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      The Hickory Hollow Ladies' Society board meeting convened in their usual corner booth at Sonny's Diner.

      Gertie waited until all four ladies had their pie and coffee, and Agnes called the meeting to order.

      "Let's start with new business. Anyone?" Agnes asked, already sliding her finger to the next item on the agenda.

      "Yes." Gertie pursed her lips as Agnes looked up in surprise. Gertie was the quietest of the group, and it had been months since she'd had a topic to offer.

      "Oh?" Agnes's eyebrows were halfway up her forehead. She leaned forward, curious. "What do you have?"

      "We have a problem is what we have." Gertie pushed her pie away. Her news was too distressing to be soothed with dessert. "I received a phone call from Erin this morning. We've got quite the monkey wrench thrown into the Two Tickets to Paradise prize." Erin and her now-fiancé, Greg, had been the winners of an international trip for two – the grand prize from last year's Valentine's Day Ball. The trip was the biggest prize they'd ever awarded, sponsored by Phyllis and Toby Warner of Hickory Hollow Travel.

      "Is there a problem with their trip?" Millie asked.

      Ruth chimed in, "I just spoke with Phyllis a few days ago. She didn't mention anything."

      Gertie took just a moment to enjoy the fact that Agnes, Millie, and Ruth were all laser-focused on her for a change. Not that she wanted to be the center of attention too often, but once in a while was quite nice. She looked at each woman in turn–Agnes and Ruth across from her, Millie beside her. "Erin and Greg won't be able to take their trip."

      Ruth gasped.

      "Why not?" Agnes demanded.

      "Greg's father isn't well. He needs a kidney, and Greg is a perfect match."

      "Oh, yes," Millie said softly. "I remember hearing he was on dialysis and got on the transplant list a while ago."

      Gertie continued. "Greg's having the surgery next week."

      "Well, why can't they go after?" Agnes said.

      Gertie felt a little smug about having answers at the ready. "Erin told me international travel isn't recommended for the donor for up to twelve months after the surgery."

      "And the vouchers will expire before then," Ruth said, nodding in understanding.

      "Exactly."

      Agnes pinched her lips together and drummed her nails on the table, thinking. "This is unprecedented."

      Gertie pulled a manila folder from her bag and opened it. "I took the liberty of making a list of the contestants from last year and how they were partnered up. And since I don't believe that we have a viable candidate in there, I also pulled together the participants from the previous five years."

      Ruth leaned forward to look at the list. "Should we award it to the runners-up?"

      "The runners-up have already collected very nice prizes. And aside from that, Mike and Juanita moved to Arizona last fall," Gertie said, pointing to the notation she'd made beside their names.

      Agnes said, "We want to keep it local, for sure, and I know Phyllis and Toby would agree." She held out her hand toward the list. "May I?"

      "I made copies." Gertie handed each woman a stapled packet of papers.

      A few minutes passed as the women studied the lists. "Surely there's something in the bylaws," Agnes said. She raised her hand to catch the waitress's attention.

      Corinne came over with the coffeepot and a smile. "Refills?"

      "Yes, please, but could you also give me the binder under the counter when you have a moment?"

      "Sure."

      Corinne refilled their mugs and went to the counter. The Ladies' Society had not only commandeered a booth for their own use, they had a section under the counter that housed their wooden ballot box and business binder.

      In exchange for "volunteering" space in his diner, Sonny got a favorable mention as a longtime supporter in every news article, newsletter, or event the Ladies' Society participated in.

      Agnes took the binder from Corinne. "Thank you."

      Gertie's nerves had sufficiently calmed to take a bite of her strawberry rhubarb pie. She muttered to Ruth, "It's not as good as yours."

      Ruth poked at her apple crumb pie and sighed. "It's not terrible, I suppose."

      "Here it is." Agnes tapped the page. "Reassigning prizes is at our discretion."

      Millie said, "We should make a decision, then run it by Phyllis as a courtesy."

      Gertie nodded in agreement. "I agree. We should present it as a done deal, though. You know how Phyllis likes to take something and run with it."

      The ladies all agreed. They studied the lists and discussed each and every couple as they finished their desserts. Corinne refilled their coffees again. And again.

      Finally, Agnes sat back and sighed. "Unfortunately, it appears that none of the former participants fit the bill, and we can't hold the prize. I fear creating a new drawing would negatively affect the pool of contestants for next year's ball."

