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      I step through the door of Veldons and head over to the bar, sitting Lyla down on its wooden surface and taking a seat myself just as the county’s most beloved barman turns to face me. I feel myself freeze under his glare; the bad-tempered man who’s always pissed off with the world.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Sitting down, for now. I was hoping to eat something, too.”

      “I don’t think you get it,” he says, nodding towards the little girl. “What do you think you’re doing with her?”

      “I’m guessing she’s also hungry. Right, honey?”

      Lyla nods earnestly.

      Andy Veldons rests his hands on his hips, his expression threatening. I can tell he’s just waiting for me to make one wrong move so he can kick me out. “A kid in a pub, Kylemore? Seriously?”

      “It’s midday. And we’re hungry.”

      “And there was nowhere else you could’ve taken her to eat? In your hotel, maybe?”

      “We were in town and we thought we’d pay a visit to Uncle Andy. But apparently Uncle Andy doesn’t want us in the way.”

      “Don’t say that in front of the kid.”

      Andy lays his cloth down on the bar and leans over to Lyla, scooping her up into a hug.

      “How is uncle’s little lovebug today?”

      There isn’t even a trace of the rude, surly barman from five minutes ago.

      “Hungry,” she quickly responds.

      “Uncle Andy is on it. Let’s go and see what I’ve got for you in the kitchen.”

      I roll my eyes as Andy and Lyla disappear into the back of the pub.

      “You could’ve at least asked whether I wanted something to eat, too!” I yell hopelessly at him.

      “Whenever she’s around, he has no eyes or ears for anyone else.”

      I turn to my right and realise that the next-door stool is occupied. “When did you get here?” I ask Sullivan: one of the pub’s regulars.

      “I was already here when you got here, waiting to get served. It’s hard enough already, let alone when uncle’s little love muffin is anywhere nearby.”

      “Are you done?” Andy reappears behind the bar with Lyla in his arms, chewing contentedly on a sandwich. “Or you’ll be getting insults for lunch, with a side of kicks up the arse.”

      “Wow, someone’s sensitive…” Sullivan hisses into my ear, before Andy’s cloth slaps him around the cheek.

      I laugh. Sullivan loves to wind people up – especially when that person is Andy, who’s always quick to lose his patience.

      “Make yourself useful,” Andy says, planting Lyla onto the bar in front of Sullivan, “and be a good uncle while I go and take care of your orders.”

      “As if I could say no to that… But just out of curiosity, where are this poor creature’s parents?”

      “Who knows? They dropped her off with me this morning at eight, mumbling something about builders and dust and noise, and how she needed a quiet, stable environment,” I respond.

      “So they left her with you?” Shane Johnston’s voice floats in from the doorway.

      He, his brother Reid, and Alex Brennan join us at the bar. All three of them work at the Johnston Distillery, where Alex is the boss. They come to the pub every day for lunch – I think they’ve been doing it for about twenty years.

      “All here to piss about?” Andy grumbles as Shane hops behind the bar to give him a kiss.

      Shane and Andy are together; Alex is married to Ellie – Shane and Reid’s sister – and is best friend to everyone in the pub, and probably in the whole town.

      And what am I doing here? Well, unfortunately, I’m sort of related to Andy, since his brother Brian married my sister Darcy. I’m also sort of related to the Johnstons, as Reid is married to my sister Sloane. I guess we’re all part of some kind of very extended family, although none of us really signed up for it. Especially not me.

      “Why is Lyla with you?” Shane asks, wrapping his arms around her in greeting.

      I have to admit that Shane Johnston with a kid in his arms is something no one should see; I actually think it should be made illegal in multiple countries. He’s already got something unnaturally attractive and intriguing about him without the kid, but with Lyla, no one could resist him.

      No, I don’t have a crush on Shane Johnston. But he’s always nice to look at, I can’t deny that. And I’m not stupid enough to turn the other way.

      “I had the day off and someone thought they’d take advantage.”

      “You could’ve asked me.”

      “You’d have taken her to the distillery?” Reid asks.

      “We’re already in a pub – how is that different?” Alex comments.

      “How’s the building work going?” Shane turns to me. He’s sitting across from Andy, Lyla still perched on the bar between them.

      Sure, because if he’s placed her down on the bar then it’s absolutely fine.

      “Slowly. It was all supposed to be done last week but they’re still at mine.”

      My sister Darcy and her husband Brian are back in Ireland for the summer. They decided to do up the old Veldons house so that they could spend a few months of the year there – particularly during the holidays. While they’re waiting for the work to be more or less finished, they’ve been staying at mine. Darcy suggested they stay in the hotel, but I didn’t like the idea of Lyla being cooped up in a hotel room. Not that my place is some sort of palace, but at least it has a garden, which Lyla loves, where I’ve built her a little climbing frame with a slide, see-saw, and sand pit that she can play in as long as she likes. I am her uncle, after all, and I already see her so little. When she’s here, I want her to have fun with her family, even if that means I have to put up with her father, Brian Veldons, more than I’d like.

      “As if you really minded!” Shane exclaims.

      “I’d like to see you try dealing with a Veldons in your space every day,” Reid says, a pint glass appearing in front of him. “Ah, right. You do have one.” He takes a few sips under Andy’s watchful gaze. “You’ve spat in this, haven’t you?”

      Andy shrugs indifferently.

      “But you poured it before I even said anything.”

      “I just knew I’d have to spit in it.”

      Everyone laughs, even Lyla, who doesn’t really know what’s going on. Well, everyone except Reid, of course.

      “Here I am!” Veldons’ part-time guy appears behind the bar, visibly flushed. “Sorry I’m late,” he says to a stony-faced Andy.

      “Find out what these slackers want, and quickly – that way, we can get rid of them faster.”

      “Don’t say that in front of the kid,” Shane says, as Andy takes her from his arms to give her another cuddle.

      “What can I get you?” The guy in question – whose name no one ever uses, for some absurd reason – turns to me.

