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Bridgette's ankle length green skirt rustled against the lower shelf liquor bottles behind the bar. It was the third time in ten minutes that she had jumped to the side to avoid one of her many daily butt swats, courtesy of her boss, Colin.

“Would ye be taking a look at yourself! In the name o' the Wee Man d'ye t'ink this work is going to be doing itself?”  Bridgette shooed him away, almost losing the pink tissue that she had tucked into the sleeve of her cotton button down shirt.  The old woman's rich accent was never more evident than when her ire was up.  Not that Colin could ever truly make her angry, but even pretend ire would bring it out.

Bridgette loved Colin as she would her own son, if she would have had one.  She had worked for Colin's father for more than twenty years before his passing, and watched young Colin grow into the man that he had become.  She had only ever missed one week of work when her husband had passed away. That was the only time she had spent away from the pub and the only time she had left the one man who she had left that she considered to be family.

She swiped the washcloth from the counter, and wagged her finger at her young boss, letting him know that the fun was over, and it was past time to get ready for their dinner shift.  Tucking the loose pink tissue back into its proper place under her sleeve, she returned to work.

“I'm going ta check the kitchen, ye take yourself t' the dining room and make sure the new lass has changed over ta the dinner linens.”  She shook her head and smiled before she walked to the back of the pub, and entered the old wooden swinging door to the kitchen.

Colin laughed, and pretended to watch her extra plump rump as she walked away.  Then, he did as he was told, and went to the front of the pub to check the dinner linens. 

Bridgette was right, the new hostess that he had hired a week prior, had forgotten to switch from paper napkins, to linen.  He told the young girl what needed done, and was sure to say it nicely, as the new teenager was horribly shy, and more than likely, easy to embarrass.

After getting the front room ready for dinner, he walked slowly to the  large double doors, and went outside.  It was something that he did several times a day; checking the sidewalk in front of the store for litter, and to make sure the sign was hanging straight above the doors.  He watched his father do the same thing everyday that he went to the pub, and he never understood the routine.  But now that he was the owner, he carried on his father's tradition.  Somehow, it made him feel closer to his dad, and that in itself made the regiment worth his time.

When the sign was still straight, and the cigarette butts were cleared from the entrance, Colin went back inside to find out what else Bridgette wanted done.  Not that he was unsure as to how to run his own pub, but he knew that his sweet Bridgette needed to help him, it was her way of grieving for his dad, and her way of letting Colin know that she wasn't going anywhere since he took over.  Colin had just turned twenty nine, and he didn't need mothering by any stretch, but he let Bridgette do it anyway.  There was very little he wouldn't do for his Bridgette.

It had only been two months since his dad had passed away.  Everyone called the old man, Red.  Not because of his hair, as one would suspect, but due to the fact that every time Red would laugh, his face would turn cherry red.  And Red laughed a lot.  Everyone missed him, and Colin had shoes to fill that he thought he never would be able to.  But he would try with everything he had to keep the pub going exactly as his dad had done.

The stories of his dad that were told nightly, and the pub being exactly the way it was the day his dad died, reminded him constantly that he would never truly be the new owner of the place.  

Bridgette met him back behind the bar once again, and told him that the kitchen was ready for dinner.

“Well then, love, I believe I'll take my leave and rest awhile before dinner.”  Colin kissed Bridgette's puffy cheek before he turned to walk to the stairs.

Bridgette nodded, then tucked an unruly gray curl back into the bun that it had escaped from.  She watched him go up the back stairs that were behind the bar, and said a small prayer for the man that seemed so alone in the world.  If only he could find someone to share his life with, then he would know the happiness that he pretended to have.  She knew that she worried about him too much, and she tried to shake the thought from her mind, but Colin and Red had been her family for so long, she couldn't just ignore the loneliness that Colin must feel everyday.

The old woman closed her eyes, and wished that she could help him right then and there.  To her shock, an answer finally came through; it is almost time.  She's near.

Bridgette nearly tripped as she took a step forward.  Her mind was racing and her pulse threatened to force her old body to rest. 

“Ye spoke.”  Bridgette looked around the empty pub, searching for the voice that could only be found in her head.