      "We don't have time, anyway," Ruth said. "It's already the end of May. Only eight and a half months until next Valentine's Day, so I'm already rounding up sponsors."

      "And potential participants," Millie added. "I don't think a whole new contest is feasible or practical."

      Gertie could hardly contain her smile. They'd reached exactly the conclusion she'd anticipated. She cleared her throat. "I suggest we select two new singles to take over the prize." She enjoyed the stunned expressions of her friends, then pressed on. "Our goal is to create lasting couples. Rather than choosing former contestants who have already become established couples, we put another suitable pair together."

      After a long pause and another deep sigh, Agnes said, "Is that an official motion?"

      "Yes."

      Ruth nodded. "I second."

      "All in favor?"

      All four ladies responded in the affirmative. Agnes made notes for the minutes, then said, "I also make a motion to create a more specific policy for such events."

      That motion also passed.

      Gertie pulled four sheets of paper out of her folder and handed them out. "I suspected we might decide to move in this direction, so I took the liberty of preparing a nominee."

      "Noah Spencer. Why does that name sound familiar?" Ruth asked.

      "Bill Spencer's his dad," Gertie said. "It's in the notes there. Spencer Roofing is their family's company."

      "Oh, yes, that's right. Bill put the new roof on the bakery a few years ago."

      "Good family," Agnes added. She read from the dossier. "Forty-one. Divorced." She set the paper down and snapped her fingers. "I remember his situation now. What an awful mess that was with his ex-wife."

      Gertie harrumphed. "The way she took off for a whole year, then came back to fight him for their daughter. Shameful."

      "Well, we don't know the whole story," Ruth offered, although she sounded as skeptical as Gertie felt. "Anyway, I think Noah would be a great candidate. Did you have a partner in mind for him?"

      Gertie shook her head, disappointed that she hadn't had time to do more. "No, I couldn't think of anyone on such short notice."

      Millie smacked the tabletop in excitement, sending her fork into a tailspin. "I know just the one."

      Gertie gasped at the name Millie shared. She should have thought of it herself. No matter, the most important thing was that Project Two Tickets to Paradise was a go.
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      "Yeah, sounds great." Becky Reed held the phone away from her ear and made a face. Just hearing the voice of her ex-husband's twenty-seven-year-old fiancée grated on her nerves.

      "We wanted to make sure it didn't interfere with any of Wyatt's sports schedules," Veronica said. "My mom's a retired teacher, so she's already planning to help with his big project on the Mayan ruins. I didn't quite get that, since it's summer and he probably doesn't have anything due for school, but whatever floats his boat, right?"

      "Sure. Yeah, baseball is over by June 15, so if you're leaving June 25, that's perfect. I appreciate you considering his schedule." She really did appreciate it, but still.

      "We also arranged with Joey's parents to watch Wyatt, so he'll never be unsupervised."

      "Uh huh." Wyatt had just turned nine in February, so his father had better have planned to have him supervised at all times.

      Veronica pressed on. "We'd still love it if you could come. We'll take care of all the expenses."

      "Oh, yeah, no, sorry, I have that work thing. Mandatory." Becky would rather get fifty simultaneous root canals–in her eyeballs and flushed with bleach–than go to her ex-husband's wedding. Destination wedding in Cancun, no less. She felt bad for all the negative feelings. Veronica was a lovely person and made so much effort to be good to Wyatt and to include Becky while still trying very hard to stay in her lane with parenting decisions.

      Seriously, Veronica scheduled her wedding around her soon-to-be stepson's schedule, made sure the resort was kid-friendly, and even booked excursions to multiple Mayan ruins because Wyatt was obsessed with history. It wasn't Veronica's fault she was sixteen years younger and fifty pounds lighter than Becky. And she'd had absolutely nothing to do with the implosion of Becky's marriage.

      "Sooo… do you have another minute? There's something else I'd like to discuss with you."

      Becky put a lid on her impatience. Communication with Veronica was a good thing. She kept reminding herself of that fact. "Yeah, of course. And thank you. You've been so thoughtful with including Wyatt, and I really appreciate it. I'm sure I seem weird about it, and I hope you know it's nothing against you. This is all just…" Becky waved her hand, trying to find the word.

      "Uncharted waters?" Veronica offered.

