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Chapter One


[image: ]




Sophie Byrne was tired of flying. 

Her trip to Bristol, Tennessee, the little city where she was going to find herself for the next few months, took quite the effort to arrive to. She had started her journey from Shannon Airport in Ireland, and then landed after a long flight at Nashville International Airport. She finally had to take a flight to Tri-Cities Airport, which was the closest destination that she could find to Bristol. This experience was frustrating, and she realized that flying was not an activity that she was likely to enjoy. Then again, she doesn’t do it often.

Sophie did not have a single clue about Bristol, other than it was a city that was near several parks and wilderness sites that she could visit, near the famed Appalachian Mountains of The United States, which is why she chose it as her vacation spot. Sophie was a hiking girl, and she loved to unwind after a hard day at work by hiking the Ireland green. The emotional anguish of having to console people in pain as a counselor was a hard job, and hiking tends to be the best way to unwind and slowly drain the mind of all the bad things that it was just witness to. 

As soon as her plane landed at Tri-Cities Airport, Sophie sent a text to her best friend Olivia, who made her promise that she’d be in constant touch all throughout her extended vacation. Olivia had no idea why her friend would choose a small American city over all the other possible destinations, hundreds of which are more interesting, and likely cheaper than Bristol, Tennessee. But Olivia Murphy knew that Sophie Byrne was a peculiar girl, who had peculiar tastes. And if Bristol was the place that she wanted to go, then that was what was going to happen. 

Sophie received a reply to her text message right as the plane docked with the terminal, and the passengers got ready to disembark. Olivia wanted her to call her as soon as she checked into her Airbnb rental, and to not worry about the time difference. Sophie replied that she’d call as soon as she arrived at her rental, before putting her phone back into her pocket, and grabbing her carry-on bag from under the seat in front of her. 

After disembarking the plane, Sophie quickly made her way to the customs gate in order to officially stamp herself into The United States. She did not want to waste any time, especially when she considered the fact that anything that is sold within the airport would be severely overpriced. The last thing that Sophie wanted to do was spend money when it wasn’t required. 

The customs terminal wasn’t anything to write home about, but she queued up and waited until she reached the customs desk. The customs officer there asked her the general routine of questions, before clearing her without any issues. Sophie realized that the customs officer’s eye jumped as soon as she spoke, and that her decently heavy Irish accent was going to make her stand out, especially in an area of the country that does not get all that many international visitors. This was going to be something that would be good and bad, but at least it would make her vacation somewhat interesting.

The rest of her airport stay was quick and uneventful. Once she had her bags in hand, she proceeded to head to the various car rental terminals. Once there, she found a company that she liked, and rented a car for a monthly renewable rental, which cancels as soon as she drops the car off whenever she wants to cut her vacation short or runs out of the 90-day tourist visa that she had been given thanks to her Irish passport. 

*

[image: ]


“I have told you this a dozen different times, but I won’t pay you until I am satisfied with your work!” Hissed the client, who was driving Paul mad. 

“And as I’ve told you a dozen times as well, I did the job as per your exact specifications! If you want modifications, that will cost extra! I do not work extra without payment!” Retorted Paul McLane, who did not have the time nor the desire to deal with this. 

“I will not pay!” 

“Alright then, in that case I think that I’ll be forced to leave a review on every single website that you own, a review that tells your customers that you are someone who likes to defraud those who you enter into business with. Furthermore, I think that I’ll report you to all of these platforms that you’re drop shipping on, telling them about your business practices that break several terms of their End User License Agreement which you no doubt signed. Or you can pay me and keep the work for your business. Tell me Mr. Businessman, which of the two options do you want to do?” 

The phone line went silent, before the client finally conceded and paid Paul the agreed upon price. After the electronic signature confirmation was received from the client, which proved that he paid and was satisfied with the work, Paul terminated the line and immediately proceeded to block the client, as well as add him and all his respective business domains to his already overflowing blacklist. 

Even though he made a decent return on his labor redesigning the various websites for this frustrating client, Paul hated his job. He had dreams of owning businesses that passively trickled income, income that he could then use to enjoy life, as well as possibly provide for a family. Being in his late thirties, Paul understood that while he had time thanks to being a man, that he wasn’t going to get any more attractive as the years tick on by. Assuming of course that the constant stress that he subjects himself to every single day even allows him to reach those later years in the first place. 