      “Turkey sandwich and chips, please.”

      I don’t look at him, because I know him well. I know his name, too, even though he seems to want to keep pretending he doesn’t know mine.

      He nods and moves onto Sullivan, who orders a chicken burger and roast potatoes; when he walks away, Sullivan turns to me immediately, pint glass in hand. He seems to have decided that I’ll be his dish of the day.

      “How long has he worked here?” he asks me, feigning ignorance.

      “Who?”

      “That guy.”

      “I don’t know, I haven’t been taking note.”

      “Don’t you know him?”

      “Everyone knows everyone around here.”

      “Hmm… I thought he was a friend of yours.”

      “You thought wrong.”

      “Didn’t you go to school together?”

      A Coca Cola appears in front of me – which I didn’t order.

      “You’re looking after the kid,” Andy explains.

      I scoff and take a few sips under Sullivan’s watchful gaze. I can tell he’s ready to fire back up.

      “I went to school with lots of people.”

      “But I swear I remember the two of you hanging out, back in the day.”

      “You remember wrong, Sullivan. Maybe you need to start taking some sort of memory-boosting supplement, because it’s starting to cause you problems.”

      “He only came back to town recently. A year ago, I think… Actually, maybe longer.” He considers this. “I think he was the third or fourth guy Andy hired…”

      “Why are you so interested in this guy’s life?”

      “I’m interested in everyone’s lives.”

      “Maybe you should start being a little more interested in your own life.”

      “Why would I? Yours are so much more entertaining.”

      “No offence, Sullivan, but you’re not really part of my life.”

      Sullivan laughs, placing his glass down on the bar and turning his gaze back to the guy.

      “Good kids – the Fitzpatricks, I mean. Such a shame, what happened to them.”

      I drink my stupid fizzy drink and attempt to swallow down my stupid sadness, which echoes Sullivan’s.

      “I saw them together in the shop the other day.”

      I shrug, pretending not to care.

      “It really took a toll on them.”

      I don’t speak and I don’t move anything but my eyes – although that’s a mistake, as they’re following every one of his movements.

      “He might need a friend.”

      “I’ve already told you: we’re not friends.”

      “Maybe you can change that.”

      “I don’t think so, Sullivan.” I finish my drink at the exact moment my lunch materialises on the bar in front of me. I nod thanks and silently follow him around with my eyes, my breath, until he disappears into the back room, probably to grab the other plates.

      “I see some things haven’t changed much…” Sullivan whispers to me.

      I pretend not to hear him, just as I pretend that his words haven’t struck a chord; just as I pretend every day that I don’t remember each moment I’ve spent with the guy who now works at Veldons.

      The guy who, once upon a time, was my deepest secret and my most hidden desire.
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      Brian and Darcy only get home that afternoon as Lyla is taking her nap.

      “Here we are, finally.” My sister immediately goes to check on her daughter, and I gesture for her to be quiet. Lyla is sleeping next to me on the sofa. “All good?” she asks in a whisper.

      “All perfect. We went for a walk then had lunch with the usual lot at Veldons.”

      “You took a child to the pub?” Brian asks.

      Same surname. Same mind. Same ability to piss me off.

      “It’s your pub,” I respond to my brother-in-law.

      “It’s not mine, it’s my brother’s. But it’s still a pub; it’s not suitable for a little girl.”

      “It was midday. Besides, I thought kids were allowed in until the evenings.”

      “That doesn’t matter. I don’t want her to have anything to do with those four alcoholics who just waste their time at the pub.”

      “Those four alcoholics, as you call them, are your family. Or something like that.”

      “Exactly.”

      I drop the subject – it’s impossible to reason with a Veldons – and turn to my sister. “How is it going, then?”

      “Almost done. The fireplace is finished, they’ve tested the electrics, and installed all the double-glazing. It just needs a quick clean-up, and we can finally get out of your hair and give you back your freedom.”

      “Oh…” I clear my throat, slightly uncomfortable. “Yeah, sure. Freedom. Thank God.”

      I tear my gaze away from them, staring instead at my niece sleeping peacefully beside me. I run my fingers gently through her fine blonde hair – exactly like Darcy’s – before releasing a sigh laden with nostalgia and loneliness.

      “We’ll only be a few kilometres away.”

      Darcy must have read my mind, or my gestures; nothing gets past her. Ever since she’s had Lyla, she’s had a sixth sense, become hyper-sensitive to other people’s discomfort.

      “Are you telling me I’ll never be able to get rid of you? That almost sounds like a threat.”

      “As if you really wanted to get rid of us.”

      “I would obviously never want to get rid of Lyla, and I suppose I could put up with you, too. I can’t say the same for him,” I say, nodding over at Brian, who’s standing next to the sofa.

      “Well, we’ll be out of your way soon enough, don’t worry. The work should’ve been finished two weeks ago, so I’m sorry for the delay – we shouldn’t have outstayed our welcome.”

      I get up slowly, trying not to wake the kid. “I’m used to all your chaos, now.” It’s the only thing I can say that seems even half believable.

      The truth is that I’m used to their presence, their sounds, having someone to eat dinner with or make coffee for in the morning; not to mention Lyla’s biscuits in the cupboard, her toys on the floor, her cries of joy, her laugh.

      I’ve got used to not being alone.

      I should’ve reminded myself that this wasn’t forever; that sooner or later the emptiness would come back, quieter and more oppressive than ever.

      “Seeing as you’re back, I’m going to head out. I have a few errands to run, and I didn’t want to drag Lyla around with me.”

      “Sorry we’ve kept you,” Darcy says, making me feel immediately guilty.

      I actually don’t have any errands to run or anywhere to be; it’s just becoming difficult to pretend that I can’t wait to get back to a reality which I never wanted.

      I walk over to the front door, where I’ve left my phone and car keys.

      “Will you be back for dinner?” my sister asks. “I wanted to cook.”

