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Mistakes were made, that’s for
sure. But was it the night of passion? Or walking away
afterward?

 


That’s the question Seamus
Williams must face when he gets a late night phone call from
someone he never expects to hear from again.

 


“I miss you, Shay.”

 


Chancey Bo Clearwater is a
cowboy through and through. He spends his days finding work on
whatever ranch will take him and his nights at the pool hall. He’s
always done what needed doing and never thought much about what he
wanted. ’Til that drunken night with Seamus.

 


A world of problems now stand
between Seamus and Chancey exploring what might have been, the
least of which being the Atlantic Ocean. On one side there’s
Chancey’s daughter who mood swings from angel to demon in two
seconds flat; on the other there’s the new lodger, hogging Shay’s
telly and his cornflakes, and making private Skype time hard to
come by.

 


Is this relationship doomed
before it ever begins? Or can a surprise announcement from Seamus’s
brother be enough to help the two find their second chance?

 


Where the Grass is Greener is
book two of the Seeds of Tyrone Series, but can be read
independently of the first novel.
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 Chapter
One:

At the Bottom of a Glass

“So we’re agreed, then, Seamus. You were
running away.”

Across the bar counter, Seamus stopped
mid-slurp, as if the words had turned him to stone, and for a
moment he didn’t so much as breathe. He glared at Marie over the
top of his pint glass, wishing he’d been able to affect more of
couldn’t care less, and less of oh shit, I’ve been
rumbled.

“You finally found your soul mate and
you did a runner, so you did.”

Seamus swallowed the beer that had been
settling on his tongue so long it had lost both its froth and its
taste. He set the glass on the counter, trying not to slam it down.
“No, Marie. You’ve got it all wrong.”

“Is that right? Only you had a grand
job, plenty of money in the bank—you near enough had your own
ranch, for God’s sakes. And you gave it all up to come
home?”

It had been nowhere near enough
to buy his own ranch, but that wasn’t the point. The way she
stressed the word ‘home’, like it was no longer his, simultaneously
made Seamus’s hair prickle in anger and his heart sink.

“You know, Marie, I’m not the same
spritely young lad I was when I left.”

“True enough. Neither of us is getting
any younger, but I’ve known you since you were knee-high to a
grass—”

“I was never that small,” Seamus
protested.

Marie laughed and reached over, giving
his hand a firm, friendly squeeze. “All I’m saying is I love yer
like you’re me own son, Seamus Williams, and times like this you
could do with your mammy’s guidance.”

“Oh aye, can’t yer hear her now?”
Seamus roughed up his mop of dark copper hair and put his hands on
his hips, affecting a broad Limerick accent, “Seamy! What the hell
do you think you are doin’, leavin’ your brudder on his own again?
If he gets himself into bother I’ll be having your guts for
garters, so I will.”

Marie shrieked with laughter. “Uncanny.
Sounds exactly like her.”

Seamus joined in with the laughter for
a little while, and then fell silent and thoughtful once again. “I
do miss her, Marie. Even if Paddy always was her blue-eyed boy—if
you see what I mean.”

“I do, aye, and it still makes yours
shine greener. You were always my favourite, let me tell you,” she
said, giving his cheek an affectionate pinch. A group of men at the
other end of the bar called for her attention, and she glanced at
the clock. “God, is it time already?” Marie rang the bell for last
orders and moved off to serve the men. She called back to Seamus,
“I’ll get you another in a sec, all right, lovely?”

“No, thanks. I’m heading home anyway,
Marie. Thanks very much. See you tomorrow.”

“Aye, no doubt you will. Sleep well
now.”

Seamus finished the dregs of his beer
and, with a quick nod to Marie, left the welcoming warmth of The
Village Inn and stepped out into the wet September drizzle, head
down, as he set off on the five-minute walk back to the cottage.
Home.

Marie was right; it didn’t feel like
home at all. Sure, he was glad to be back in Omagh, and he didn’t
regret leaving Kansas, not even after giving up work on the ranch,
and spending half of his inheritance on a place to live—not even in
this terrible rain. After all, he’d been planning to do it for
years, just never quite found the impetus to do so, until…well…that
was his mistake, wasn’t it? To imagine that by putting four
thousand miles between them he could forget what had gone on.

Stepping through the gate and up the
flag steps to the front door, Seamus faltered: this was the hardest
part, opening a door onto an empty house. Maybe I should get a
dog, he mused, and withdrew his key. The door, as always, put
up a fight. That was the thing with inheritance. It looked a tidy
sum in the bank, but when it came to buying a house, it was next to
nothing. He’d settled on the old tumble-down cottage, confident he
could fix the place up in no time, but that he could find the
motivation to put his thoughts into action.