The voice, the same female voice that had spoken to her when she was a young lass, had finally answered her after all the years since.

“Colin?  Is it for muh Colin?  Is his true love near?”  Bridgette stopped looking around the bar, and closed her eyes, willing the voice to return.

Yes.  That was the last, and only, word that the voice offered.

“Colin.”  Bridgette's mind had filled with thoughts of her young Colin, and she felt excitement for the man, as well as sadness at knowing what he would have to go through. But it was his destiny, and she would see it through.  But how would she get the man to slow down long enough to see his true love?

For the prior two months, Colin would  work from sun up until long after closing time.  He had the family home outside of town, but he usually stayed in the small room above the pub to avoid the long drive back and forth to work.  She could almost feel his exhaustion just from looking at him, and she knew that telling him to slow down wouldn't do any good.  He would just laugh it off and go on his way.  

Colin had confided in Bridgette about his concerns regarding relationships.  He had realized quickly that the local women were interested in landing a man with a good income, and the tourists were interested in a romantic, 'Irish fling.'  He was nothing more than a photo in a scrapbook when it was all said and done.  He also admitted that he would be perfectly content to just enjoy women, and live his life as free and single as possible.  The worst part for Bridgette was that she knew Colin had meant every word, and it broke her heart that he would be willing to go through life never knowing the kind of love that she'd had with her Patrick.

But she wouldn't have need to worry about him much longer, he would be in good hands very soon.

Bridgette instinctively grabbed the oval shaped gold locket that hung from a chain around her neck.  The same locket that had been given to her when she was a young girl.  She closed her eyes and smiled, the time was near, she knew for certain.  Her Colin was close to receiving the gift of a lifetime, and Bridgette would see to it that the young man got the most out of her gift.

Colin stretched out, as much as he could, in the old and squeaky twin size bed that adorned his small room.  That, and a bed side table that matched the one and only dresser.  His feet hung off the end of the bed, but he had grown accustom to sleeping that way in the last few months.  It could be worse, he thought, he could drive the forty five minutes to and from his house instead.

A half hour nap would be all he needed, then he would get up and join the rest of the crew for the dinner shift. 

His crew consisted of Bridgette, the new hostess, two servers, and four cooks.  It wasn't exactly a five star establishment, but it was certainly established.  Red had opened the pub forty years prior, and the regulars would be lost without it's never ending flow of beer, good food, and a place to retell their colorful stories.

Colin slept for a full hour before rolling onto the floor, which was never a good wake up call.  He sat up in confusion, and it took him a few seconds to realize where he was.  Still on the floor, he rubbed his eyes, and ran his hands through his hair.  For a second, he wished for a bum that was well cushioned like Bridgette's, then his backside probably wouldn't be as sore as it was.  Smiling at his own thoughts, he stood up and stretched as he walked to the only window in his small room.

Pushing out the double paned window, he stuck his head outside and turned to look at the front of the Inn that was right beside his pub.  It was Friday, the usual day of the week when the tourists would start to roll in.  

Colin was much like his dad in that he loved talking to new people.  He enjoyed different accents and ways of life, so he made it a point to try to talk to every new face in the pub.  But being that he lived on the Dingle Peninsula, he didn't get to see as many tourists as he would have liked to.  Most of them went to Dublin, or any other large city in Ireland.  But he wouldn't change his location for anything, Dingle was perfect, and it was home.

The red and blue tour bus hadn't been parked in front of Shelley's Inn yet, so he knew that he had a little time before any tourists would be stopping in.  That was good, because he also looked forward to his regulars, and needed time with them before anyone new stopped in.

After checking for the bus, he peeled off his white tee, and opened his dresser to search for a sweater for that night.  Taking the first one he saw, a thick black wool crew neck, he pulled it on and  tied back his hair. Taking one quick glance in the small mirror on his wall, he made his way back down the stairs to the growing dinner crowd.
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Chapter two
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Mary Bennett yawned loudly, then stretched in her seat on the tour bus like a child would after a long nap.  Realizing where she was, and that she had attracted an audience, she sat upright and looked out the window.  She wasn't sure how long she had slept, but she had hoped that it was longer than she did on the flight.  Six and a half hours in the air, then a four hour bus ride from Dublin to Dingle, was enough to make anyone yearn for a bed.

