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Chapter 1


          

          
            Niamh
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      Andy slides a glass full of dark liquid in my direction.

      “I thought you might need this.”

      “You know your customers well.”

      I bring the glass to my lips and take a sip. The liquid burns its way down my throat.

      “You’ll make yourself ill.” Andy’s voice has grown softer over the years – it has a certain warmth and familiarity to it that makes me feel at home.

      I haven’t felt at home much, recently.

      He hands me a towel and I accept, dabbing at my hair which has started dripping onto my shoulders.

      “Anything else I can do for you?”

      “I’d like to sit here for a bit longer, if you don’t mind.”

      “We close at eleven tonight.”

      “I don’t think I’ll stay that late.”

      “Stay for as long as you need.”

      Andy leaves me alone at the bar to go and serve a table in the main room. I finish the rest of my drink in the vain hope of warming myself up a little.

      I was standing in the rain for almost an hour, just staring through his shop window until it closed, like I have done almost every day since I came back to Cliathán: the place I grew up in, the place I thought I belonged.

      I’ve always loved this town. I didn’t mind that it was so small, with its measly population of two hundred, and I didn’t mind that everyone got involved in each other’s business. I didn’t mind that there wasn’t a single person who didn’t know who I was and where I came from. It was comforting, at the time, familiar and reassuring. It was my life, and I liked it just the way it was. It was the place where I fell in love. To me, it was home – and I believed it always would be.

      It wasn’t easy to leave, and it was even harder to come back; but I’m here, now, and I don’t intend to let myself get caught up in memories and regret.

      I’m here for a reason, and I’m not going to give up on it.

      Andy comes back to the bar and fills my now-empty glass, resting his hand on mine.

      “You should go home.”

      I wish it were that simple.

      “If you want, I can leave the new guy to close up and give you a lift?”

      “I’m not sure I have a home to go back to,” I say, more to myself than to Andy.

      “You’ll always have a home.” Reid’s voice floats over from the stool beside me.

      I hadn’t even realised he was sitting there.

      He nods at Andy, probably thanking him, and Andy turns and leaves us alone. I imagine nothing has really changed around here: nothing stays secret for long. Especially not when you have a family like mine.

      “Were you standing outside a certain shop again?”

      I nod, my eyes glued to the surface of the bar.

      I’m definitely not proud of it.

      “Have you ever considered… I don’t know, going inside? Chatting a little, like the good old days?”

      I shake my head and Reid sighs.

      “Your dad will be worried.”

      I turn my head to look at him.

      My dad.

      That word hurts my ears as much as it hurts my heart.

      “Okay.” Reid pushes up from the bar and gets to his feet. “It’s time to go. Let’s dry off before you catch a cold, put on some warm clothes, and maybe eat a hot meal – not just drink whiskey. Really good whiskey, I might add, but it’s not going to help if you’re not lining your stomach with something solid.”

      “I don’t want to go back to the Kylemore house.”

      “How about the Johnston house?”

      “I don’t want to impose.”

      “Sloane will be happy to see you. Since she’s been at home she’s bored to death and, as we all know, I’m not the best company.”

      “You’re right about that,” Andy says.

      “Weren’t you polishing glasses?” Reid asks him. Andy responds with his middle finger.

      “Let’s go.” He holds out his hand and I take it, getting to my feet.

      I nod goodbye to Andy and he responds in kind, before I follow Reid out of the pub and towards his truck, parked right in front of Veldons. I settle into the passenger seat as he battles with the heating.

      “It’ll take a while to warm up. It’s a vintage car, you know.”

      “That’s okay, I’m fine.”

      He pulls out of the car park and onto the road. “We’ll be home in a few minutes, anyway.”

      “Don’t worry, honestly, I’m fine.”

      “Your sister thinks differently.”

      I stare out of the window; the rain still hasn’t let up. It’s strange how Sloane is the one worrying about everyone else now, when we all used to be so focused on her.

      “She should worry about herself, the kids, Sam, the hotel.”

      “Not me?”

      I laugh and look over at him.

      “Well, thanks a lot! And to think I came to rescue you.”