      "Yes, exactly. You had something else?" This awkward call was never going to end, was it? She went into the living room and waited for Veronica to say whatever she had to say.

      There was a long pause. "We're not telling anyone because it's so early, so I'd really appreciate it if this could stay between us."

      "Sure." The word came out at the same instant the realization popped into her head. Oh, no.

      "Joey and I are expecting a baby. We just found out and we're only about six weeks along. Of course the timing isn't what we'd planned, but here we are." She gave a little laugh.

      "Oh." Becky grabbed the back of the chair and slowly sat down. "Congratulations. That's wonderful."

      "I wanted to tell you because I found a class that helps blended families and introducing kids to half-siblings and that sort of thing. I'd really like to sign up and take Wyatt, but of course I wouldn't do it without your permission." Her words came out in a rush. "I'll email you the link so you can see it. I wouldn't expect you to approve without taking a look, of course."

      Becky could feel Veronica's nervousness. She swallowed down her own feelings. "That sounds like a great idea. Of course I'll take a look."

      "And you can be as involved in the process as you'd like."

      How about zero? "Interesting. I'll be sure to look at it."

      "You have plenty of time. I wouldn't sign up until we're back from Mexico. By the way, thanks for sending Wyatt's passport over. I'm trying to get all the paperwork gathered up. I can't believe it's less than a month until we leave."

      "I can't believe it, either." As soon as it was polite to do so, Becky ended the call and stared across the room, trying to process the idea of a new baby. It was the same old clichéd story – the man adamantly doesn't want more kids, but changes his mind when the shiny new wife comes along.

      Her plan was to spend some quality time wallowing with Ben and Jerry, polishing off a pint of chunky monkey. But before she could raid the freezer, her phone rang again with an unfamiliar local number. Thinking it might be one of Wyatt's coaches, she answered. "Hello?"

      "Becky? This is Millie VanHouten."

      "Millie, how are you?" Why on earth would Millie VanHouten be calling her?

      "I'll cut right to the chase. Your friend Erin contacted the Ladies' Society with some very unfortunate news."

      "Is she okay?" Becky hadn't talked to her in a few weeks, but if something was wrong, surely she would have called.

      "Oh yes, she's fine. The news is regarding the trip she and Gregory won in last year's Valentine's event."

      It took a second for Becky to process what Millie said, because it didn't make much sense. "I have to admit I'm a little confused about why you're calling me about it?"

      "Erin and Greg are unable to take the trip."

      "Um, Millie? I still have no idea what this has to do with me." She suddenly realized that if they weren't taking the trip, that must mean Greg was a match for his dad, who needed a kidney transplant. They wouldn't pass up their prize vacation for anything less. Which still didn't explain why Millie was calling her.

      "I'm calling because the Ladies' Society has chosen you to go on the trip in Erin's place."

      Becky was glad she was sitting down. "What?"

      Millie repeated herself.

      Refusal was on her tongue, but she imagined Veronica in her white dress on the beach in Cancun, marrying the man Becky had wasted half her life on. The man who'd done her wrong, but they worked through it. Then one day he decided he didn't want any more kids and the next, he didn't want her anymore, either. The man who was Fun Dad, always taking Wyatt here and there, buying the best video game consoles and streaming services. And now he was taking Wyatt to Cancun for almost a month. With a brand new stepmom.

      Ugh. Maybe taking a trip of her own would be a good distraction. Not so much a distraction from Joey getting married. Heaven knew she didn't want him anymore, but she definitely felt some type of way about Veronica's growing relationship with Wyatt.

      "Where is the trip? And when?" she heard herself ask. "I can only go if it's while Wyatt is away with his dad."

      "I'll have Phyllis give you a call so you can work out all the details. I'm so glad you can go."

      Words caught in the back of Becky's throat. She hadn't exactly said she'd go, but she hadn't said no. Which was a huge mistake. Once the Ladies' Society has decided you've agreed, you're stuck.

      It's like making a deal with the devil… only scarier and harder to get out of.
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      Noah Spencer felt something in the air as soon as he walked into his parents' kitchen. His suspicion only got worse when his mom and dad exchanged a significant look. His mother was full of uncontainable glee, while his dad gave a slow, resigned head shake and looked back at his newspaper.

      "What's going on?" Noah dropped his jacket onto the back of a chair.