As she watched the farm land go by, she smiled at the oversized sheep that dotted the land, and she made a mental note to get pictures of the giants before she left.  The kids in her science class would get a kick out of their size, at least she hoped that they would.

Mary was a sixth grade Science teacher, and had just earned her Master's Degree from Texas A&M, in Corpus Christi, in Education Administration.  She enjoyed teaching, but she also wanted to be prepared for a future promotion.

She stretched again, that time it was a little less obvious, and wondered what it was going to be like to have time to relax.  Mary checked her watch; thirty minutes to go until she arrived in Dingle.  She closed her eyes again, and tried to imagine strolling through castles, and leaving her watch behind.  

Mary had graduated from college at the age of twenty one, having started at seventeen.  Upon graduation, she worked as a substitute teacher for her first year, then landed a full time position at Flour Bluff Elementary School.  

She enrolled back in school to earn her Master's Degree, and the last year and a half had just been a whirlwind of classes, grading papers, writing papers, and even a few months of waiting tables the prior summer.  She couldn't even remember the last time that she went out to a real dinner, or had a girl's night out.  

Of course, she had always managed to see her best friend, Ginger.  Then again, Ginger always had some major crisis that needed attention, and Mary had always been there for her.  Picking her up at two in the morning from some bar when her date left her, or driving her around when her car broke down.  Those were just a few of the things that Mary had done for her friend, and deep inside, Mary was grateful that she could take a break from taking care of Ginger, and everyone else that had needed a 'favor.'

Then again, it was the very reason that she had gotten to go to Ireland.  Ginger told her that she would send her on, “one hell of a vacation,” when Mary graduated.  It was to be a graduation gift, and a thank you, for everything that Mary had done for her.  Not that Mary thought Ginger would ever follow through with it, but surprisingly, her reckless friend confirmed that she had bought an all inclusive package to, “somewhere great,” and, “to be ready one week after you graduate.” 

At the time, that had only given Mary three months to prepare for, “somewhere great.”  After Ginger left her apartment that day, Mary  jumped up and down in excitement, and ran to her room to start going through her clothes.  She wanted to make a list of everything that she would need to spend a full week in some tropical paradise. 

Living in Corpus Christi, Mary had certainly been accustomed to the beach life, but there were no drinks being delivered, and no high end ocean view restaurants.  She loved her ocean town, but she had always yearned for her own personal paradise, where she could be pampered for a week and forget about her stress and all that had caused it.

When she came across her old green bikini that was covered in little yellow polka dots, she held it up to her body and looked in the mirror.

“Oh, shit!”  Mary threw the bikini down as if it had sprung venomous teeth, and sat on the side of the bed in despair.  The cute little bikini hadn't even come close to covering her anymore.  As she stared at the source of her angst, Mary tried to remember the last time that she had worn the blasted thing.  She decided that it must have been during her freshman year of college, during the only day, of the only Spring Break that she had ever enjoyed.

She stood back up, and slowly approached her full length mirror that was tilted against the wall of her bedroom.  She reached out, and tilted it forward, just enough to have her full reflection.  Something that she realized she hadn't done in quite some time.

As her eyes scanned her body, she closed her lids and took a deep breath.  What had she done to herself?  She mulled that thought for several seconds before opening her eyes again.  

The prior year had been spent teaching all day, then taking class at night.  After class, she would study, then grade her students papers.  She also prepared her next day's lessons.  In between her hectic days, she would eat fast food while she sat at a desk.  She knew that she had put on a few pounds, she even considered joining the gym again.  But she had no idea that it had gotten that out of control.  

She squeezed her eyes shut tightly as the memories of choosing sweat pants and anything with a stretchy waist, rose to the surface of her mind.  Why?  Why had she just ignored her weight?

She could clearly see that she had twenty five pounds to lose, or she wouldn't be enjoying any beach, no matter where it was.

That night, Mary went to her kitchen and fine tuned her choices.  No more frozen burritos, no more heat and eat chicken nuggets, and no more mint chocolate chip ice cream at one in the morning.  She threw it all out, and marched herself straight to the grocery store where she bought more body friendly food to help her with her weight loss.  She felt great while she had shopped, and she even thought about what a surprise her new look would be for her boyfriend, Chris.