      “You know how to manage on your own, you grumpy old bastard.”

      “Hey, hey – who are you calling old?”

      “You’re only worried about the ‘old’ part?”

      “Well, I’ve always been a bit of a bastard. And grumpy? That depends on your point of view… But it doesn’t annoy me.”

      “You didn’t have to come and get me.”

      “No, I didn’t. And you should know that I never do anything I don’t want to do.”

      “Are you telling me you suddenly care about other people?”

      “Not other people in general: only family.”

      “A family that’s not yours.”

      “I married your sister,” he says, wiggling his wedding ring at me. “I’m tied to her and to you lot for the rest of eternity – and longer, if I play my cards right.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it.

      Reid knows how to wind you up, but he’s also pretty good at brightening your mood.

      I let my gaze fall back out the window, where my sister’s driveway appears in front of us.

      “Thanks.”

      “Mmm?”

      “For coming to get me. Thanks.”

      “Family. I told you. You’d better get used to it.”

      He turns off the engine and we both climb out of the truck. The front door flies open and Sloane appears at the threshold.

      We approach slowly, and Reid plants a kiss onto her lips.

      “Safe and sound.”

      Sloane smiles, letting him past. I stop in the doorway, waiting for her to say what she has to say, but she doesn’t. Instead, she opens her arms and welcomes me in, as if I hadn’t abandoned her and everyone else, turning my back on what we were to each other.

      “Come and stay with us for a bit. Okay?”

      I nod, burying my face into her neck, sinking into the warmth of her embrace, her love, as much as I can.
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        * * *

      

      Sloane knocks at the bathroom door and I tell her to come in.

      “I found these for you,” she says, handing me some clothes. “They’re from before my stomach exploded,” she explains, laughing. “Most things don’t fit me anymore.”

      I look at her, overcome with sadness melded with an embarrassing jealousy. It’s so deep-rooted and unexpected that my breathing almost catches.

      “We’ve always been the same size.”

      It’s true. Sloane and I have always been similar, which I naively assumed was normal for sisters.

      I couldn’t have known, back then, just how wrong I was.

      “Thank you.”

      “Take all the time you need. Dinner won’t be for a while, yet.”

      She disappears and closes the door, leaving me with the feeling that I’ve been catapulted into a life already lived by someone else – as if they took my place, without my consent. I’ve felt like this ever since I came back – it’s overwhelming, and I can’t shake it, no matter how much I want to.

      You can’t make something happen just by wishing for it.

      And you can’t want something so hard that it falls back into your grasp.

      Even if that thing has always been part of you.
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        * * *

      

      I’m quiet over dinner, lost in my thoughts, my gaze fixed onto my soup to avoid getting drawn into a conversation, or even out of fear of catching my sister’s eye. I could feel her staring at me from the moment I set foot in the house.

      I feel like a stranger here, with her family; I feel like a stranger with the Kylemores, and I feel like a stranger in the town I grew up in – where I once thought I’d have spent the rest of my life.

      Everyone is behaving as if I never left, as if I didn’t leave them on standby for six long years; as if I didn’t break the hearts of everyone who loved me. But, to me, those years all count. Every moment counts, every breath I took, every tear I cried, every groan I stifled. The pain counts, my absence counts. The way I hurt them counts, more than anything else.

      I don’t even know how they can sit at the same table as me, how my sister could welcome me into her home; how the rest of my family could want to make up for lost time.

      If there’s one thing I’ve learnt in being away from here, it’s that you can’t go back in time and erase what you did. You can’t start over, looking to the future – not when you’ve left nothing but dust and tears in your wake.

      And I did. And I’ll do it again.

      Every second I spend here is another second I’m taking from him.

      “Sorry.” I lift my head, their eyes on me. “I’m tired – maybe it’s from standing out in the rain.”

      “Are you not feeling very well?” Sloane asks.

      “I’m just… Exhausted.”

      “Go and lie down,” Reid says. “I’ve left you a blanket and some pillows on the sofa.”

      I get up. “Thank you.”