      “That depends. What are you making?”

      “I thought I’d do a chicken pot pie, like Ma used to make. I went to the supermarket earlier,” she says, gesturing to the shopping bag on the table. “I got a couple of bottles of wine, too.” She winks.

      A lump appears in my throat at the thought of my mother.

      “I might just come back, then.”

      My sister smiles at me. “We’ll wait for you.”

      I open the door and step outside, heading over to my car and slipping into the driver’s seat. I take a few deep, painful breaths as I turn on the ignition, reversing out of the driveway and onto the road that leads to the town centre. Suddenly, the idea of being alone again terrifies me.

      I’ve basically lived in that house since I moved out of my father’s. It wasn’t anything special when I bought it: an old cottage that needed fixing up on a badly kept piece of land. It took me years to renovate with the few resources I had at my disposal, but now it’s a proper home: liveable, fairly big – maybe even too big for one person. I didn’t think about that at first, probably because I never imagined ever sharing it with anyone. Or perhaps it was because I was used to everyone around me being alone, too. But then my sister Sloane married Reid Johnston, and Darcy married Brian Veldons. Even my niece, Sam, appears to be going out with Justin Brennan. And let’s not mention Andy Veldons and Shane Johnston. I basically seem to be the only single man left in town.

      It's not easy being faced with everyone else’s happiness every day and not thinking about your own. Not that I’m unhappy, exactly. I have a great family, a job I like, a house, friends, two nieces. There’s nothing missing from my life, and I’d never wanted any differently. I was never looking for a life partner; I’d resigned myself to the fact that it was just something that would never happen for me, and I always thought that was fine. But when I find myself standing on the pavement, as I am now, in front of his family’s shop, I start to question myself, despite all the time that’s passed.

      Because you can’t just erase memories like that, let them be carried away by the wind. You can just stop loving the things you loved in life, like some sort of spell that stripped you of that emotion. And you can’t wish away the scars from everything that’s hurt you.

      Some days, like today, I can’t help but wonder whether I made certain choices in life because I knew I couldn’t share them with the person I really wanted.

      Well, I guess, deep down, it isn’t hard to imagine. There’s only one reason to explain the fact that I’m here, peering through the fogged-up windows of a shop; that same reason goes for the fact I’m still standing here, in spite of how much he hurt me.

      Because, you see, some things never change, no matter how much time has passed; no matter how far you travel, the things you learn, how much you grow. Some things stick around, even though they hurt you. Even though you know they could never do you any good.

      Some things just linger, the way he did; even though I wanted him to leave with every fibre of my being.

      When he lifts his head and looks at me, frozen on the other side of the road, only to drop his gaze and pretend he hasn’t seen me, I realise that those same things have stuck around for him, too.
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      “Do you want some more?” Darcy gets to her feet, tray in hand, and I promptly hold out my plate, watching as she serves me another helping. I’d never noticed just how much she looks like our ma – and not just in her appearance, but in her gestures, too.

      I didn’t get to have Ma for that long, but I can remember her perfectly. It’s sometimes as if she were still here in front of me, and I have to admit that having Darcy around only fuels my nostalgia, my memories.

      “Thanks. And thanks for cooking, too.”

      I bring a forkful of pie to my mouth and let the taste of childhood memories wash over me for a moment.

      “It’s exactly like Ma’s.”

      Darcy’s eyes fill with the same sadness that I carry inside me each day. Brian’s hand comes to rest on my sister’s, squeezing lovingly. He doesn’t have a mother, either – he actually never met her. I don’t know whether it would hurt any less, not knowing the warmth of that embrace; never meeting her, loving her, depending on her, then watching as she’s taken away from you. But I’d imagine that either kind of pain is something that can never be cured.

      “Lyla appreciated it, too.”

      I turn to look at my niece, sitting directly next to me, her hands covered in chicken. I recognise both families in her; Darcy’s eyes, for example, Sloane’s smile. But the rest of her is a photocopy of her father. They even sleep in the same position. Not that I’ve watched Brian Veldons sleep, but I’ve walked in on them napping together on the sofa a few times.

      “So.” I clear my throat and try to steer the conversation away from anything nostalgic. “Do you think you’ll be spending every summer here, now? Is that right?”

      “Something like that. It’s winter in New Zealand right now, so it isn’t the most profitable season work-wise. Besides, we’ve found some great people to take over when we’re away.”

      My sister is the manager of a hotel in Auckland, New Zealand. It’s technically a five-star resort, where Brian works as the barman.

      “At least until Lyla starts school. Then we won’t really be able to keep going back and forth like this.”

      I glance at Lyla, already saddened by the thought that I won’t be able to see her as often for a really long time.

      “So we need to find a solution, for now.”

      “A solution? What kind of solution?”

      Darcy casts a look at Brian, then continues. “I have a proposal.”

      “What kind of proposal?”

      “You know the Old Mill? That old townhouse in Clifden that looks like it could be from another era?”

      “I think so.”

      “I advised the Clarke family to make an offer, and I’m here to negotiate it.”

      “So you’re saying that if they accept…”

      “I may be spending more time than I expected in Connemara.”

      “Seriously?”

      Darcy glances back at Brian, then smiles at me.

      Darcy works for the Clarke Group, which owns hotels around the world. She used to oversee a lot of their acquisitions before she received an offer to run one of the exact hotels she helped to set up.

      “I thought you had a different role, now? I thought you wanted to slow down?”

      “I thought so, too, but you know what I’m like.”

      “Always after a challenge.”

      I know exactly what she’s like, but I thought that she’d decided on a different life for Lyla and Brian.

      “I’m confused.”

      “Maybe Lyla and I should get ready for bed.” Brian gets up and lifts up his daughter, who has half her dinner smeared across her face. “Leave you two to chat.”

      He kisses Darcy and leaves us alone at the table.

      “What’s going on, Darcy? I thought you’d found your path, now. I don’t understand.”