      Sandie couldn't contain her grin. "Gertie Dalton called earlier."

      Noah was glad it had nothing to do with him. The Ladies' Society was probably soliciting his dad's business to sponsor their next event, but that didn't explain why his mom was acting so weird. He grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge.

      She said, "I know you're probably going to be mad."

      That got his attention. What could she have done that might make him mad? The water bottle froze halfway to his lips. Oh, no. "Mom. You didn't sign me up for one of their stupid singles things, did you?" He looked over at his dad, who was suddenly engrossed in the newspaper. Noah reached over and flicked the top of the paper. "Nice try, but you've got it upside down."

      Bill groaned and folded the paper. He tossed it on the table and got up, heading for the door. "Good luck."

      "Good luck? What's going on? And why is Dad escaping?"

      Sandie looked a little guilty as she slowly dried her hands on a kitchen towel. "Noah."

      "Mom," he answered sternly.

      "An opportunity came up and time is of the essence, so it was either take it or leave it, pretty much."

      "An opportunity? From the Ladies' Society? What did you do?" The Ladies were known for two things: philanthropy and matchmaking. And Noah had a feeling there was nothing charitable about this particular "opportunity."

      "Maybe you should sit down."

      "I'm fine standing here."

      She bit her lip and couldn't quite look directly at him. "I kind of signed you up for a trip."

      "A trip?" That didn't sound so b— "Wait." He squeezed his eyes shut and gripped the back of the chair. "What kind of trip?"

      "It's incredible! A trip to Ireland. All expenses paid. Airfare, hotel, food, everything. There's even a little spending money included. I know you've always wanted to go to Ireland. Obviously your dad is giving you the time off, and we figured with Lilly visiting her mom once school is out…" She trailed off.

      Noah's jaw clenched. Lilly spending the entire summer with her mother was a huge sore subject, but she was thirteen and wanted desperately to go, and he couldn't find a good enough reason to refuse. All he could do was cross his fingers and hope his ex-wife would set her selfishness aside enough to keep Lilly safe. "This sounds like a scam."

      "No scam."

      "Then what's the catch? Free trips don't generally fall out of the sky."

      "There's no catch."

      He fixed her with a hard look.

      "I mean, it's not a catch, per se." She dropped the towel on the counter and slid into a chair at the table. "You know the Ladies' Society does the Valentine's Day ball every year."

      "Yeah." The word was clipped.

      "And you know Erin and Greg won this huge trip last year. Well, they can't go because Greg's donating a kidney to his father, and he's not supposed to do any international travel for up to a year after the operation. Their trip vouchers will be expired before they can go."

      Noah sat up straight. "He's a match? I wonder when he found out." He reached for his phone to text Greg, then jerked his hand back to the table. "Nice distraction. What's the catch for this trip?"

      Sandie bit her lip.

      With his mom's demeanor and the involvement of the Ladies' Society, he put the pieces together pretty easily. "Let me guess. Some poor, desperate, single woman is taking over Erin's place and they want poor, desperate, single me to take over Greg's."

      "Something like that," she admitted. "But you'll have your own rooms. It's not like you even have to spend any time together except on the plane."

      "No."

      "Honey, I know you're annoyed at me, and I know I overstepped by saying you'd go. But I think you need a trip like this. Get out of town, away from all the gossip and opinions and drama. Lilly won't be home, and it won't do you any good to sit in the empty house and be all moody until she gets back. Everything you do is for her, and I think you need to do something for yourself for a change."

      "She's my daughter. Of course everything I do is for her. You and dad always did everything for me and Natalie, so it's a little hypocritical to call me out, don't you think?"

      She finally leveled her gaze at him. "No, it's not hypocritical. Your dad and I always had each other, so we were able to make time for our own hobbies and interests and friends. You've been doing this all on your own for a very long time."

      His irritation deflated. "I'm not on my own. You and dad and Nat have done so much to make sure I've never been in this alone."

      "Noah. I really, really want you to take this trip. When are you ever going to have an opportunity like this again? Maybe you'll even make a friend."

      Before he could argue his case, he made the mistake of looking over at his mom. Her eyes were rimmed with unshed tears.

      She reached across the table and put her hands on his. "I worry about you."

      Noah knew he'd lost the battle. "I guess this is why they call it a 'guilt trip.'"
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      Becky finished updating Thursday's last patient file in the computer. "I seriously think I'm going to barf."