      “If you need anything, we’re here,” Sloane says. I thank her again and walk out of the kitchen, heading towards the living room. I slide the door closed for some privacy, sinking onto the sofa and wrapping myself in the blanket. I let myself fall back into the cushions, hoping that, when I close my eyes, I’ll find at least a few hours of peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Niamh
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      Sloane joins me on the porch, sitting next to me. I wrap us both up in the blanket I’d laid across my lap. She hands me a cup of coffee and I sip at the boiling liquid.

      “It’s chilly at this time of the morning.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      “Have you been here for long?”

      “I don’t know. Time seems to have stopped since I came back.”

      “Maybe that’s just how you’re feeling.”

      I look at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Frozen.”

      That’s exactly how I feel. It’s as if Sloane could read my mind – maybe because we spent so much time together when I was here.

      As kids, we were inseparable. We always knew just what the other was thinking, like two real sisters.

      “Reid gets up early.” I change the subject; there are some topics that shouldn’t be faced so early in the morning.

      “He starts at five.”

      “I heard him feeding the twins.”

      Sloane smiles from behind her mug. “You can always count on that man.”

      I smile, sadly. I know exactly what she’s talking about.

      “I’m happy for you both,” I tell her, although my voice must betray me, because my sister pulls me into her. “Thanks for letting me stay here.”

      “You can stay for as long as you like.”

      “I’d like to spend more time with you and the twins.”

      “We’d like that, too.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world.”

      My sister Sloane had the twins recently. When I left home, I promised her that I’d come back if she ever needed me. And that’s what happened. Although I’m now realising that no one really needed me – especially not her – and maybe I should’ve stayed where I was. That way, I wouldn’t have upturned everyone’s life.

      “Did you really come back for me? Because of the promise you made me?”

      Silas asked me the same thing a few months ago, when I showed up out of nowhere after disappearing for years.

      The answer isn’t as simple as it seems.

      I sigh and Sloane tries again. “Did you come back for him?”

      “It was my fault, wasn’t it?” I ask her, instead of answering her question.

      “You have nothing to do with what happened to Noel.”

      “Then why do I feel like, if I’d been here, maybe…”

      “Maybe what? You could have stopped it? It would have happened anyway.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “Just as you can’t know otherwise.”

      I tighten my knuckles around my mug, staring at the dark liquid inside.

      “He doesn’t want me anymore.”

      “Have you already spoken to him?”

      I shake my head. “He told me.”

      “When?”

      “When I was here.” I hold Sloane’s gaze. “When his dad died.”

      “You were here?”

      “I wanted to see him, to let him know I’d always be there.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “He asked me never to leave again. And I did.”

      “Niamh…”

      “He didn’t try to stop me, but he told me never to come back.”

      “I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

      “He did. He told me that if I left again, I should never come back.”

      “Then why did you come back?”

      “I couldn’t find the answer I was looking for. I wandered around, but never really felt like I was home.”

      “Because this is your home.”

      “What do I do, Sloane?” I ask, tears catching in my eyes and in my throat.

      She used to be the one asking me what to do, how to act, what choices to make. And I was always by her side, supporting her, consoling her when things didn’t go the way she’d hoped. She was my little sister – she was delicate and vulnerable – and I tried to protect her, keep her safe from the world. I tried to be her strength.

      I would never have thought that, one day, our roles would be reversed.

      “Firstly, you can let me hug you.” I slump against her shoulder as she slowly strokes my arm. “You’re here, Niamh. We’re all finally together again. And that’s the most important thing. Everything else will sort itself out, in time. Let the people who love you help.”

      I really want to believe her, but I don’t want to tell her that I can’t do this. Instead, I crumble into her arms, let her take care of me, tell me that I’m not alone, that I haven’t lost everything. I need her to tell me that there’s something left inside me, no matter how hard I tried to erase it.
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        * * *

      

      By mid-morning, after I’ve run a few errands for Sloane, I decide to stop by the hotel to see whether there’s anything I can help out with. I hate just sitting around with nothing to do. I’ve always worked, since I was fifteen – the family hotel was like my second home. Another home that I left without so much as a backwards glance.