      Darcy pours us both another glass of wine. She picks hers up, takes a sip, and studies me. “I thought so, too.”

      “So what happened? Don’t you think that anymore?”

      “Remember when we were here last summer for Andy’s birthday?”

      I nod, already nervous for the end of this story. I thought she was okay now, had stopped running from place to place in search of something she’d never find. I thought Brian was the missing piece – but I’m starting to worry that isn’t the case.

      “Brian was so happy… And when we came back…”

      “He wasn’t.”

      “No, he was. But in a different way.”

      “I get it.”

      “I felt happier when I was here, too. Seeing Lyla with my family, with our friends… I started to think that she might lose all this…”

      “Are you trying to tell me you’re homesick?”

      “I want my daughter to grow up here. With her family by her side.”

      “So you’re planning on staying?”

      “Nothing’s certain, yet. These negotiations could go on for a long time, or the offer could fall through.”

      “But you want…? You’d like to…?”

      “I think so. I think I’m ready to come home.”

      “Oh, my God!” I bring a hand to my mouth. “I might have my niece with me for good!”

      “Hey! I’d be here, too!”

      “Sure, sure…” I flap my hand, making Darcy laugh. “What does Brian think about all this?”

      “He’s scared, but excited at the idea of living here and watching Lyla grow up in Connemara. It would be a big change for him, too.”

      “So what do you want to do, exactly? Run the hotel in Clifden?”

      “If everything goes well, I’d take care of the handover, the organisation, the opening…”

      “Then what?”

      “Then I was hoping to go my own way.”

      “You’ve lost me. Too much information, too many emotions.”

      “I’ve found a property.”

      “What property?”

      “On the road out to Clifden, and old B&B.”

      “You… What?”

      “If the offer goes through, my commission would be enough to cover the cost.”

      “Please, just say it. I’m getting worked up.”

      Darcy laughs. “I could have my own hotel. With my family.”

      “You and Brian and…”

      “And Lyla, and… Who knows? I’d love to have something that’s ours, something to leave to our kids and grandkids. Like Dad did for us.”

      “You know you already have a hotel, right?”

      “I need something that’s just ours. I want to build my own history.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Say that you’ll be happy to have us around.”

      “There’s honestly nothing I’d like more.”

      “Really?” she asks, almost incredulous – so much so that I feel guilty for not having told her how much I love having her around, how much I wish it could be a permanent thing.

      “I’ve even learnt to put up with having a Veldons around the house for you.”

      She laughs, and I take both her hands in mine, squeezing affectionately. “I’m so happy for you – for all of you. And I’m happy for myself, too, because I’ll have you and Lyla nearby.”

      “I still haven’t said anything to Dad, or to Sloane. I want to be sure, first.”

      “Does that mean I’m the only one who knows? Not even Andy Veldons? Or that ridiculous group of useless men?”

      “I wanted to tell you first.”

      There was a time, once, where I betrayed my sister’s trust – but it seems so long ago, now, that it doesn’t seem real. There was a time that Darcy and I had light years between us, when I thought there was no hope for our relationship. I thought I’d lost her forever; but here she is, sitting at my kitchen table, her hands in mine and her gaze telling me that she’ll always be here.

      “I’ll always be here for you.”

      “I never doubted that.”
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      Yawning again, I pour myself another mug of coffee. I’m at the hotel, in the kitchen – at this time of the morning, it’s just me and the two staff members in charge of breakfast, as well as our chef Breda. It’s seven o’clock and I’m already cursing myself for having offered to cover the early shift, to give Sloane some time to rest up. I hate getting up at this time – if I could choose, I’d only work nights. I even plan all the excursions from midday onwards, unless there’s some sort of special request or a family checking out that afternoon.

      “Have you just woken up?” Breda hands me a muffin fresh from the oven.

      “Thanks. And yeah – I fell out of bed this morning and dragged myself here. If you catch me with my eyes shut or hear me start to snore, just elbow me.”

      She winks. “Got it.”

      As she turns to take the rest of the muffins out of the oven, someone knocks at the back door of the kitchen.

      “Can you go, please? That’ll be the morning’s orders.”

      “Sure.” I leave my muffin and coffee on the counter and head over to the door, unlocking it and pushing into it with my shoulder.

      “Oh… G-good morning,” he says, a basket of bread in his hands and a shocked expression on his face.

      “Good m-morning to you, too.”

      “I’m here to…” He lifts the basket.

      “Sure, sure.” I step aside to let him in. He passes me and walks over to the island, saying hi to Breda, who lifts a gloved hand in response. He turns back to me, then.

      I was not prepared for this. Usually I know when and how I’ll bump into him, and I always leave myself a bit of time to get used to the idea – just so that I’m never caught by surprise by those dimples, which appear on his cheeks whenever he smiles, or so that his warm, intense gaze doesn’t melt me, or set my cheeks on fire.

      “I have another load in the van.”

      “I’ll give you a hand,” I say, without thinking.

      Those damn dimples again. My cheeks are blazing.

      “Thanks, but I’ve got it.”

      He passes me to head over to the van and I watch as he lifts another basket from the back and returns to the door. He passes by me again, the smell of freshly baked bread wafting into me; with it comes a strange wave of sadness, catching me off-guard.

      He lays the basket down on the counter then turns to me. It only takes one look for us to know there’s no more to be said – but, once, we had so much to say to each other, so much to share. We shared everything, actually: us against the world.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      I hadn’t thought about the consequences of covering my sister’s shift, either.

      “You’re never here in the mornings.”

      Breda heads out into the dining room, leaving us alone, our questions suspended between us.

      “I’m covering for Sloane.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s fine. I just thought she might need a lie-in.”

      He nods slowly.

      “Are you…?” I don’t even know how to finish that sentence. I don’t know why I felt the need to say anything. Maybe it’s because we’re alone for the first time in so long.

      As if that were enough for us to be us again. As if the fact that no one can see or hear us could ever be enough for that.