He didn’t dare kick the swollen wooden
door for fear it would fall to bits, and so he pushed his thigh
against it, his jeans absorbing most of the wet, the warmth the
beer had sustained within dwindling to nothing. He pushed a little
harder, and the door groaned, shifting a quarter of an inch.
Another push, another quarter of an inch; he shoved with his hip
and the door yawned open. Seamus stepped into the hallway and
flicked the light switch. There was a quick flash of illumination
before he was plunged into darkness again, to the accompaniment of
a steady dripping sound coming from upstairs.

“Ah, Jesus,” Seamus hissed. “That’s all
I f…”

Forcing the front door closed, he edged
along the hallway, to the cupboard under the stairs and the fuse
box. The damned thing had tripped. He pushed the switch down, only
for it to instantly spring up again. Once more, same result, and
Seamus gave up. If he could have been bothered to find his torch,
he might well discover it was only a blown fuse, but what did it
matter? There was only him to worry about, and he was ready for his
bed. Thinking ahead, he grabbed a bucket from the back porch, went
upstairs and, between listening and waiting until water hit him,
located the leak. He put the bucket under the constant drip, ambled
off to bed, and crashed out.

 


<<< >>>

 


For a moment, Seamus lay in the dark,
staring at the dull charcoal ceiling overhead, and assumed his own
snoring had awoken him. It was likely, given he’d gone to sleep on
his back, for he’d heard it plenty of times over the years.

Seamus, roll the fuck over, will
ya?

Ah, the wonders of sharing digs with
cowboys.

He rolled onto his side and pointlessly
glanced at the black square of what should have been the clock’s
LED.

“Phone,” he said, reaching one arm over
the side of the bed to search his clothes—he’d left them on the
floor—grappling with his jeans pocket to free his phone and
catching the unlock button in the process. He squinted at the
blinding screen, his intention to check what time it was instantly
lost when he saw the missed call notification. His vision was
blurred, but he could still see that it was an international call,
USA…

“Paddy?” That was his first thought,
but no, it couldn’t be; it was a 620 area code: the Flint Hills in
Kansas. Seamus sighed heavily and flopped onto his back, his arm
dangling over the edge of the bed, phone still on his upturned
palm. What do I do? Call back? Ignore it? What’s for the best?
Who the hell knows? I don’t anymore… The phone slid from his
hand, and he let it drop to the floor, where it landed with a
gentle thud.

 


<<< >>>

 


“Morning,” Seamus greeted the other
farmhands as he climbed up into the back of the minibus, and a
chorus of mornings came back at him. He took his seat next
to the door, where there was a little more space to accommodate his
six-foot-four frame. “How are we all this morning?” he asked
generally, attempting his usual bright and cheery, when in truth he
felt miserable as sin.

“Aye, all right,” Michael responded
with a nod. At nineteen years of age, he was the youngest of the
lads, whereas Seamus, at twenty-seven, was the eldest. The rest
were in their early twenties and they worked only as hard as was
necessary to live. Given the chance, they’d turn up late and go
home early, which was why Seamus suggested putting on the minibus
for them: to ensure they all did a full day’s work.

Young Michael was a different kettle of
fish. He was saving up for a road trip across the States, and spent
all day, every day, bombarding Seamus with questions, but he’d be
grafting at the same time. He was a little on the shy side, though,
and without Seamus’s usual early morning banter to kick-start him,
he remained quiet, as did everyone else, until they arrived at the
farm.

“Are you all right, Seamus?” Michael
asked, almost jogging to stay alongside on their way out to the
field they’d been harvesting for the past week.

“I’m fine, thanks, Michael,” Seamus
said. “Wish this feckin’ rain’d let up, though.”

“Yeah,” Michael agreed. “Does it rain
like this in America?”

Seamus chuckled. “Depends where y’are,
Mike. It’s a big old country, is America.”

Michael smiled and nodded in
enthusiastic agreement.

“How much you got saved so far, then?”
Seamus asked.

“Eighty-six pounds and forty-one
pence.”

Seamus raised an eyebrow and said not a
word. The poor kid only earned a pittance and had to pay his keep,
but at the rate he was going he’d be lucky to make it to Dublin for
the plane.

Once they reached the field, Seamus
moved the tractor into position and set the crop conveyor belt
running, and they went to work, lifting cabbages and cutting off
any bad leaves. Michael worked steadily at Seamus’s side, asking
the occasional question as it popped into his head, but otherwise
saying little. They had their tea break on the move, hoping to get
an early finish, stopping at midday for a quick lunch at the pub
down the lane.