They had been dating for more than a year, and for the last few months, their relationship had changed.  He no longer called her every evening like he used to, and he stopped taking her out, especially where he knew his friends would be.  She tried not to think the worst, and hoped that it was just a matter of their busy schedules.  

Chris had graduated a year earlier, and had  landed a good job on an oil field.  He wasn't exactly using his Geology Degree, but he seemed to love his job, and that's all that mattered.  However, the long hours that they both had taken on, had taken their toll on the relationship, but Mary knew that once she had finished her Master's program, they would have plenty more time to spend together.

That night, after grocery shopping, Mary had been putting her new healthy food in the pantry when she heard a text come through.  Since she had been thinking about Chris so much earlier, she hoped that it had been from him.  She hadn't seen him in several weeks, and it was about time that he asked her to do something.  She finished with the last of the groceries, and opened her text.

It was from Chris, but it wasn't anything that she could have expected.  He told her in less than one sentence that their relationship was over.  If that wasn't enough, he also hurt her feelings like no one ever had before.  

“I'm done with U, I can do better.”  That was it, one sentence was all that he had offered.  

Mary had been in shock.  She held the phone in front of her, and stared at the sentence for several moments.  Her mind's protection took over, and she felt numb.  All the while, anger and hurt were coursing through her body, vying for first place for when protection tired, and lost it's hold.  The battle took nearly four minutes, and anger won the race.

“You son of a bitch! A year and a half of putting up with your shit, and you break up with me?!”  Mary's excuses for the man that she had loved were gone, and his true actions of the prior year were shining like a neon cartoon, racing through her mind.  She called him at least a dozen times, but he wouldn't answer.  She refused to leave a text or even a voice mail, she had to speak to him directly.  But her efforts had never produced the needed argument.

After two days of trying to reach him, she  had finally given up, and became even more focused on achieving her goals.  She would never allow herself to be so blind to a man again.   
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The following three months offered Mary not a moment of spare time.  She went to the gym three times a week, ate as best as she could, and managed to run on the beach at least once a week.  She was happy to see that her hard work had paid off, because she was back to her original size four before her three month deadline. 

She celebrated by buying a brand new bikini, one that was bright yellow, and covered only her most necessary parts.

As she posed before her full length mirror, she twirled around and giggled at what a difference she had made in such a short amount of time.  Her work and school schedule hadn't changed, and she had stretched her body to it's every limit, but she did it.  And she couldn't have been happier at the time.

The day she received her Master's, was also a day that was right up there with one of the best, ever.  Even though she wished her parents were still around to have watched her graduate, she knew that they would have been proud of her, and that made it much easier for her to deal with their absence. 

She was done with school, and done with teaching for the summer.  She had lost twenty five pounds, and her best friend was there to hand over the tickets to Mary's long overdue vacation. 

Ginger took her friend to their favorite steak house, and teased her the entire time about where she was sending Mary.  “Take a few guesses!”  Ginger held the stuffed envelope containing Mary's ticket and itinerary in front of her face, and waved it back and forth.

Mary played along, “okay, uh...the Bahamas?”  Mary kept her fingers crossed under the table, it was childish, but nonetheless, it was something that she had always done.

“Nope!  Try again, bitch.”  Ginger giggled, and wouldn't offer even as much as a hint.

Mary looked at her friend, watching how easy it was for Ginger to relax, and to laugh.  Mary used to be a lot like her, but the last few years had taken it's toll on Mary's youth, and she had started to feel like Ginger's keeper instead of her friend.  Mary also admired Ginger's beauty; she was one of those people that matched their name perfectly.  She had long straight auburn hair, with blond streaks professionally placed in all of the right places.  

She also felt a little envious at how easily Ginger lived life; no worries, and genuinely laughed easily at just about anything.  Her body was toned, her eyes were bright blue, which always brought compliments to the smiling girl.  Yes, Ginger was nearly perfect, and Mary vowed at that moment to live life a little more like her friend.  After all, how could she admire someone so much and not try to be more like them?

“Oh, come on!  Just tell me!”  Mary tried to grab the enticing envelope, but Ginger was too fast for her.