      “I’m helping Noel.”

      “How is he doing?”

      He sticks his hands into his pockets and lets his head drop back. He doesn’t answer; he doesn’t need to. I can tell by his gaze.

      We stand there in silence. I don’t know what else to say to keep him here for a few more minutes, and I don’t know whether it would be right to keep him – for my mental health or for my heart, I mean. But you know how these things work, right?

      “Do you want a coffee or something…?”

      “I should get going. I have to finish off the deliveries.”

      “I didn’t mean to keep you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      I step aside to let him leave the kitchen; he approaches me slowly, brushing past my hip. I hold my breath for fear of not being able to hold in anything else, and he steps outside. When he’s just past the doorframe, he stops.

      “It was nice.”

      “Mmm?”

      “Seeing you, chatting…” He shrugs awkwardly. “It was nice.”

      I try to ignore the heat rushing from my neck to my face. “It was.”

      “Have a good day, then.”

      “Have a good day, too.”

      He stands there and studies me for a few more seconds, then lowers his head and walks away, slipping into the van. He turns on the engine and pulls out of the car park, disappearing down the road.

      I head back into the kitchen and back to my breakfast – although I’ve totally lost my appetite.

      “Do you want another?” Breda asks, nodding towards my coffee. “It’ll be cold by now.”

      “It doesn’t matter, I usually drink it cold.”

      She flashes me a questioning look.

      “I’m always outside, and I’m always leaving it down and forgetting where I’ve put it.” I grab the mug and bring it to my lips. It’s not quite cold yet, but it is lukewarm. “This is perfect temperature.”

      “You’re the boss.”

      Boss. That almost makes me laugh.

      “I’m nothing of the sort. I’m the last person anyone would call a ‘boss’.”

      “I thought Seamus was stepping down and you and Sloane were taking over.”

      “Something like that,” I comment unenthusiastically, joining her. She’s arranging the bread in the basket to be taken into the breakfast hall.

      “You don’t sound convinced.”

      Maybe that’s because I’m not. My father insisted that Sloane and I take over the business – he wants us to run the hotel. He’d love to retire, but the truth is that neither of us really want to take over yet. It seems a little premature, hasty; besides, Dad is still young and perfectly capable. It’d feel like we were taking something away from him.

      “Can you really picture me running this place?”

      Breda has been working for us since we were kids – since before Ma died. The two of them were friends.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not cut out for it. Maybe Sloane or Darcy could do it, but I definitely couldn’t.”

      “I get the impression that Darcy has other plans for her future.”

      I think back to my conversation with Darcy last night: to her plans, the fact that she confided in me. I smile to myself.

      “And this is your hotel,” she says to me, then, her tone maternal. “You grew up here, you’ve worked here since you learned to speak.”

      “I still don’t feel like it’s the right time.”

      And sometimes I feel that it’ll never be the right time for me – but I don’t tell her this. It’s something I keep to myself. I haven’t even told my sisters. The truth is that I love this place - I love working here and I want to keep doing so. But I want to do what I know I’m good at. I don’t want to be the manager, take care of all the admin or anything else. I just want to be here, with my family and the people I’ve always known.

      “The right time will come,” Breda says, before disappearing into the next room.

      Maybe. Or maybe not. Maybe things are perfect just as they are. Everything. Even the way he and I keep pretending we’ve never been anything to each other.
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      Once I’m back in the shop after I’ve finished all the morning deliveries, I go over to help my brother at the counter. The bakery is never exactly busy – we’re basically just an oven for all the businesses in the area – but we do have our regulars, especially first thing in the morning. I know that Noel’s always happy to have the help, even when it’s from me. I can’t cook anything, let alone learn to bake breads, baguettes and focaccias, but I do what I can. I usually take care of deliveries or help on the till until Ronan gets here – he’s the guy who helps out with the morning shifts and keeps an eye on my brother when I’m not here. Not that Noel knows that.

      Noel and my father ran the bakery together. He was a total beginner, and learnt everything he knows from our dad. When Dad suddenly died, Noel tried to take his place, to be what everyone expected him to be.

      This was always what Noel wanted to do. He’s a stickler for tradition and loves this place, his routine, the people he’s always known. This was his only ambition: he wanted to take over the shop, to run everything flanked by the people who loved him. He wanted to stay here, with his family. He wanted a simple life with no fuss, surrounded by those he loved. I know that would’ve made him happy.

      Watching him now, I can see how tired he is, how broken he seems. It makes me wonder whether I made a mistake, deciding to live my life instead of staying home to help him through the grief, help out with the shop, support him as he followed his path. Maybe I should’ve been the brother he needed.

      I never wanted to do this – partly because I’m not cut out for it, and partly because I always knew I’d leave this place one day. I knew I’d escape this suffocating town with its two hundred inhabitants; escape the people who watched me grow up, who thought they knew me. Or that’s what I used to think, before sadness and nostalgia forced me back here.

      “How were the deliveries?” Noel asks once the last customer in line has been served.

      “Same old,” I shrug. “Nothing to report.”

      “You remembered the extra order for the Kylemores, right?”

      “Don’t worry, I remembered.”

      My brother has been anxious lately when it comes to work. To be honest, he’s been anxious about everything. That’s why I wanted to find someone to make sure everything runs smoothly when I’m not here. It wasn’t easy to find someone trustworthy, but Ronan came highly recommended in town; he’s sincere, discreet, and he knows how to lighten the load for my brother. I don’t like lying to Noel like this, going behind his back, but I didn’t know what else to do. I can’t be here twenty-four hours a day, so this seemed like the best solution.

      “Sloane only told me yesterday about that last-minute group from Germany, but I told her not to worry. They’re our best customers.”

      “Sloane wasn’t there this morning.”

      “No?”

      I shake my head.

      “Is she sick?”

      “I don’t think so, just a shift swap. Silas told me he wanted to give her a lie-in.”

      “Silas?”