“There ya go, fellas.” The landlord put
the last pint on the bar as they came through the door. It was
their usual routine: couple of jars, a burger, and back to
work.

“Cheers,” Seamus said, picking up the
closest pint and glugging thirstily. The rest of the lads followed
suit and wandered off to the pool table, while Seamus remained at
the bar.

“You’re quiet today, Seamus. What’s
up?” the landlord asked.

“Just tired. Got a leaky roof and the
fecker was drippin’ all the damn night. And didn’t I get up this
morning and kick the bucket?”

“You look alive and well to me, so you
do. I say well…you look like shite.”

“Yeah, thanks very much. Think I’ll go
join the lads, see if I can’t get a few more insults thrown at
me.”

Seamus gave the landlord a wry grin and
went over to the others, who were already well into the first of
the three games they got in every lunchtime. He watched one of them
take a bad shot and accidentally pot the black, the clunking of the
ball as it rolled its way through the machinery of the table
setting Seamus’s teeth on edge. The landlord was right: he was
dog-tired and probably did look like shite. He’d barely slept after
the missed call, trying to decide whether to return it or not. His
mind played tricks on him, one minute convincing him it was urgent
and he should call back, the next telling him to stay strong. He’d
made the move. He’d come back to Ireland. That’s what he’d wanted
all along.

He had wanted it. Ever since Mam
died, his sights had been set on coming home. He’d only stayed for
Paddy’s sake, and now that Paddy had Aidan, there was nothing to
keep Seamus in the States, although it took no longer to get to his
brother now than it had from Kansas. Never mind that he’d already
made the decision before he knew Aidan even existed. No. It was a
good decision. He was just—

He already knew, before he pulled his
phone from his pocket: same Kansas number, same caller. His thumb
hovered over the red button. Reject the call. Reject the
call.

He answered.

“Seamus Williams.”

“At last! I thought I was calling a
wrong number. Man, it’s so good to hear your voice.”

“Er, yeah. Yours too. What’s up? Has
something happened?”

“Nothing new. I just…”

The rapid-hard thump of Seamus’s heart
filled the pause, two seconds, three, four, and more. He drew
breath to speak, but there was nothing to be said. Or nothing he
should say.

“I miss you, Shay.”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter
Two:

Damn Responsibilities

The first call had been a drunk dial.
Thank the heavenly father that Seamus Williams hadn’t picked up.
Lord, the shit that might have come tumbling out of Chancey’s
mouth. Now he was dead sober, but only slightly more composed. Had
he really just said he’d missed Seamus? He tried for a
laugh. It sounded as fake as it felt. Well he had missed Seamus.
Nothin’ wrong with that.

“You gonna say somethin’?” He knew he
was putting on the accent. Drawing out his vowels, droppings his
‘g’s. His grandmother—who was from south Texas and who had an
accent so deep it was digging itself a hole to the centre of the
Earth—used to yell at him when he’d get lazy with his words.

You jus’ sound ign’rant, Chancey Bo
Clearwater. Full name, cue snickering cousins, and young
Chancey sank down low in his chair, ashamed at the way he sounded
despite the fact they all talked just alike. The accent followed
him when he moved to Oklahoma, where he picked up a whole set of
strange ‘O’s, and even having lived in Kansas now for the better
part of his life, it was still there underneath, waiting to crop up
in stressful situations.

“I didn’t expect to hear from you,
that’s all.”

“Surprise.” He was trying for friendly,
for calm. Trying to keep the I wanna put my fist through the
wall and did you really mean to let me find out through
Lulu? out of his voice.

“Isn’t this call costing you a thousand
dollars?”

“Skype. On my phone. I bought minutes,
y’know?”

“Is that right, then?”

“But I didn’t think. It’s probably
charging you, too.”

“It’s fine.”

Is it? Seamus sure as hell
wasn’t saying much. There was a long pause as Chancey considered
his next move. He’d called because he’d wanted to talk. Not
talk. Not like that. Nothing to say on that front. Seamus
had made it all as clear as crystal dropped in the mud when he’d
left his parting message with Lulu down at the pool hall, Rack ’Em.
In a last-ditch effort, Chancey said the only thing he could think:
“Boss Tina asked after you the other day when I went around for
work.”

That got a laugh out of Seamus, which
gave Chancey more relief than he cared to admit. “She was always
easy to charm.”

“Damn straight she was, and your pay
check reflected it, if I recall.”

“I dunno what yer talkin’ about.” For a
moment Seamus sounded like his old, jovial self and Chancey leaned
against the kitchen table, pleased by what he heard. “We were all
paid fairly and equally and—”

“And never ever under the table.”