      Sarah's chair squeaked as she leaned back and curled one leg underneath her. "You still don't know who he is?"

      "No."

      Julie clasped her hands under her chin. "It's so romantic. You'll see each other for the first time on the plane and look into each other's eyes and just know you're meant to be together forever."

      Becky and Sarah shared a glance about their hopelessly romantic friend. "Hardly, since I'm meeting him tonight at the travel agency."

      "Fine," Julie huffed. "Your eyes will meet across the stacks of brochures and you'll both get dizzy from the overwhelming emotion."

      Sarah rolled her eyes. "More likely to get dizzy from Phyllis's cloud of Jean Naté."

      Becky laughed. Phyllis was famous for her heavy-handed use of the perfume. "Speaking of Phyllis, I'm feeling a little guilty about springing this short timeline on her. Planning a huge international trip in only four weeks can't be easy."

      Sarah waved a hand, dismissing Becky's concern. "I guarantee she had at least half of it planned already since the vouchers only good for another few months anyway. Trust me, Phyllis is in her glory right now. She lives for this kind of challenge."

      Julie agreed. "I can't believe she's not a bona fide member of the Ladies' Society yet. Maybe when she retires."

      "Besides," Sarah continued, "if Phyllis couldn't make it work, she definitely would have said so. She's not one to suffer in silence."

      "Okay, that's true. I feel better."

      "Are you feeling any better about everything else?" Sarah asked.

      "If you're referring to the perfect Barbie doll with the perfect figure and perfect approach and perfect plans and perfect freaking hair, then no. Yes. No. Maybe. I don't know. I really, really want to hate her guts, but she's so genuinely nice that I can't." Becky checked the time and picked up her purse from under the desk. "I'm grateful she's so thoughtful about Wyatt, and she clearly cares about him, which is the most important thing."

      "That doesn't mean you can't want her to get a giant zit in the middle of her forehead for the wedding," Sarah said.

      Julie snorted. "Maybe on the tip of her nose."

      "Full on acne breakout. They'll photoshop it all out so she'll still have perfect pictures, so no long-lasting harm."

      Becky laughed. "Thanks, guys. Wish me luck tonight. Hopefully this guy's not a weirdo."
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        * * *

      

      Becky sat in her car outside the Hickory Hollow Travel Agency, where she'd arrived twenty minutes early. She tried playing Candy Crush on her phone, but it didn't hold her attention.

      At ten minutes before six, she decided to go inside, but a vehicle pulled in the parking lot and she wanted to wait and see if it was him. Not that she'd know for sure until she went inside, but at this hour, the odds were stacked in favor of it being her travel companion. He got out of his car.

      Well, good news. If the guy was a weirdo, at least he was a good-looking weirdo.

      He was lanky, tall, and cute in a bit of a dorky sort of way. He vaguely reminded her of Jim from The Office. Or maybe Ryan Reynolds. He looked familiar, which was nothing unusual. Growing up and living in Hickory Hollow meant everyone had surely come in contact with everyone else at some point.

      She watched him take the handful of cement stairs two at a time and waited until the door swung shut behind him before she hopped out of her car.

      The travel agency was a small brick building that at one time was a ranch-style model home for a builder who'd long since gone out of business. Cheerful chimes rang out as Becky pulled the decorative French door open and stepped inside the tiny lobby. Wall racks full of brochures and catalogs filled the room. Colorful signs divided the brochures into three sections of destinations: Local/Pennsylvania, United States, and International.

      To her left was a hallway marked "Employees only" and directly ahead was a second French door leading to the biggest room in the building that served as Phyllis and Toby's office. It was propped open, and Phyllis's voice filtered through the doorway.

      Becky gingerly stepped into the room, not wanting to interrupt.

      "Becky! Come on in." Phyllis stood behind her massive desk and waved to a chair beside the mystery man. The room was full of stacks of papers and brochures and folders on every possible flat surface, from the tops of the filing cabinets down to some antique brown box thing that might have been a humidifier. "Have a seat."

      The man looked up and gave her a small, crooked smile.

      "Do you two know each other?" Phyllis asked.

      "We've met," he answered before Becky could say anything. He looked over at her as she settled into the chair. "It's been a while. Noah Spencer."