Since it was the end of the day, Paul took a very short walk to his refrigerator, which was on the other side of his studio apartment. He grabbed something to drink, before sitting back down on his computer chair. There he looked at his various small-time investments, glancing to see how they were doing. He hadn’t checked them in a while, and perhaps they’ve grown enough to justify selling them. 

“Down 6% since purchase. Just my typical luck!” Scoffed Paul out loud, before closing the website tab and opening up a few search engines. 

He proceeded to investigate all over the internet for work opportunities. Anything that involved copywriting, marketing, website design, or even photography were things that he was quite good at. These were services that he could easily do a good job in, a job that’ll make the client proud and help their business out tremendously. Unfortunately, many clients have discovered that cheating freelances out of their work is quite easy to do, and unless you can be threatening enough to get your money when they try to play games, you can oftentimes find yourself working for free, even though that was not your intention. 

Paul applied to a few job requests, mainly in the fields of copywriting and website design. The marketing field seems to be more saturated than normal with large companies, of which Paul could never hope to compete against. The other fields were also beginning to see decent growth in terms of competition, and Paul knew that the noose of doom was beginning to tighten around his neck. He was working hard and doing everything that he could in order to make a decent living for himself, even working part time at a local bakery with a terrible boss, who refuses to increase his hours. Still, it just wasn’t enough, the money coming in was too little. And no matter what he did, Paul just couldn’t find a way to increase his revenues. 

*
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Sophie heard the phone ring for a few times, until it was answered. 

“There you are! How were your flights?” Asked Olivia. 

“Somewhat annoying, which is why I’ve learned today that I do not like flying.” Replied Sophie with full honesty. 

“Come now, flying isn’t all that bad!” 

“I don’t seem to see it how you see it. True, the destination is incredible once you arrive, and it is better to travel by plane than it is by ship or even train in terms of time savings, but I rather teleport than fly.” 

“Well, teleportation is not going to happen anytime soon unfortunately. So flying is what you’re stuck with until then!” 

“Indeed, assuming it is even possible in the first place.” 

“Anyways, tell me about the Airbnb! You seem grouchy, which is understandable given your long flight, which was followed immediately after by another one. But it’s like I’m speaking with an entirely different Sophie today! Where’s the cheery girl that is such a joy to be around?” 

“Still sleeping in Ireland!”

“Well, I can’t argue with that, but I think that teleporting the normal your back into this strange version of you is possible with modern technology, technology that we are using right now believe it or not. So, I’ll ask once again, tell me about the Airbnb!” 

Sophie knew that her friend was right, and she also knew that she was being quite rude to her friend, so she forced herself out of her jetlagged and grouchy state of mind, and onto her feet as she turned the facetime camera towards her front, before proceeding to give a tour of the humble little house that she had book for 90 days. She made sure to show Olivia everything.

“So, what do you think?” Asked Sophie. 

“I for one think that you are in a much better mood in this very moment, compared to just a few moments ago!” Retorted Olivia. 

“I know, and I apologize for being so rude to you when I called.” 

“Oh forget it; I’m the same way after a flight! It’s the price that you pay in order to settle into a new area that you’re not used to. Give it a day or two, and you’ll be as good as new, ready to enjoy your vacation. Actually, speaking of vacation, why did you decide to take this one in the first place? I don’t believe that we’ve gotten the opportunity in order to talk about the reason for your sudden desire to take a vacation. Especially one that could be as long as three months!” 

“Do you want the real reason?” 

“Of course I do! What is it?” 

“I feel like there is something lacking in my life. I have a great group of friends, of which you’re at the top of course! I have a great job, that pays well and allows me to help those in need. And I have the Irish countryside in order to unwind after a particularly stressful day at work, or just enjoy if I feel like it. And before you say anything, no it’s not a man that I’m missing in my life. It’s something else.” 

“My sweet Sophie, I’m no counselor, much less a psychiatrist, but I know when someone is telling me a whole bunch of baloney. And you’ve just given me enough baloney to fill an entire deli for a year! I’m just saying, there are better places to find a nice-looking man in this world than The United States! And you didn’t even go to New York City or someplace that has a great selection and variety! Oh no, you went to Bristol Tennessee, in the middle of the damn country!”

“Like I said, I’m not looking for a man. I think that I just need a break from the numerous counseling sessions that I do every single day. I don’t think that I’m having a mid-life crisis, I just need to visit a place that is like Ireland but different enough that I can feel like I’m finding a piece of myself that is deep inside, but hard to find with everything that goes on in my day-to-day life.” 