The work he got at some of the private
ranches wasn’t his favourite: feeding the horses, mucking stalls,
cleaning tack—basic stable hand stuff, but he’d take it any damn
day of the week over working a dude ranch or a luxury resort
‘ranch’. How many times had he put on a ridiculous costume,
thickened up that accent, and invited all y’all city folk to
join me for a mosey on this here trail?

Menial jobs and piss-poor pay beat
having the dignity drained out of him.

“What have you been up to, Chance?”
Seamus asked. “Besides working at Tina’s. You still playing
pool?”

Was that subtle code for did you get
my message? Well, hell, it wasn’t much of a message anyway.
Whether he got it or not didn’t really matter.

Chancey’d come in for a game after a
long, shitty week up at the Rabbit Hills Ranch. It was one of those
‘working’ ranches where guests could pay one hundred dollars (on
top of the price of their room) to polish buckles and oil the
leather on saddles. And kids were welcome. Chancey struggled with
kids. He could never accurately guess their ages, which made
talking to them impossible. Either he was putting on his baby voice
to ten-year-olds, or he was trying to talk politics with
pre-schoolers.

The evening in question, he’d come off
a fourteen-hour shift at Rabbit Hills and all he wanted to do was
take the edge off with a few beers and a game. He wasn’t
expecting Seamus to be at Rack ’Em necessarily. But
sometimes they ran into each other there when they hadn’t worked
the same ranch that day. Chancey might have been hoping, though.
And when he’d asked Lulu for a beer, he might also have said, “Seen
any of the guys around lately?”

“Lookin’ for someone in particular?”
she asked.

“Just been a while since I saw Seamus
Williams.” Was she looking at him suspiciously? He thought fast.
“Man owes me twenty dollars.”

“Well, hon, I think you’re gonna have a
helluva time getting him to pay up, what with him going back to
Ireland.”

“What?”

“Yep. Came in about a week ago and paid
off his tab. Said he was headin’ home. Bought a round for everyone.
Said to tell you ’bye if I saw you. Glad you reminded me.”

Chancey rubbed the back of his neck,
remembering how stupid he’d felt as he nursed his beer. Seamus had
his number. There was no reason to leave a half-hearted goodbye
with their mutual acquaintance when he could have left a
half-hearted goodbye via text.

“You there, Chancey?”

“I’m here.” What was the question?
Oh, yeah, pool. “Sure, I still go down to Rack ’Em sometimes.”
He didn’t mention Lulu, though. “Things aren’t the same without you
trying to wind up the group with a rousing drinking song.”

“You Americans don’t sing enough.”

“We never knew the words. Put on some
old Alabama or Sawyer Brown and I’m pretty sure the whole pool hall
would have been singing along.”

Seamus’s laughter was rich and warm;
just hearing it made Chancey feel as if the man were living up the
street, and not half the world away.

“It’s good to hear your voice,
Chance.”

“Thanks. It’s good to—”

“Dad!” came the curious and impatient
voice of his daughter from outside his door.

For a moment, Chancey froze, his brain
stuck between two thoughts: hang up on Seamus or keep Dee out of
his room. And then he awkwardly eased into the discomfort. He
wasn’t doing anything wrong. Just talking to an old friend.

“Hold on, Shay,” Chancey said, putting
the phone down on his knee. “What, Dee?”

She popped her head into the room and
flashed him a smile, all braces. They’d been down to the
orthodontist in El Dorado only yesterday, and Dee’d had her braces
tightened and the bands changed out. Lime green and dark green.
She’d wanted pale green as well. The girl loved green.

“Where’s the keys to the mule?”

“Right where they always are.”

“Nope,” she replied with a shrug. “And
I wanna go see if I can find Little Bit and the baby.” Then as if
the thought just dawned on her, she offered, “You could always let
me take the truck out.”

“Last time you did, you backed it into
a tree.”

“I won’t back up, I promise.”

“No, you won’t,” Chancey agreed.
“’Cause you aren’t taking it out without me.”

Dee sighed dramatically. Yep, kiddo,
it’s hard being thirteen. “Then can you take me out,
please?”

“I’m on the phone.”

She looked down at the cell on his knee
and back up at him. She blinked. She chewed her lip. He could see
the gears moving in that clever brain of hers. She was trying to
think of her argument, something other than but
Da-a-a-a-d…

So while she wrestled with the thought,
he picked the phone back up and said, “Seamus? You still
there?”

“I’m here.”

Dee’s sigh could have blown out the
windows. “Well, will you at least take me out when you’re off the
phone?”

He half-nodded at her which was enough
to get her—grudgingly—to leave him to finish up his call. She
didn’t bother closing the door on her way out, but it didn’t
matter. The magic of the call was broken. He could almost feel the
way Seamus had stiffened on the other end.