      I nod, avoiding his gaze.

      “Weird that he was there so early.”

      “It is his hotel, to be fair.”

      “Well, now that Darcy’s back, I thought the two Kylemore sisters would take the reins.”

      “Darcy lives in New Zealand with Brian – that’s why I have a job at Veldons, remember? As well as the fact that Andy doesn’t really get along with anyone else.”

      “No, I didn’t forget,” he says, his tone serious.

      “Don’t start with this again.”

      My brother sighs. “You should be somewhere in the city working your own job – not mine, and not anyone else’s.”

      “I’m where I’m supposed to be.”

      “No, you’re not, and you know it.”

      I glare condescendingly at him.

      “I hate the fact you have to babysit me, or be my dad. I’m older.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing.”

      “I feel… Dependent. On you.”

      “You’re not dependent on me; I’m just here to give you a hand, help get things back on track. And if I’m being totally honest, I’m the one who depends on you. I live in your house.”

      “It’s both of our house.”

      “The business, the house… It’s all yours. I have nothing to do with any of this.”

      When our father passed away, he left everything to us: the house, the shop. I wouldn’t have known what to do with it. I had no intention of moving back here, of setting roots in this place. So I let Noel take care of everything – it seemed like the right thing to do. I didn’t need anything, and I certainly didn’t want to stay here, to live in this house. I had my own life, my apartment, my job.

      Noel shakes his head, his hands resting on the counter. I can see they’re trembling. “You were only supposed to stay a few months.”

      “My life is here, now.”

      I should always have been here. Noel is my brother, the only family I’ve got left, and I’ll be by his side for the rest of our lives. He’ll never have to worry about anything again.

      “I can’t help but think that if it weren’t for me, you’d still have your house, your job, your wife…”

      I grimace at the thought of Rachel.

      “Speaking of which, she called yesterday. Sorry, I forgot to tell you.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll call her back.”

      “She said not to worry,” he says, lowering his voice, “this month.”

      I nod, my head bowed.

      “She says she doesn’t need anything.”

      “She always says that.”

      “She’s a great girl.”

      “She is.”

      “And I really am sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. Things had already gone to shit before I decided to come home.”

      “Home…” he mutters, a smile appearing at his lips. “It’s nice to hear you call it home. Again.”

      I smile, too. “That’s what it is, right?”

      He disappears into the back room for a few minutes then returns with a fresh tray of tomato focaccia.

      “Hand that over,” I say, taking the tray and bringing it into the shop. I arrange the focaccias as Noel continues our conversation.

      “You had other plans.”

      I sigh and stop for a moment, tongs in hand. “Things change.”

      Noel rests a hand on my shoulder and I flash him a weak smile, before arranging everything in the bakery window.

      I can’t hold his gaze for more than a few seconds. I feel useless, guilty. I know my presence hasn’t changed anything – that it would’ve happened like this anyway – but I can’t help but think that if I’d been here to help him, he wouldn’t have had to face life and its hurdles on his own.

      “She said she was wanting to pay a visit sometime soon.”

      “Mmm?”

      “Rachel. How long has it been now since you last saw her?”

      “Since our last lawyer’s appointment. Five, six months ago, maybe.”

      Since we filed for divorce.

      “And…” My brother clears his throat. “Is she still single? Rachel, I mean. Is she seeing anyone?”

      I rest my hands on my hips and look at him. “Rachel and I will never get back together, Noel.”

      He shrugs. Noel really likes Rachel, and he didn’t take the news of our separation well.

      “I’m just saying that maybe, if you spend a bit of time together, like you used to…”

      “There’s nothing left to save,” I tell him, my voice gentle in spite of the bitterness I can taste every time I think of us, our marriage, the way it all ended.

      Noel’s situation had nothing to do with it. Besides, Rachel loves Noel – she’d never have tried to dissuade me from coming back here to help him. Things between us were already over by the time I decided to move back to Cliathán permanently.

      “And we’re fine with that. We care about each other, but there’s no love there anymore.”

      “It’s just sad, that’s all.”

      The news of our separation was a blow for him. He felt like he was losing someone again; she was part of the family.

      “Rachel loves you,” I feel I have to say, to reassure him. “And I’m sure she’ll come and visit as soon as she can.”

      “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have stuck my nose in.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “It’s just hard to see you throw away your life, your future.”

      “I’m not throwing it away.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “I’m where I want to be, Noel. My place is here, with you.”

      He nods, unconvinced.

      “I just wish I could help you. Then you wouldn’t have to work at Veldons.”

      “I don’t mind working at Veldons, you know that. Andy is okay and so is Brian. The customers are always the same.”

      “Don’t you get tired of seeing the same faces every single day?”

      My thoughts can’t help but focus on one face in particular. I immediately shake it off, before I can let myself fall back into foolish memories and shattered dreams which broke before they’d ever had a chance to happen.

      “I see your face every day and I’m still not tired of it, yet.”

      My brother rolls his eyes and heads into the back, leaving me alone at the counter to tend to my thoughts. Something inside me is beating somewhere in my chest, praying not to be exposed again.
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      Sloane gets to the hotel at around half past eleven, just as I’m on my third cup of coffee and my thousandth yawn.

      “You shouldn’t have covered for me.”

      “I can deal with getting up at the crack of dawn once in a while.”

      “But I know how much you hate it.”

      “I’m not a little kid anymore. I can handle a bit of responsibility sometimes, you know.”

      Sloane studies me, her gaze soft and maternal. “I know you’re not a little kid, but you’ll always be my little brother.”

      “We’re twins.”

      “I was still born before you.”

      I roll my eyes and spin around in my office chair as Sloane approaches me. I get up to let her sit.

      “All yours.”

      She lets herself drop heavily onto the chair. Let’s just say that she’s been dropping herself heavily into a lot of chairs, lately.

      “Did you at least get some sleep last night?”