“That’s a good point. And besides, I doubt there’s a single man in Bristol that’s worth your while, whether it is Bristol England, or Bristol USA.”

“Honestly from what I’ve seen so far, you’re right. Then again, all that I saw were the men at the airport. They may not even be Bristolians!” 

“Bristolians! Oh, I love it!” 

“Alright Olivia, I think that I’m going to cut our conversation short for now. I’m going to settle in, go to sleep eventually, and head off to get some groceries tomorrow.” 

“Wouldn’t you be starving by then?” 

“I don’t think so. I’m not hungry at all at this very moment, and by the time that I get hungry, I’ll be on my way to the store, probably a Walmart as it’s the closest thing here according to my phone’s GPS.”

“Well have fun, and don’t hesitate to text me at any time if you get bored and want someone to go over any ideas that you may have with regards to your vacation!” 

“You can count on that! Talk to you soon Olivia, be well!” 

“You too Sophie!” 

Sophie waited a few seconds until Olivia ended the facetime call, before getting up from the chair where she was currently seated and heading straight for the bedroom. Once there, she grabbed the phone charger that she had already plugged into the wall socket near the bed when she first arrived at the rental and plugged her phone so that it could charge. She then left the bedroom in order to take a personal tour of the rental house and familiarize herself with the home that she was to stay in for the next few months. 

*
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Paul’s night routine was the typical end of day routine that he always does before heading off to sleep. He finished up with a few projects that were currently in progress, projects that were well ahead of schedule. Paul learned very early on in his freelancing career to always give a timeline that is long. If something is done quickly, the chances of the client becoming one of those clients who gets difficult when time comes to pay increases. If something takes a long time to complete on the other hand, then the client thinks that it must be high quality. After all, why else would it take so long to do? Clearly it must be high quality if it took two weeks to complete, instead of five days.

He also knew that he had to be up and early tomorrow, in order to head to the Walmart and stock up on groceries, which he was running dangerously low on. He had no idea what he was going to do tomorrow, perhaps take a drive and snap some pictures with his camera, or maybe go and see a movie at the local movie theatre. He had a free day tomorrow, with little to do in terms of work. On the books, he wasn’t working at all. His boss told him that he did not need any shifts from him on that day, and while the projects that he had just finished were still being ‘done’, they were ready for presentation once the deadlines arrived in the next few days. 

Paul knew that such a life was not healthy, nor was it stable. With the part time job and the various shifts that he gets, Paul could keep his head above water and save a little every month for use in investments. Since he never went to college, Paul did not have to worry about student loan debt, and since he lived in a studio apartment within a relatively low cost of living city, the rent and utilities were affordable enough. He knew that many were worse off than him, and he was grateful for what he had. But he knew that it wasn’t enough. 

Burning through the few remaining hours that were left in his day until he had to rest for the night, Paul made sure to research a few possible freelance employers that he could apply to in the future. Anything that could break the deadlock that he currently faced with regards to his financial situation, Paul made sure to do it. He even a few full-time jobs, although the chances of him getting an interview were slim to none, since he did not have any degree in his resume that he could mention. 

With nothing else to do for the night, Paul went to sleep. He stayed silent and waited until the boredom dragged him into the realm of dreams. He thought about his life, the decisions that he made, as well as the regrets that he had. He thought about tomorrow, and the possible things that he could do after stocking up on groceries. Eventually, such thoughts bored him so much, that he simply blanked out his mind and stared ahead into the darkness. He remained this way until he fell asleep. 

*
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Sophie liked the bed that she got with the rental. She thoroughly checked the sheets and the mattress, making sure that no nasty surprises were waiting for her before she laid down for the night. The rental house overall had been very thoroughly cleaned and maintained, and Sophie wondered if it was rented all that often. Considering the number of horror stories that she had to hear from Olivia regarding her Airbnb rentals whenever she traveled, Sophie considered herself lucky. The lady who she rented from seemed in her later years, and Sophie realized that this must’ve been a house that he had bought before moving away, and which she keeps as an occasional trip house and rental for the times that she was away. 

With a good impression of Bristol at the front of her mind, Sophie relaxed into bed, and soundly drifted off to sleep in what would be her first night in The United States. 
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Chapter Two
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Sophie got up, went through her morning routine, and rushed out of the door. Olivia’s concern regarding her hunger was correct, she was famished, and the only thought in her mind was food. She needed groceries in her fridge, and she needed them yesterday. With this in mind, she got in the car, put in the address for the Walmart in her phone, and raced off. She thought about nothing other than what she wanted to buy when she got there, until she realized that there was a problem.