“Was that Dee?”

Seamus had only met Deidra in person
the once, at the Salina rodeo when he was up that way on a
purchasing trip with Tina. Chancey had always thought they’d get a
chance to all sit down and have a meal together, get to know one
another better… But what the hell did that matter now?

“Yep,” Chancey said, then pushed on,
replying to old familiar pleasantries that Seamus hadn’t bothered
to make. “She’s liking her teachers, going to try out for softball
maybe this year, but you know her heart belongs to the junior
rodeo. She’s doing well on the circuit. She’s got a friend she does
team roping with, and then she does barrels, of course.”

“I thought she was a dancer?”

Seamus remembered that? Chancey must
have said it one time, offhandedly at that. Or as offhanded as they
could be with each other after things got weird.

“Yep. She takes dance classes as well.
Girl wants to be everything. Figure, let her keep trying on
interests while she still has the time and energy.”

“Good thing she has you to give her the
opportunities.” He didn’t say it sarcastically, but Chancey felt
the weight of the words, regardless. He wasn’t sure he’d been doing
right by Dee in any which way—but he was determined to keep on
trying. That meant more of those ridiculous Rabbit Hills Ranch
jobs, and it meant not telling Seamus what was really on his
mind.

“Guess I better take the kidlet out
before she has a conniption.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Little Bit had her calf. I think Dee’s
ready to name him, so we’re going to go looking for them.” And
she’s conning me into letting her drive, he thought.

“Be well, then, Chance.”

“Yeah,” he said. “You too.”

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter
Three:

On the Homestead

There was one thing to be said for
Chancey’s phone call: it had prompted Seamus into finally making a
start on fixing up the cottage. Or maybe it was the sleepless night
under a far-from-sound roof—hard to know for sure, seeing as they
coincided. Either way, Saturday morning he was away to the
builders’ merchant for the necessary supplies. He’d prioritised the
twenty-odd jobs, top of the list being the roof, which he’d
discovered, after a second night of torrential downpour, had more
holes than his mam’s old tea strainer. It’s silver, Seamus.
Don’t you be puttin’ it in bleach now.

He chuckled to himself at the memory,
letting it play through as he drove into town. They’d always had
‘real’ tea when Mam was alive, and she was right about it tasting
better for having space to brew and infuse. Of course, Paddy had
nabbed both the strainer and the teapot, the latter of which was
still in daily use. It was a battered old stainless steel thing,
which was so stained it looked more like it was made of copper.

On that last visit to Paddy, Seamus had
been sorely tempted to bleach the pot, like he’d always done when
they were kids. There was something rather wonderful in seeing the
dull, brown steel come up all shiny and new, even if the same
couldn’t be said of bleaching a silver tea strainer. Still, he only
made that mistake once.

Passengers for flight EIN-108 to
Dublin, please go to Gate X.

“That’s you, then,” Paddy said.
Seamus heard the tremor in his brother’s voice and realised there
wasn’t a hope for either of them getting through the departure
without bawling their eyes out.

“Aye, that’s me. You look after
your—” He got no further than that; Paddy’s bear hug was his
undoing, and all that was left was sobbed, indecipherable mumbles
that likely were about keeping in touch, coming to visit soon, and
all of those other things people say when goodbye is too much to
take.

“I’ll be bleachin’ the pot meself,
then?” was the last thing Paddy called after him as Seamus passed
through the entrance to the security area. They were over Canada
before he got his head together again.

The car park was near empty, and he
parked close to the warehouse, grabbing a flat-bed trolley on his
way in. There were more staff than there were customers, which made
for a quick job, with one of the sales assistants shadowing him all
around the place, darting off to fetch bits and bobs from Seamus’s
list and then returning for his next instruction. Seamus wasn’t the
sort to grumble, and in any case it would be ridiculous to complain
about getting too much assistance, but he had hoped to
stretch the trip out a while longer, and the eager beaver tearing
up and down aisles on his behalf had done him out of at least a
half-hour of browsing for distraction.

Tacks, tiles, shower hose, fuses, three
double sockets, two five-litre pots of white emulsion, a
double-glazed door and a Mars Bar later, Seamus was back in the
car, stereo on and cranked up full blast. The Cranberries were one
of his mam’s favourite bands, and listening to them usually made
him feel cosily nostalgic, but the last thing Seamus needed right
at that moment was a song about people not moving on. Sometimes
things aren’t meant to be. Sometimes…

Marie was right; he really could do
with his mammy’s guidance right about now. In truth, she would have
been thrilled he’d come ‘home’. She didn’t want to leave in the
first place, but Dad—well, he was always more pragmatic, sensible,
and there was no work in Ireland back then, the North or the South.
There wasn’t much more to be had now. You gave up running a
ranch to supervise cabbage picking? What the hell were you
thinking, son? Whether the judgement came from the afterlife or
simply resided in Seamus’s imagination, it got at him just the
same. He pushed it from his mind while he put his supplies inside
the house and decided the weather would hold long enough to pop up
the lane for a glass or two. It was lunchtime, so.