      “Not last night. But I got a bit this morning.” She rests both hands on her near-exploding stomach. “They still haven’t worked out the difference between day and night. Reid says he’ll make sure he explains the rules of the game as soon as they’re out.”

      I laugh at the thought of Reid with two babies.

      Oh, right, I almost forgot: my sister Sloane and her husband Reid are expecting twins in about two months’ time. I’ve heard that when Reid discovered the good news he passed out in the consultant’s office during my sister’s scan. He managed to hit his head on the way down and needed stitches. Then he fainted again at the mere thought of someone stitching up his head, before fainting once again as soon as he saw the doctor pulling on his surgical gloves.

      Sloane says she literally wet herself laughing.

      Our family is starting to get much bigger and I’m beginning to get used to the idea. I don’t mind the thought of two new nieces or nephews – I was so happy when I heard, although I kept it to myself. There were enough emotions flying around already, and I didn’t want to make it any more embarrassing for anyone. The news of the twins’ arrival followed by the possibility of Darcy moving home has made me feel happy and grateful; for my family, this life, and a future of days spent fulfilling my role as the county’s most fun uncle. I can’t be more than that considering my number-one rival, Shane Johnston, with whom I now seem to share every branch of my family tree. He’s handsome in every possible way – especially with a baby in his arms.

      Let alone with two babies.

      “Can I get you anything? Tea, juice…?”

      “I’m fine, thanks. I just want to get to work so that I can get ahead and leave here at a normal time.”

      “I can stay, if you need me to.”

      “I have a month of work left and I want to enjoy it – especially now that everyone keeps handing me snacks all the time.”

      I laugh; it’s true. We all care about my sister’s health, and her babies’ health, too. Especially Breda, who won’t stop bringing her chips and mint choc chip ice cream: two things my sister can’t seem to survive without lately. I don’t really want to think about the fact that she sometimes eats both things together, because the mere thought makes my stomach turn. But it's hard to forget.

      “Besides, I couldn’t bear the thought of just sitting at home all day.”

      “You won’t have a choice in a month.”

      “Exactly: I still have a month, so until then, no one can keep me away from here.”

      “I’ll head, then, even though I have nothing to do for the rest of the day.”

      “No excursions?”

      “Not today. The next group just arrived, and I don’t think they wanted to get off their arses yet.”

      Sloane laughs.

      “But I managed to book them a trip tomorrow to the National Park for midday with a sunset horse ride.”

      “Great job.”

      “Thanks. It’ll be full-on.”

      “Perfect for you: all day outdoors.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I’m on the day shift tomorrow.”

      “Then we can grab a cup of tea together.”

      “Deal.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need anything? I really do have a whole day with nothing to do. Do you need me to do some food shopping for you? Mow your lawn?”

      “Mow my lawn?”

      “I’d do it for you.”

      “I’ve heard you’ve been asking your beloved brother-in-law to mow your lawn, lately.”

      “You know what the Veldons are like: they have to make themselves useful at all times.”

      “I know you love him anyway.”

      “That’s what you think.”

      “You could just go home, or go into town.”

      I don’t want to do either of those things. There’s no one at home – Brian and Darcy are out with Lyla – and as for heading into town… Where would I go? And who with?

      “If you really want something to do… Sam is at summer camp. She finishes at two.”

      “Got it, I’ll pick her up.”

      “You’d need to pick up Justin, too…”

      I roll my eyes.

      “You need to get them and drop them both home.”

      “No problem. I can deal with a Brennan and his nervous energy for half an hour.”

      Sloane laughs.

      “Then, if you like, I can bring Sam back to mine. If she still wants to spend time with me, that is. Darcy, Brian, and Lyla will be back late, so she could even stay for dinner.”

      My niece Sam is thirteen years old – basically a teenager, with all the obligatory crushes and mood swings. We used to spend a lot of time together; she’d stay over at mine when Sloane was working nights, or when she was back too late from the hotel.

      “I’m sure she’d love that. I’ll send Reid over this evening to pick her up.”

      I bend down to plant a kiss on her cheek. “Don’t wear yourself out too much.”

      “I’m sitting down, how much can I wear myself out?”

      “I don’t know, you’d find a way to work too hard, anyway.”

      Sloane waves me away and I gather up my things, heading to the exit and then across the car park to my car. I climb inside and switch on the engine, but it’s only when I reach the front gate that I realise I have nothing much to do before I go and pick up my niece; I don’t want to sit at home eating lunch on my own, but I don’t have many options. There are no options in Cliathán, so I have no choice but to pull out into the road and head into the centre of town, towards the only place I know I’ll find people who, like me, have nothing better to do.

      

      When I get to Veldons, I find the usual gang lined up along the bar.

      “This place is starting to get really crowded…” Reid, one of my loveable brothers-in-law, says, as I sit down next to him.

      “What do you mean? It’s basically just us,” Alex Brennan responds.

      “I thought everyone was part of ‘us’ by now,” says Shane Johnston, rushing to my rescue.

      As well as being damn charming, he’s the most tolerable of the group.

      “Oh, I was talking about you.” It’s only in that moment that Alex realises I’m there. “What brings you here?”

      “I was in the area and thought I’d pop in. Should I have booked or something?”

      Alex laughs, followed by Shane. They’re easy to win over – I can’t say the same for Reid and Andy.

      “You’ve been in the area a lot, lately,” Reid comments, taking a sip of his beer.

      “I didn’t know I had to keep you updated on all my movements.”

      “Why would I care about your movements?”

      “Then why are you bringing it up?” A voice joins the chorus. I turn to my right to see that Sullivan has appeared on what was an empty stool.

      “How long have you been here for?” Andy asks him.

      “A while. You were all too busy welcoming the new guy,” he says, nudging me with his shoulder and smiling.

      “So that’s how things are, now?” Andy asks, turning to me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’ll be coming here for lunch from now on?”

      “I really…”

      “Don’t you work in a hotel? Do they not have a kitchen?” Alex asks, joining the interrogation.