“Dammit!” She roared, as she saw that the gas level in the rental car was dangerously low. The drive from the airport had consumed a great portion of the half tank that she had been given when she rented the car, and in her drowsy and groggy state yesterday, she hadn’t bothered to top it off.

Angry with herself since she now had to wait even longer to get groceries, Sophie pulled into the first gas station that she saw. Parking the car she placed her credit card in the machine, selected regular gas, and proceeded to place the fuel nozzle in the car. At least she tried her best to do just that. 

It took around a minute of her fumbling around with the nozzle until another gas customer came over to assist her. With her bright red hair and cute face, adorned with freckles on her cheeks, Sophie had no problem with regards to attracting the male gaze. 

“Hi there! Mind if I help?” Asked the man with a grin, who had enjoyed the previous minute of her struggling with the nozzle. 

“Sure! I have no idea why I can’t get this to latch on.” Replied Sophie with full honesty. 

The man grabbed the nozzle and quickly latched it into Sophie’s rental car. The gas meter started to tick as the pump started to work. 

“Just press firmly with a downward motion.” Remarked the man. 

“I see. I’m used to them latching on with less effort!” 

“I can see that. I was curious, from what part of England is your accent? I can’t seem to figure it out.” 

The happy smile that Sophie had on her face thanks to the kindness of this stranger disappeared in an instant when he asked that question. Judging by the quick look of nervous surprise on his face, Sophie could see that he simply did not know the severity of what he had just said, and because of this, she forgave him. 

“From Ireland.” Retorted Sophie, and the man immediately recognized his mistake. 

“I apologize a thousandfold. We don’t get many tourists here; usually they like to congregate around Nashville before heading off either East or West towards the two coats.” Said the man immediately after Sophie finished her response. 

“It’s all good. Just please never make that mistake again, especially if you decide to visit Ireland.” 

“Oh, I won’t! Anyways, just wanted to wish you a good day before I left. Remember, downward motion and don’t be afraid to give it some force. These things tend to be mistreated by everyone, so the latch sometimes needs to be convinced to work more so than usual.”

“Thanks! And I wish you a good day as well!” 

Once Sophie finished her reply, the man turned around and made his way back to his truck, before pulling out and driving away once his tank was full. A few moments later, Sophie’s rental car was full of gas, and she proceeded to get in and drive off as soon as she could. Her hunger after all did not go away. She drove until she arrived at the Walmart, where she parked the car in the parking lot and got out in one clean and swift motion. Locking the door behind her as she walked away, Sophie found the nearest grocery cart, and commandeered it before racing into the store. The sooner that she bought her groceries, the sooner that she’d stop starving. 

*
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Paul had another typical morning, a morning that was uneventful and depressing, as he had woken up into another day of his life, a life where he had to fight to tread water. Still, he kept his spirits high, and by the end of his morning routine, he had a smile on his face as he made his way out of his studio apartment and into his car. 

The drive was short and uneventful, and Paul parked his car in the Walmart parking lot before getting out and locking the door behind him. He found a cart and wheeled it into the store. The first place that he decided to go was the drinks and juices aisle. Once he had that down, he’d buy everything else, before finally leaving the store, driving back to his apartment, and deciding from there what he was going to do for the rest of his day. 

Paul was content as he wheeled the cart down the aisles, heading closer and closer to the drinks and juices aisle. He felt nothing, no anger, no joy, just the regular feelings of a normal day. He felt nothing at all, until he suddenly felt everything at once. 

Standing before him right as he turned into the drinks and juices aisle, was a woman. But this wasn’t just a woman, she was something else. Bright red hair, cute face with a hint of freckles, and on the move like a wound-up toy that had been twisted mercilessly for over an hour. Paul saw pure happiness before him as she meticulously scanned the rows for various drinks that she liked. He didn’t know if he should go talk to her, or stay far away from her, his mind and body were giving very conflicting and mixed signals all at the same time. Because of this, he stood in place with his cart in front of him and continued to observe in amazement.

Eventually, her green eyes realized that someone was observing her, and in an instant, they were focused directly on him. 

“Can I help you?” Asked the woman. 

