s happened since you shed Chloe.”

“What do you mean?” I ask again.

“Your haircut.” Mom lifts her eyebrows.

I touch my hair and grimace. My long blonde hair was recently cut into a style which grazes my shoulders, like Emma’s, though Emma has darker hair than me. Mom’s right, and I don’t want to admit it. Why is this only dawning on me now?

“You’re saying I’m a copycat?”

“Not a copycat,” Mom replies. “You tend to absorb your surroundings and follow others.” 

“Fine,” I agree. “Maybe I tend to absorb some of those around me. But it wouldn’t be so bad to copy Emma. I’d go on a vacation, have a fling with a guy, and he becomes my billionaire boyfriend.”

“I doubt the billionaire part will happen, but this trip will let you spread your wings and try out whatever you want,” Mom says. “Maybe you’ll have a fling.”

“While on vacation with my mom.” I make a snorting noise. This is laughable. “I doubt it.” 

“Only because you’re not the type of girl to have a fling,” Mom says.

“Maybe I am,” I say. 

Mom shakes her head. “You don’t do flings.”

“You just said I have to find what I like,” I say. “Maybe I am a fling girl.” 

“We’ll see.” Mom smiles. “Don’t worry. I’ll give you space. Hopefully I’m not the only parent accompanying their kid and we can form a parent club.”

“Could you imagine if you’re the only parent on a senior trip?” I chuckle at the thought. “We’d have to pretend you’re one of the tour directors.”

“I’d make the worse director,” Mom says. “You might be able to pass for one with your knowledge of Ireland.”

“I can’t believe you kept this a secret,” I say and sigh. “This is going to be an amazing trip.”

“It’s a lucky trip,” Mom says.
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Chapter Five





I don’t consider it lucky when someone takes my drink from the donut shop at the airport the next day. At least the bag of donuts is safely in my hand. Who messes with a girl and her coffee? 

“That’s my drink,” I say to the person holding my latte. 

“It’s mine,” a raspy voice replies.

I look the coffee stealer in the face and my eyes widen.

“You!” I point a finger at the guy. The pink suitcase he snatched from me yesterday stands at his side. “It’s you.”

“No.” The guy shakes his head. He wears the same gray ballcap and hoodie. “You don’t know me.”

“I know who you are,” I say in an accusing tone. Talk about karma. It’s Grumpy Boy. I hope he paid forward the two dollars and bought someone’s donut.

“Shh.” The guy shushes me when he’s the one stealing my coffee. “Don’t say who I am.” 

“I know you’re the guy taking my coffee.” I point at the cup in his hand. “I gave you two dollars.” I now point at the pink suitcase he grips with his other hand. “And you’re the one who took the suitcase I was going to buy.” 

Grumpy Boy grunts. Noises are his preferred method of communication. 

“If you look at the cup in your hand, you’ll see it has my name,” I say. “Chelsey.”

Grumpy Boy twists the cup to look at the printed sticker. His eyes squeeze tight and his body sways. “Sorry,” he says in a rough voice and sets the cup down. He seizes another cup, checks the sticker, and takes off before I can even grab my cup. Wow. He’s just as grumpy as he was at the store. His vacation must be over. 

With the bag of donuts and two drinks in my hands, I head over to a bank of chairs where Mom waits for me with our suitcases. 

“You’ll never guess who I ran into.” I hand Mom her drink.

“Thor,” Mom replies.

“Thor?” I reply confused. “Do you mean the actual god of thunder or the actor who plays him?”

“Either,” Mom replies with a dreamy smile.

“You need to get out more,” I say. “Maybe start dating again. I can help you with one of those dating apps.”

Mom’s body jerks. “Back to who you ran into. Who was it?”

“The same guy who took the suitcase at the store yesterday. Today he took my drink.” I lift the beverage to my lips. It may be hot outside, but the airport is cool, and a warm drink is nice. 

“Small world.” Mom pulls a donut out of the bag. 

“I guess so,” I say. “Imagine if we’re on the same flight.”

“Is he cute?” Mom lifts the donut to her lips where she tries to hide a smirk. Anytime I mention a guy, she asks if he’s cute. It’s like it’s programmed into her.

I roll my eyes and take a sip. “He’s grumpy.”

“Which is code for cute,” Mom says. “Grumpy guys make for the best meet cute story.”

“Stealing my coffee is not cute,” I counter. I’ve heard enough meet cute stories to know Grumpy Boy and I did not have one. It was more a meet annoyance.

“It’s so cute,” Mom teases.

“What time does the plane board?” I ask to change the subject.

Mom looks at her phone. “We have plenty of time. Our flight isn’t until the late afternoon, and we have a layover in Boston before we arrive in Dublin tomorrow morning.” 

After consuming our donuts, we take our drinks in one hand and rolling suitcases in the other. The Minneapolis airport is huge and I’m sure we’ll have our daily steps in before we board our plane. 

“No way,” I say when we near our gate and I spot a suitcase identical to mine. “Grumpy Boy is here.”

“Oh.” Mom looks around and her eyes land on the bright suitcase and then the boy it belongs to. “Do you think he’s going to Boston or Ireland?”

“Chances are he’s going to Boston,” I say. 

“Let’s find out.” Mom starts to head toward Grumpy Boy while maneuvering her bag between people.

“Mom, no!” I dodge in front of her. I know from experience if I don’t do something, Mom will walk over and sit next to Grumpy Boy and engage him in conversation. It’s embarrassing. “Just let me handle this.”

I walk over to where Grumpy Boy sits in a chair at the end of a row. He has large headphones on over his hat and his head is bent down. I can’t see his eyes. I stand in front of Grumpy Boy and kick his suitcase with my toe. 