“Afternoon, Seamus. Your usual?”

“Aye, that’d be great, thanks, Jon.”
Seamus planted his rump on the closest bar stool and picked up the
newspaper on the counter, absently flicking through the pages while
Jon pulled his pint. Someone had already filled in most of the
crossword, with half of the letters redrawn to correct errors, and
the racing pages were covered in asterisks. Behind him, Seamus
could hear a couple of men talking form. It was all very drab
Saturday afternoon. He sighed and closed the paper. “No Marie
today?” he asked.

“Not till this evening. You don’t like
my ugly mug, no?”

Seamus grinned. “Oh, you’re not so bad
really. My dog’s thrown up worse.”

“You’ve got a dog?”

“No.”

Jon left the pint to settle and took
Seamus’s money. “You know old Barry’s got a collie he’s after
retiring.”

“Has he now?”

“Aye. She’s a smasher, too. Only four
years old, he said, but she had a bad do a while back. Something
spooked her and she’s no use to him now.”

“I need to have a chat with him anyway.
See if he’s got any jobs.”

“Our baby works for him, you know, and
he pays buttons.”

“I don’t care. I swear to God, if I see
another feckin’ cabbage…”

Jon laughed. “Do you mean the
lads?”

“Some of ’em are shocking, though
there’s a couple are all right.” By a couple, Seamus meant just the
one, and he was a little worried how young Michael would fare with
a change of supervisor, but the work was starting to get Seamus
down. Hell, everything was getting Seamus down, and it just wasn’t
like him at all. A pint glass appeared in front of him, and he once
again shook off the misery.

“Cheers,” he said, taking a swig that
half-emptied the glass. It went down a treat. Another customer
arrived, robbing Seamus of his company for the time being, not that
he and Jon knew each other outside of their bartender-patron
interactions, but he was feeling quite desperate for things to fill
his mind.

“You’ll be up for that, will ye,
Seamus?”

“Hm?” Seamus turned to the man standing
next to him.

“Line dancin’.”

“What now?” Seamus acted ignorant.

“Don’t you be trying to tell me you
don’t know how to line dance. A big feller like you in Texas—”

“Kansas.”

“Same thing. It’s in your bones, so it
is.”

“Not a chance, mate. See those?” Seamus
pointed at his boots—cowboy boots—and gave himself a mental kicking
for not putting on his riggers. “Two left feet.”

The other man grinned and went back to
his conversation with Jon, which really was about a line-dancing
evening. Seamus made a note to self not to be in The Village Inn
that night.

Line dancing.

Too much alcohol.

Walking home in a thunderstorm.

“Dee loves the thunder.”

“Do you need to get back for
her?”

“No. She’s at a friend’s. She’d have
loved the dancing tonight. Put us all to shame.”

“I thought we did great, considering
we’re hammered.”

“True enough. So…a nightcap is out
of the question, I guess?”

Seamus finished his pint and waved the
empty glass at Jon, who nodded and set about pouring another. It
would have to be his last one, however tempted he was by the
prospect of drowning his sorrows, or at the very least muddling his
thoughts enough to stop him from revisiting his decision to move
back to Ireland.

If he was honest, he hadn’t thought it
through, or not recently, because the decision to ‘go home’ was
made almost as soon as the plane touched down in the US, ten years
ago. And it wasn’t that he hated the place. Quite the contrary.
After all, what seventeen-year-old lad would turn his nose up at
all that cheap junk food? Within a fortnight of arriving in
Pennsylvania, Seamus must have eaten going on for twice his own
body weight in pizza, but the novelty of fast food ‘on tap’ soon
wore off.