She just had, and all that she needed to do was speak. Paul had been in a state of civil war as he observed the woman in front of him. The land of the North, governed by his mind, was at war with the land of the South, governed by the seat of his passion. Both sides viciously fought each other, but unlike the previous civil war of North and South that had been fought on the very land where Paul presently stood, the South won this war. It won the very moment that the woman before him opened her mouth and voiced words that were clearly accented from someone that hailed from across the ocean. Her words so heavily raised the spirits of the southern troops, that they won the civil war in under a second. 

“I don’t know.” Admitted Paul with full honesty, as he wheeled his empty cart on over to the woman. 

“Alright, then maybe a rephrasing of the question might help. Why are you looking at me?” Demanded the woman. 

“Firstly, I saw your appearance; bright red hair, with a lovely face that was adorned with freckles. Then I saw your energetic mood as you quickly grabbed the various juices and drinks that you wanted, before placing them in your cart. Finally, I heard the sound of your voice, and let me be the first to say that an Irish accent is incredibly rare around here. So, my answer to you is quite simple, why wouldn’t I be looking at you?” 

*
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The response of the man who was looking at her gave Sophie pause. Not only did he compliment her appearance and made her feel a slight tingle of giggle inside, but he clearly was intelligent enough to have the ability to differentiate the difference between an Irish accent and an English accent. She couldn’t say the same for other men in the general area. 

“Not bad. So, you’re looking at me just because I’m a pleasant thing to look at?” Asked Sophie. 

“No, I’m looking at you because I’m intrigued.” Replied the man. 

“Intrigued because of my accent and my high energy level it seems.” 

“No, intrigued because of the possibilities that lie underneath. For example, I’m wondering why you seem to have so much energy.” 

“I’m in a rush.” 

“May I ask what for?” 

“I just arrived in Bristol, and I’m starving because I have nothing in my fridge. Because of this, I want to buy my groceries and head back home as soon as possible so that I can eat.” 

“There’s a Starbuck’s store near the deli section. May I buy you a coffee and something to go along with it? I don’t want to see you go hungry, especially for the length of time that it will take for you to finish shopping and drive back to where you’re staying. You may be able to break the world record for the time that it takes to shop at Walmart, but I can tell you right now that you won’t be breaking the speed limit anytime soon. The police in Bristol are absolutely ruthless.” 

Sophie was smiling, and she couldn’t believe it. Here she was, a woman who laughed when her best friend tried to joke with her yesterday about having a man in her life. A woman who does not flirt with anybody and is avoided by the men in her country for whatever reason. Yet now, in the middle of a Walmart on the second day of her vacation, she has an intriguing man who doesn’t seem to have any problems with regards to flirting with her and asking her out. 

“Alright, but I’m warning you from the start that I’m going to be eating a lot. So if you want to keep me from finishing my shopping for groceries, then I better not hear a peep about how much it costs.” Warned Sophie. 

“I fully understand, and don’t worry. You eat and drink everything that you can, I’ll pay for it.” Replied the man, and the two started to head of the drinks and juices aisle side by side with their carts. 

“I’m curious, what’s your name?” Asked the man.

“I’m Sophie, what about you?” Replied Sophie. 

“I’m Paul.” 

“You know, you don’t look like a Paul.” 

“Why not?” 

“Paul’s in Ireland aren’t this nice.”

“Well, this isn’t Ireland.” 

“Aye I can see that.” 

The two proceeded to walk to the Starbucks, and they left their carts outside as they headed in. Sophie did not lie, the amount of food that she ordered was immense, and Paul couldn’t think of the last time that he ever spent this much money in Starbucks before. He of course did not care, as Sophie was the potent combination of beautiful, foreign, and apparently as of this moment, intelligent. Such women are rare, and do not appear in a man’s life often. Paul had full intentions to make the most out of this opportunity. 

“So, tell me about the mysterious girl who hails from an isle across the ocean.” Asked Paul in a teasing manner once the two got their orders and took a seat at an empty table. 

“There isn’t much to tell.” Replied Sophie. 

“I find that hard to believe.” 

“Well let’s see if this changes your mind. I’m a girl who likes to explore the wilderness on long walks, read, and look at the stars, but only on a warm night with a clear sky, something that is rarer than a miracle in Ireland. Finally, I work as a counselor, part time until I get my full certifications in order. That’s it, that’s all that the mysterious girl who hails from an isle across the ocean has to tell. Are you impressed?”
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