      Suddenly, the idea of being at home on my own doesn’t seem so bad.

      “This is how you treat customers in this pub?” Shane’s voice shuts everyone up.

      Andy glares at him.

      “Can people not just decide to come and eat here whenever they want?”

      Reid scoffs, Alex mutters something, and Andy rolls his eyes, before letting them land on me.

      “What can I get you to eat, Kylemore?” His tone is irritable, but I ignore it.

      “A cheeseburger with a side salad. No chips.”

      “Anything to drink?”

      “A lager, please.”

      Andy grumbles something before heading into the kitchen to put my order through. I look around only to note that everyone’s eyes are on me, before shifting nervously on my stool. I don’t know whether to feign ignorance and ignore them for the rest of my lunch or whether to head out the door and never set foot in this damn pub again.

      “Don’t take it personally,” Sullivan says. I look at him, and he smiles. “They’re just mean little boys.”

      I laugh at his comment.

      “But they mean no harm – they’re all bark and no bite.”

      A beer appears in front of me. I thank Andy with a nod of my head.

      “Did you at least spit in it?” Reid asks.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Initiation ritual.”

      “We have an initiation ritual?” Alex asks, curious.

      “It doesn’t matter, because we never have anyone new around here,” Shane comments.

      “But he isn’t new,” Sullivan says, wrapping a friendly arm around my shoulder. “He’s already part of the family.”

      “Sorry, what family?” Reid asks, the same dickhead he’s always been.

      Andy flicks a damp, sordid tea towel in his face. “Cut it out!”

      “Gross!” Reid groans, tossing the cloth back at Andy, who ducks.

      “You know why I didn’t spit in his drink?” Andy says.

      Reid shakes his head and Andy’s lips curve into a cunning smile.

      “Because that’s a special treatment only reserved for arseholes like you.”

      

      When everyone’s food arrives, the atmosphere grows quieter, more relaxed. Andy heads off to speak to a few customers at one of the tables, Shane and Alex are discussing something to do with a late delivery for the distillery that they need to track down, and Reid is chatting away on the phone, presumably to my sister Sloane – I hear him mention that he’s already topped up the freezer with ice cream and there’s no need to buy any more.

      I make the most of the relative calm to look around nonchalantly.

      “He’s not here,” Sullivan says.

      “Mmm?”

      He studies me knowingly. “I heard he’d be in a little later today.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      Sullivan lifts his pint glass to his mouth. “You’ve been here a lot, lately.”

      I lift my glass, too, inhaling a generous quantity of beer.

      “Anything to share with me?”

      “No.”

      He laughs, turning back to me. “I was talking to his brother this morning. I went to the bakery for some bread. He was there with that guy who helps out in the mornings.”

      I sip again, pretending not to care.

      “He told me something.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “It seems he’s back for good.”

      I place my glass down on the bar a little more aggressively than I’d have liked, attracting the attention of Andy, who has just reappeared behind the counter.

      “Although I’d already guessed that. He’s been back for a while, now.”

      “I don’t know why you’re telling me this.”

      “I thought it might help.”

      “Sullivan.” I look at him. “Come on.”

      “What?”

      I lean into him and speak under my breath. “He has a wife.”

      I didn’t think I was even capable of saying that out loud to anyone; it’s usually a sentence I repeat only to myself, usually in front of the mirror.

      “I haven’t seen any wife around.”

      “I don’t understand why we’re talking about this. I don’t… The two of us aren’t…”

      “Hmm… I see.”

      “Wife or no wife, Sullivan, he likes women.”

      “If you say so.”

      I do say so, and I know so. He was actually the one to tell me, years ago. To be honest, he yelled it at me. His words still ricochet around my mind, some nights, when loneliness rears its head more than I can bear.

      “It’s a scar that’ll never heal,” I admit, bitterness laced through my voice, my thoughts.

      “What is, kid?”

      “Being rejected by someone because you’ll never be what that person wants.”

      And hoping that something will change, as if by magic.

      “I can only imagine, but I can’t know how that feels.”

      “I don’t want…” I take a deep breath. It still hurts, even now. “I don’t want to kid myself again, you know?”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m not twenty years old, anymore.”

      “Neither is he.”

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “Me? Nothing, of course not. What would I know about these things? But, maybe, you know, people still aren’t sure about themselves at that age… They’re scared to show themselves for who they really are; scared to love the people they really want to love.”

      I smile bitterly.

      “We aren’t all born strong, you know. And we’re not all ready for what life has in store for us. Look at him,” he says, nodding over at Andy, who’s stroking Shane’s hand across the bar. “See how long it took that kid?”

      Andy and Shane were friends for years, and for all those years, they loved each other in secret. Neither of them was ready to declare their love from the rooftops; they were both afraid of losing what they had, their family, their friends, themselves. It took years to come out, and they only took the leap in the moment they were about to lose each other. It was a long, painful process, and I think it scarred them both; but now, in spite of everything, they’re together.

      “He didn’t marry a woman,” I say, resentful. Because the truth is that I feel disappointed, let down.

      Betrayed.

      “Maybe he thought that was what he wanted.”

      “He hurt me.” I don’t know why I’m telling him all this; maybe it’s because the thought of him always provokes this sense of powerlessness within me; maybe it’s because seeing him this morning, in the hotel, reignited all these conflicting emotions within me. Emotions I’d hoped were gone for good.

      “I’m sorry, kid. And I’m sure he’s sorry, too.”

      “How can you know that?”

      “He’s a good guy. Just look what he’s doing for his brother. Good people never hurt others deliberately.”

      “That doesn’t change the way he made me feel.”

      “No, it doesn’t. But it might convince you to give him a second chance.”

      “Second chance? We barely speak to each other.”

      “People can change. They just have to want it enough.”

      I wanted it.

      I wanted him, wanted us.

      I wanted things to change. I wanted it so badly that I pushed him too hard, forced him to run away from me and never look back.
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