Not so the attention he got from the
girls. Apparently, it was the combination of the accent and the
fact that he was what his mam referred to as a ‘strapping lad’ that
made him attractive to the opposite sex, although as a teenager he
always felt like something of a clumsy, half-finished prototype.
His younger brother Paddy got the red hair, green eyes, and
freckles to the point that there was more of them than skin
between, almost as if their parents had used the lessons learned
from Version 1.0 to avoid making the same mistakes again. Moving to
the States had put paid to Seamus’s insecurities once and for all,
and he’d had a lot of fun at college…

But always in the back of his mind was
Colm: the black-haired, brown-eyed boy from high school in
Ireland—Seamus had never considered his education in the US as
‘high school’—who sat next to him in every class, smelling of
aftershave, always casual and confident, with his already-broken
voice so deep and gravelly—the sound of it alone made Seamus’s skin
tingle. The attraction came on thick and fast, and for two years
Colm was all Seamus thought about. His face, his scent, his body,
touching, kissing: the things he had imagined doing to Colm, having
Colm do to him, were the stock of his fantasies. He replayed them
so many times that he was no longer sure whether he had also
imagined the kiss.

Whether he did or not was irrelevant
now, for it was a crush, and it diminished as quickly as it had
erupted. Soon after the real/imagined kiss, they moved to America,
where Seamus discovered girls, lots and lots of lovely girls, with
their soft curves, delicate flowery perfumes, plush lips, gentle
hands…he definitely went for a type.

And then there was Chancey,
dark-haired, brown-eyed, so casual and confident…

No aftershave, though. Just the smell
of a hard day’s work. Fresh sweat, worn leather, earthy…no. They
all stank to high heaven, but Chance… There was no dismissing this
as a meaningless teenage crush.

Shite.

“How are you getting on with the
cottage?” Jon’s timing was impeccable.

“Oh, grand.” Seamus nodded assuredly.
Jon smirked. “I’ve been and got me supplies this morning.”

“All right, so, you’re fuelling up, is
that it?”

“Absolutely.”

“Another?”

“Don’t mind if I do.”
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 Chapter
Four:

Teenage Drama

Chancey laid on the horn for a second
time and watched as his teenage daughter shot him a dagger-eyed
look from across the courtyard. Yeah, well, Deidra, we’ve got
places to go, and if you don’t want to be late… But she was
socialising with her circle. Quite literally. A group of five girls
and two boys, were standing around chatting near the front steps of
the school, and apparently this middle-school huddle was much more
important than making it to Miss Aubrey’s in time for warm-ups.

He took a drag off his cigarette.

“But Dee,” he muttered to the empty
car. “Didn’t you throw an epic tantrum when I got you there five
minutes late last time?”

And then in Dee’s voice he sighed and
said, “Gosh, Dad, you don’t know anything. It’s only
obnoxious when it’s your fault. And FYI, this will be your fault
too.”

All right, kiddo, he thought,
and pushed open Layla’s door. The old red Ford, named after the
Derek & the Dominos song (or the Charlie Daniels Band cover)
had seen Chancey to and from work for the better part of two
decades.

Dee didn’t see him walk up behind
her—but her friends did. A couple of them he recognised: Jennifer
and Sasha, friends his daughter had made only this year. She’d had
them over a couple of times. Then there was Stills. Her full name
was Quinn Stills, but for as long as she’d been Dee’s partner in
doubles, Chancey had known her by her last name. The other girls
looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t have put names to them,
and the boys he didn’t know at all.

“Y’all friends of my daughter?” He met
the gaze of the two young men who seemed to cower under his
not-altogether-pleased expression. He had a strong suspicion these
weren’t middle-school boys, and there was no reason for them to be
standing around talking to the girls. They straightened a little
bit.

Dee turned, her eyes wide—shocked.
How did you get from there to here? those eyes seemed to
ask. He’d crossed the sacred barrier of the courtyard and
spoken to the high school boys. Probably ruined her and her
friends’ lives. He’d hear about this. Oh, there might even be a
formal complaint lodged with the Council of How Fathers are Meant
to Behave.

“You can’t smoke that on school
grounds, Daddy,” she hissed at him, breaking out of the group.

For a moment the circle held its form—a
gap left for her return—and then one of the two boys decided,
hey, this shit’s getting old, let’s get out of here…
And suddenly pieces began to break away. Dee shrank into herself,
embarrassed, and for a moment Chancey felt sorry he’d embarrassed
her. Then he saw one of the guys get into his car and drive off,
and he realised, yep—way too old to be hanging out at a middle
school.

Stills called after Dee. “See you at
practice!”

No one else said anything. He watched
as his young daughter shifted her backpack higher and marched ahead
of him, a ball of seething teenage fury. Yeah, well, he was none
too pleased himself.

She slammed the passenger door as she
climbed inside the truck and then threw herself against it,
pouting.

“Who were they, Dee?”

She said nothing.

So the silent treatment was going to be
his punishment, huh?

Chancey put Layla in gear and headed
for Miss Aubrey’s. If the traffic light gods were kind, and if he
went five over, they could probably still make it there on time. If
not, it was only going to add to the storm clouds building over his
daughter’s head. He sped up a little.