“Alright, I'll give you a hint.  It's a place that I've talked about before.  A place that I wrote a paper about in college.”  Ginger smiled, and then squinted her eyes at Mary in an attempt to help Mary think.

Mary had no idea what paper her friend was talking about, so she just shrugged her shoulders, and waited for more of a hint.

“I want to tell you this first.  No matter where this ticket takes you, you have to promise me something.”  Ginger waited for Mary to respond.  After seeing her friend nod, Ginger continued, “you have to promise that you will have fun!  Forget about what Chris did to you for just one week, and find some gorgeous guy and screw the hell out of him.  A lot!”  Ginger smiled, but she meant what she said.

“Ginger, I'll be honest.  I haven't had sex in months, and nothing would be better than to find a guy to have some fun with.”  Mary looked past Ginger, and stared off as she continued, “Chris and I stopped having sex two months before he broke up with me.  So, three months since we broke up and two months before that, yeah, I would say that I'm ready.”  Then Mary looked back at Ginger, and laughed.  It wasn't like her to talk about sex with her friend, because she knew that Ginger had vast experience on the subject and that had always intimidated Mary.  

“Please, Ginger!  Tell me already!”  Mary smiled and tried again to grab the envelope.

Ginger gave in. “Top 'o tha mornin' te ye.”  Even Ginger had to laugh at her horrible attempt at an Irish accent.

“Ireland?  I'm going to Ireland?”  Mary was speechless.  Her brain ran back and forth between loving the idea of going to a place that she had only dreamed about, and saddened by not going to a beautiful island resort somewhere in the tropics.  But there was no way that she would show Ginger her mind's hesitation and fumbling.   “That's awesome!  I've always wanted to go there!”  Mary clapped her hands, and got up to hug her friend on the other side of the small table.  She truly was grateful for the vacation, and she hugged Ginger with genuine happiness.

“Well, why haven't you ever gone?  You have plenty of money now.”  Ginger didn't realize that she was being insensitive.  Mary's parents had passed away two years prior, and had left her a healthy life insurance policy.  But it wasn't as much as Ginger, or Chris, had thought it was.  Mary paid for a nice condo on the beach, and the rest would hopefully grow into a decent nest egg for her retirement.  But even Mary had to admit that it was nice knowing that she had extra money, if she ever needed it.

“You know me, Ginger.  I don't usually spend money on myself.  If it weren't for you getting this trip for me, I'd probably never have seen Ireland, or anywhere else for that matter.”  Mary toyed with her napkin, and tried to avoid any further financial talk.

When Mary sat back down in her seat, Ginger was looking at her with a much more serious expression.  “Mary, I know that I haven't always been the best of a friend that I should have been, but I really do appreciate all that you've done for me.”  Ginger reached across the table, and put her hand on Mary's.

“You've been a great friend, Ginger.  The best!”  Mary had to fight the tears that threatened; she had always had a problem with hiding her emotions, and her problem was that much worse since she had the propensity to cry over almost anything.

As Mary reclined on the tour bus, she thought of that day, and felt her emotions bubble again.  God, I'm such a freaking baby!  She mentally scolded herself, then wiped the tiny tear from the corner of one eye.  In her defense, Ginger's gift was something that meant the world to Mary.  It had been so many years since anyone had done anything for her, that the generous gift was absolutely priceless.

As the bus entered Dingle, Mary looked around at the locals who didn't seem to notice that it had started to rain.  She also took note of how windy, and chilly it looked outside of the bus, and she laughed at herself for bringing her new bikini, along with shorts and sundresses.  She did, however, manage to add a few sweaters, jeans, and two evening dresses.  All of the above would allow her time to shop for a few more items in town that would be more weather appropriate.

The tropics.  Ha!  She joked with herself until the bus made its final stop in front of the ancient looking brick building.  This is it, time to start enjoying myself!  Mary walked out of the bus, then ran through the rain to the Inn, that would be her home for the next seven days.

She had practically ran into the front desk after bolting inside the building.  Luckily, Claudia was able to stop her before Mary made an even bigger fool of herself in front of the other fourteen tourists that were filing in behind her.  
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