“Nice bag,” I comment.

Grumpy Boy’s body jerks and he lowers his headphones to his neck. “It’s not mine, it’s my sister’s,” he says in a low voice.

“I know it isn’t your sister’s.” I push my identical bag next to his.

The guy looks up at me and startles again. “You,” he hisses. “I’ll call security if you’re a stalker.”

“Stalker?” My jaw drops. “You’re the one who took my coffee. It sounds more like you’re the stalker.”

“Are you following me? Did my parents put you up to this?” Grumpy Boy curls his lips into a sneer.

“What?” I wrinkle my nose. “I don’t know you or your parents. We just happen to be bumping into each other. Are you headed to Boston?”

“No,” Grumpy Boy gruffly answers, as if he’s trying to disguise his voice. “I just happen to be sitting here.” 

Grumpy Boy replaces his headphones over his ears, pushes something on his phone, and dips his head to indicate he’s done talking to me. I shrug at Mom, and we take two empty chairs a few over from Grumpy Boy. He’s obviously going to Boston.

“See?” I whisper, though Grumpy Boy can’t hear me with his noise cancelling headphones. “He’s grumpy. Plus, a little paranoid.” 

“He may be grumpy,” Mom says, “but he’s cute.”

“I hope you’re not like this the entire trip.” I shake my head in dismay. “I don’t want you asking me if everyone on the tour is cute. Let’s just assume they all are.” 

“I still can’t believe the deal I got,” Mom says, “and it happens to be a trip for seniors. Ireland really is lucky.” 

“We’ll see,” I say. 

Mom can get excited over finding a stick of gum in her purse, so I have low expectations. I’m excited because I’ve always wanted to go to Ireland, but I also know my mom. She may have booked us on a quirky trip or a bus and booze trip without fully reading the brochure because it was a great price. Low expectations are needed.

Mom leans into me. “We’re staying in castles.” Now that the secret of our destination is out, Mom can’t hold back some of the details. 

“You’re kidding!” While my expectations are low, my excitement is high. It starts to build at the mention of castles, or it could be the caffeine in my system.

“The hotels were once castles,” Mom says. “It’s a highlight of the tour.”

“That’s amazing.” I sigh. I’m looking forward to the castles, the history, the beauty, and getting away from home. This trip has all the makings of being something I’ll like. I might discover more things to like on my own, without outside influences.

I take a sip of the coffee in my hand and make a face. I always order what someone else orders. Chloe would get mochas, Emma gets hot chocolate, and Mom gets a black coffee with cream. This time I tried something of my choosing and I don’t like it. I’ll have to keep trying until I find one I like.

“I like pink.” I tap a pink fingernail on the bright suitcase Emma loaned me. I painted my nails last night and they’re the same color as the fuchsia pink on the suitcase. I was a wee bit excited and couldn’t sleep.

“Hmm?” Mom looks up from her phone.

“There are things I like which aren’t influenced by others,” I say. 

“I know,” Mom says. “You like me.”

I jokingly roll my eyes. “We’ll see if I still like you after spending two weeks together in the same room.” 

Mom pats my knee. “You’re my little sunshine with an attitude. It’ll be fun.” 

I slyly glance at Grumpy Boy. His head is down, and he doesn’t draw attention to himself. I wonder what he likes or what makes him smile.


      [image: ]“I have something for you,” Mom says when we’re seated on the plane. 

I sit in an aisle seat and Mom in the middle. A guy, younger than Mom, but older than me, sits in the window seat. He tries to ignore Mom’s seat dancing as she happily wiggles and pulls her bag out from under the seat in front of her. 

“You already gave me a trip,” I say. “You don’t need to give me anything else.”

“This is for the trip.” Mom reaches into her bag. “Close your eyes.” 

I close them and hear Mom unzip her bag. “Should I be worried?” 

“No, no.” Mom chuckles. “This is quite useful.”

“Like the burrito blanket? Or the world’s smallest vacuum?” My mom is known for strange, but often useful gifts. 

“You’ll like it,” Mom says. “Now open your eyes.” 

When I open them, Mom holds out a book.

“Wow!” I take it from her. “This is great.”

“It’s a newer version of the one you have,” Mom says. “You can mark where we go and what we do.” 

“Thank you.” I flip through the Ireland guidebook. 

“You can write the things you like in the margins.” Mom hands over a package of pens, highlighters, and annotating tabs.

“Okay.” I take the items from Mom, smirk at her, and pull out a pen. “I know one thing I like.”

I choose a pink pen, similar to the color of my nails and write on the first page.

I like my mom. 

“I’ll take it.” Mom chuckles again and reaches to the screen in the seat in front of her. “Are you going to watch a movie?”

“I think I’ll look through the book.” I turn a page and settle in for the flight.

It’s a smooth trip to Boston, but when we arrive at the gate there isn’t a driver to move the jet bridge to the plane. We can’t get off. Nothing like having the exit be a foot away and you can’t deplane. Grumpy Boy looks anxious. He stands in the aisle and fidgets with his backpack. 

“One step closer once we get off the plane,” Mom says. “I think we get dinner on the next flight.”

“That’s nice,” I say as the pilot announces a driver has arrived and we can exit the plane shortly. “So far we’re getting lucky with the flights.” 

At the front of the plane, the process of people grabbing their bags from the overhead compartments and walking the aisle to get off the plane starts. 

I put my backpack on and look forward to wait our turn. Three rows ahead Grumpy Boy grabs a pink flowered suitcase and heads down the aisle.

I look at the overhead compartment I put my suitcase in. My bag is missing, but an identical one resides in the compartment on the opposite side of the aisle.

Grumpy Boy took my bag.
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