      She shook his hand, trying to place him. "Becky Reed. Nice to meet you. Again, apparently?" He seemed vaguely familiar in that "seen him around town" sort of way, but she couldn't place him otherwise.

      Phyllis drummed her fingers on the table. "Alrighty. So we've chosen Ireland, yes?"

      Becky and Noah both nodded.

      "Wonderful. What's on your must-do lists?" She looked at them expectantly.

      Noah looked over at her. "You first."

      "Oh." Becky's fingers tightened around the purse on her lap. "I hadn't really… I thought maybe you'd have some brochures to look through?" She was the one who'd chosen Ireland from the options Phyllis had offered, but hadn't given it any thought beyond Ireland would be great! Let's do that! Now she was wondering if Noah had even been given a choice.

      "Certainly." Phyllis tapped a stack of magazines on her desk. "But we're in a bit of a time crunch."

      Becky felt like she was being admonished in front of the class by the teacher. "Yeah, uh, of course, I mean, I'm good with the usual. Like the Blarney Stone and some famous pubs or something?" The Blarney Stone was literally the only Irish landmark she could think of offhand.

      Phyllis's kind smile never wavered, but she did blink a few times. "Noah? Did you have anything in mind?"

      "I do." He pulled a paper out of his back pocket and smoothed it on the desk. "I'd really like to do this Game of Thrones filming location tour."

      Phyllis took his paper and perched her half-glasses on her nose. The beaded chain that hung from the glasses swayed back and forth as she moved her head. "Oh, this sounds lovely. So we're doing Northern Ireland as well as the Republic of Ireland."

      "Is that a problem?" He asked.

      "No, not at all." She scribbled something on her pad.

      Becky's attention was piqued. Filming location tour? "Wait, so you can tour the places the show was filmed? Can you do that for movies, too?"

      "Of course," Phyllis said, nodding.

      "Oh. Great. Awesome. I'd like to see where Leap Year was filmed. It's my favorite movie. Like, ever." That movie was the main reason Ireland had become her number one dream trip if she ever got the chance to travel.

      "Do you have any idea where that might be?" Phyllis asked.

      Becky sat back in her chair, the excitement turning to embarrassment. "Ireland. I mean, I don't know. They might have filmed it in Hollywood for all I know. Never mind."

      Noah pulled his phone out, which only made Becky's face flame hotter. Great. She was clueless, and he was bored and probably regretting everything about this situation.

      Phyllis didn't seem concerned. "Don't worry, we can look it up."

      "Inishmore," Noah said.

      "What?"

      "It says here most of the filming for Leap Year was on the Aran Islands. In the movie, the setting was supposedly the Dingle Peninsula, but the filming of Declan's Pub and the proposal were actually in Kilmurvey on the Aran Islands."

      "Oh." She was surprised that he'd been looking it up. And doubly embarrassed that she hadn't thought to do that herself.

      Phyllis made a note. "The Aran Islands are simply stunning. We'll perhaps do a night in Galway, ferry to the island, and we'll be sure to work in the Cliffs of Moher while we're in that area."

      Noah added, "It says here it was also filmed at St. Stephen's Green."

      Phyllis scribbled some more. "That's in Dublin. You'll want a few days in Dublin and visit St. Stephen’s Green anyway. And if we're going to Northern Ireland, a few days in Belfast as well." She chewed on her bottom lip and squinted at her notes. "Let me think, let me think." She suddenly whirled her chair around and stood up.

      Becky watched her cross the room. It was only when Phyllis stopped that she realized the wallpaper wasn't just wallpaper. It was a room-sized map covering each wall.

      Phyllis tapped her bottom lip, then came back to her desk to pick up a pad of sticky notes. She placed six or seven stickies in seemingly random spots on the map of Ireland, then stood back and tapped her lip again. After several long minutes, she turned around to face them and planted her hands on her hips. "Let's iron out a few important details," she said, crossing back to her desk. "How do we feel about driving? Would you prefer to mostly take bus tours, or stay in the cities and do a lot of walking or use a taxi?"

      "I'd kind of like to have a car. Be able to come and go?" Becky said.

      Noah nodded. "Me, too."

      Phyllis looked at Noah. "Can you drive a stick?"

      Noah said, "No," just as Becky said, "Yes."

      "Have you ever driven in Europe?" Phyllis asked her.

      "No."