“I’m pretty sure no student at your
school has their driver’s licence—unless that one young man was
held back.”

Dee sighed audibly. The you’re so
stupid, Dad sigh. He’d had one of those once. Used it a time or
two on his old man and saw the back side of the bastard’s hand for
it. He’d never have laid a finger on Dee, and never would in a
million years, but God, he wished they could go ahead and skip from
thirteen-and-moody to twenty-and-friends-again.

Chancey remembered a great conversation
he’d had about it one night down at Rack ’Em. It was him and Shay
after a long day working at Tina’s, drunker than two fish, talking
about being thirteen.

“I dunno, Shay. S’like one minute
she was the sweetest angel that ever walked the Earth, and the next
minute she’s a time bomb…that sometimes turns back into a sweet
angel.”

“Have to love that, eh?”

“Were we like that,
y’think?”

“Mouthy? Sure.” Seamus threw back
his drink and slammed the glass on the bar. He was motioning the
bartender for a refill, but Chancey could tell the man was
considering cutting them off. “But Paddy and me—at that age we
mostly got up to mischief. Is she mischievous? Your Dee?”

“Nah, nah…she’s a good
girl.”

Chancey glanced over at his daughter,
who was leaning her head against the window. Funny that she looked
more like her mother than ever when she was sullen—the way she
narrowed her bright eyes to dull slits and crinkled her nose, which
was already button-ish as it was. She was a good girl, all
told.

“I’m sorry if I embarrassed you.”

“If?” Dee exclaimed, sitting up
so suddenly that a man with less experience handling a teenage time
bomb might have been startled. “You just walk up in your boots
and hat, smoking, and drive off Denver and Kell like they’re
some kinda…perverts?”

“What’s wrong with my boots and hat?”
he teased lightly, considering how to deal with Mr. Denver and Mr.
Kell.

“Nothing,” she said
dramatically. “Why did you do that? They’re nice guys and
you…you…made me look stupid in front of all my friends.”

“You wanna tell me what high school
boys are doin’ sniffin’ around the middle school?” There it is,
Grandma, he thought, the accent’s come out full force.
Chancey Bo Clearwater. Ign’rant.

“Those are Natalie’s brothers!”
she cried, her pitch rising painfully. “They pick her up after
school.”

“And Natalie was…?”

There was a long pause then.

“Which one in the group, Deidra? ’Cause
if I saw right, they drove off and seemed to have forgotten to take
their sister with ’em.”

“She wasn’t here today,” Dee muttered
tightly.
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Idiot…idiot…idiot…he thought in
time to the trilling ring of his Skype app. Chancey held the phone
close to his ear and closed his eyes. He was torn, half wanting
Shay to answer, half wanting him to ignore the call. If he ignored
it… Well, that would be it then, Chancey wouldn’t call anymore.
Hell, he shouldn’t be calling now! After all, it was Seamus who’d
left, and since then he hadn’t initiated a damn bit of contact.

Annoyed, Chancey pulled the phone away
from his ear and ended the call right as he heard a voice greet him
by name. There was a momentary ping of regret. Shoulda stayed on
the line…

But nah, this was better. Finishing off
his cigarette, he ground it out in Layla’s ashtray, rolled up the
open windows, and climbed down to the street.

Usually, Dee liked it when he came
inside, and sat with the other parents to watch practice—so he’d
always made a point to do that for her when he could. But that was
before one of the mothers, and goddamn if he could even remember
her name, had taken a strong liking to him.

Didn’t matter where Chancey sat, she
always seemed to find a way to sit next to him. She’d even asked to
trade with another parent so she ‘could see her daughter better’,
then spent forty-five minutes chatting him up.

Chancey wasn’t altogether unused to
others being interested in him, being in his early forties and what
Dee’s mom, Kaylee, called ‘the ruggedly handsome sort’.

“What does that mean?” he’d asked
her.

“Like the Marlboro man.”

“So I’m gonna die of
cancer?”

“Probably. But damn, baby, you look
hot.”

It was just that he’d never been
comfortable when people turned their attention on him—especially if
they were as aggressive as the dance mom. Chancey was much better
solo. Or had been…

“Chancey Clearwater? What are you doin’
out here? You’re missin’ Dee’s practice.”

God, even think of the Devil and
he’d come calling for you. The mother was petite with bleached
blonde hair, perfectly manicured nails, a denim jacket over a
sundress, and cowboy boots. She was young, she was pretty, she was
not his type even if she did look like a plastic version of his
ex-wife.

“Having a smoke,” he said, minding his
accent. Hers was so thick it made it hard not to slip back into a
drawl.
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