      "Hmm. The travel vouchers will cover a rental car for your stay, but only the manual sort. The fee for an automatic rental is much more expensive."

      "Can we pay the difference?" Noah asked.

      "I mean, I just said I can drive a stick," Becky said.

      He shrugged. "It's fine with me, but I was figuring we'd share the driving so it's not all on you." He pointed to the map, where sticky notes dotted the whole country. "It looks like we'll be doing a lot of it."
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      Noah's head was still spinning. Becky? Becky Reed was his travel companion? Seriously? In no universe did he ever suspect for a single second that she'd be the one he was going to Ireland with.

      It stung a little that she had no idea who he was. Sure, it had been almost twenty-five years since high school, but they'd bumped into each other here and there around town from time to time. He supposed it shouldn't surprise him since she hadn't really known him back then, either.

      "You make a good point," she was saying.

      He noted her clothes were actually scrubs – black pants and a hot pink shirt with butterflies. He wondered if she was a nurse. Come to think of it, he didn't know much about her current life at all.

      Phyllis tapped at her keyboard for a moment. "The price difference for an automatic transmission rental car is almost four hundred dollars."

      "That's fine," Noah said without hesitation. Seriously, the flight and rooms and even their meals were being paid for, so it was no big deal to cover the rental car.

      "We'll split it," Becky said.

      Phyllis looked back and forth between them. "Alrighty, if you're sure."

      "We're sure," Noah said. At least they were on the same page with driving and not waiting around for bus tours the whole time. That was a good sign, right?

      Phyllis went back to her pad of paper. "Now. Do we prefer city or country? Activities or sightseeing? Hotel or bed-and-breakfast?"

      Becky glanced over at him. "Um, I think a mix? I'd love to see some old castles and stuff."

      Noah agreed. "There are some cool places in Dublin and Belfast I wouldn't mind seeing while we're there. So yeah, I agree. A mix of both."

      Phyllis made some notes, nodding her head as she wrote. "A little of this, a little of that. Hmm, okay, I think we can…" she trailed off, talking to herself more than either of them. She flipped through a booklet and typed something into her computer, then scribbled more notes on her pad.

      Noah looked over at the map on the wall. He couldn't wrap his head around this situation. Was he really sitting beside Becky, planning a vacation together? It didn't seem real.

      Phyllis clapped her hands, startling him. "Okay. You're sure the only must-see items on your list are the Blarney Stone, and the Game of Thrones and Leap Year filming locations?"

      "And a castle?" Becky suggested.

      Phyllis waved a hand. "Of course. One doesn't go to Ireland and not see a castle or ten. Would you rather see a lot of things, or stay mainly in one or two places and have leisure time?"

      Noah glanced at Becky again. If sitting here was any indication, he guessed lots of unscheduled leisure time would mean lots of awkward silence and trying to figure out what to do. "I think I'd prefer to see as much as we can."

      "Definitely. Who knows if I'll ever get back to Ireland, so I'd like to see as many highlights as we can."

      A slow grin spread over Phyllis's face. "Does that mean I have carte blanche to fill in the gaps?"

      Noah shrugged. "Yeah, I'm up for whatever."

      "Sure." Becky seemed a little hesitant.

      "There's likely to be a lot of driving involved to get you to everything you want to see, plus the things you really must see while you're there. You're okay with that?"

      Noah glanced at Becky, who was nodding. He said, "Yes."

      Phyllis sat back in her chair and regarded them both. "Alrighty. This is technically a nine-day trip, but the first and last days don't really count. You'll leave Thursday evening, June twenty-seventh, and fly overnight. That counts as Day One. Your last day will be Friday, July fifth, and of course you'll spend the day in the air. That only gives us seven actual days to get everything in. We'll be sure to get a little taste of everything, then you'll see what you enjoyed most and hopefully someday you'll go back to Ireland and get to see more things." She pulled her glasses off and let them hang by the beaded chain. Her chair squeaked as she leaned forward. "Toby and I have been to Ireland five, no, six times. Six times. It's nothing short of magical, and I couldn't be more pleased to have you go there. Now. To practical matters."

      Noah half-listened as she talked about avoiding massive international charges on their cell phones, adapters for their chargers, euros and pound sterlings, and the sort of clothing to pack. Part of him knew he should be paying better attention. The last time he'd traveled internationally was a short trip six years earlier, when a good friend from college got married in Greece. He'd gotten to the airport, spent the entire time at the hotel resort, then shuttled back to the airport, so there was no need to worry about any sort of touristy vacation concerns.

      Phyllis continued. "We'll have money for you a few days before you leave, with your final itinerary."

      He perked up. "Wait, I'm sorry, what do you mean you'll have money for us?"

      Phyllis raised an eyebrow. "The travel cash we're providing. It's not a lot, but we'll exchange it to euros and pounds here so you can have it on hand when you get there."

      He felt like his question had offended her somehow. "Sorry. I didn't realize the trip included cash, too. That's so generous." Now that she mentioned it, he did recall his mom listing spending money in her hard sell for the trip.

      She softened. "I forget you haven't gotten all the details. I put the package together last year, so it's old news to me."

      It seemed appropriate to chuckle a little. "This is probably a dumb question, but if we want to take our own money, too, where do we go to exchange it?"

      "Believe it or not, our local banks have some of the best exchange rates and can take care of that for you. They just need a few days' notice."

      The thought of a bank in Hickory Hollow being able to provide euros was a little hard to wrap his head around.

      "Most places also accept credit cards. Only Visa and Mastercard, though. I will have some smaller out of the way places on the itinerary, and many of them only accept cash, so be sure to keep some on hand as you travel."

      "And anything we don't use we can exchange back when we get home?" he asked.

      "Bingo. Well, except coins. Spend those before you leave." She tapped her nails on the pad. "Your schedule is going to be very tight. If you think of anything else you'd really like to do, let me know by end of day tomorrow so I can try to fit it in."

      "Sounds good."

      "If you don't already have them, I'd get a pair of waterproof hiking shoes because one thing we can guarantee is that it will rain while you're there. Pack layers because it'll probably be nice but chilly. Waterproof lightweight jacket. You'll also have plenty of daylight hours to see everything you want to see." She glanced up at Noah and caught him drifting again. Her brows creased inward.

      She paused for a second before continuing. “All of this information will be with your itinerary. A little light reading for the plane." She chuckled and checked her notes again. "I think I have everything I need for now. Like I said, let me know by end of day tomorrow at the latest if you want to add anything to your must-do list." She stood, so Noah and Becky stood, too. "This is going to be so much fun."

      He followed as Becky moved toward the door. Phyllis followed them and when they'd crossed the threshold, she wished them good night, waved, and locked the door behind them.

      Noah shoved his hand in his pocket to retrieve his keys. "Should we exchange numbers or something?"

      She looked up from her cell phone. "Yeah, we probably should." She tapped on her screen a few times and handed him her phone.

      He entered his name and number and handed it back. "Your turn," he mumbled lamely as he opened a new contact form on his own phone.

      Back when they were in high school, and dinosaurs roamed the earth, he'd gotten her number from the phone book and kept it on a slip of paper in his wallet. Which was wholly unnecessary, since he'd memorized it almost immediately. In fact, if he thought about it, he could probably recall it right now.

      She typed in her contact info and handed his phone back with a grin.

      He looked down and saw she'd added shamrock emojis before and after her name. "I didn't think of that, so mine's just a boring old name."

      "I'll fix it." She smiled and slipped her phone into her purse.

      He was trying to find something–anything–to say when she beat him to the punch.

      "We should probably get together before the trip to talk about expectations and goals and that sort of thing. Like, I want to check out some pubs and stuff, but I don't drink a lot, so it's not really a main focus for me, you know? And I'm pretty anal retentive about being on time. And I like to kind of hit the ground running in the morning. I usually get up at five, but I've been inching my alarm back, so hopefully jetlag won't be an issue since Ireland is five hours ahead of us."

      As Noah listened, he realized she must be a little nervous about the trip, too. "I'm usually up at four, so yeah, it shouldn't be awful. There are some pubs I'd like to see, but I agree, definitely don't want to be dealing with a hangover on top of the time shift." He cleared his throat. "Maybe we can grab coffee or something once we get the itinerary from Phyllis. Kind of go over it and see what to expect."

      "Sounds great." Her purse buzzed and a panicked expression crossed her face. "I really have to run. We'll talk soon."

      He jumped in his car and watched her leave. He was easing off the brake to back out of his spot when he stopped short.

      Did his mother know it was Becky when she signed him up for this trip?
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