      It’s not as if you can erase what you were, or stop being that person just because you decided to.

      It’s not like the things you leave stay where they are, when you go.

      It’s not as if you can suddenly stop loving the things you loved.

      Everything would be so much easier if life worked that way.

      Everything would be so much less painful – I wouldn’t have felt each breath so keenly, felt the hurt of every single second I was away from this place.

      “Hey,” Silas says, yawning from behind the hotel reception desk. “What are you doing here?”

      “Have you not slept?” I walk over to him, stepping behind the counter and perching on the desk next to his computer.

      “Morning shift. I hate it.”

      I laugh. I know full well that Silas is not a morning person.

      “You’re covering for Sloane, right?”

      “This maternity leave seems to be lasting forever.”

      “Is there no one else that could cover for her?”

      “Sloane is irreplaceable. Even I’m nothing much without her taking the reins.”

      Sadness and jealousy expand inside me again. I shouldn’t feel this way – I was the one who chose to walk away from all this. I was the one who said I didn’t care about the family, our name, our traditions.

      I was the one who gave up on everything for fear that, one day, it would give up on me.

      “Maybe I could… I don’t know, cover a few shifts for you?”

      Silas raises an eyebrow.

      “I mean, I have nothing else to do. I can help out if you need.”

      Silas’ expression grows hopeful.

      “I’m sure I’d still remember how everything works.”

      “Dad would be really happy.”

      I think about Silas’ words for a moment. “What about you? Would you be happy?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well, this is your turf, now.”

      “Don’t be silly. My turf is outside, under the sun – or rain, it doesn’t matter. As long as I’m not confined by four walls.”

      Silas has a rebellious streak. When he was a kid, he used to run off – he never went far, and we always found him out in the field, hiding in the grass, inspecting a bug, or sometimes just staring up at the sky. I was always the one who went looking for him.

      “The morning shift is all yours, if you want it,” Silas says, interrupting my thoughts. “I’d happily stay in bed with Leo, now that Noel has someone helping out with the deliveries and he doesn’t have to get up before sunrise.”

      My expression must have changed quickly – I realise this when I see Silas’ gaze grow softer, more compassionate.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

      “You didn’t mean to… What? Talk about your boyfriend?”

      Silas blushes at the mention of Leo as his boyfriend. It’s still fairly new, and I don’t think they’ve put a label on anything, yet. But they’re definitely a couple. Just like Leo is definitely living with him, even though he spends a few nights a week at his family home, alongside the person whose life I destroyed.

      “Dad is in his office,” Silas says, bringing my attention back to him. “If you want to take over a few shifts, you’d better speak to the boss.”

      “I plan to.”

      “Now, maybe.”

      “N-Now?”

      Silas studies me, condescending.

      There’s no point hiding it.

      No point pretending that everything will be okay, sooner or later.

      “I’ll go right now.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My father leaps to his feet when he sees me standing in the doorway to his office.

      “Niamh… Come in, come in. What are you doing just standing there?”

      “I didn’t want to interrupt.”

      I was actually just staring at him, like I used to as a little girl. I loved being here, in his office, taking in the chaos; I even loved the lingering smell of cigar smoke.

      I’ve always thought that one day I’d have worked here, too – but things went a little differently.

      “Interrupt? Niamh…” Dad opens his arms. “You can come and see me whenever you want, whatever time of day, or night.”

      I smile.

      “Come on,” he says, nodding at the seat across from him. I step into his office and sink into the chair as he does the same. “Do you want a coffee, or…?”

      “No, thanks. I’m fine.”

      “Tell me, how are you getting on at Sloane’s? Have you beaten up Reid, yet?”

      I smile, relieved that my dad isn’t making me feel guilty about my choice to stay away from the Kylemore house for a while.

      “Not yet.”

      “I can’t believe no one’s punched him in the nose, yet.”

      “I can’t believe it, either.”

      My dad sighs, flashing me a weak smile. “What can I do for you?”

      “I’ve spoken to Silas, and he told me how much he hates doing the morning shift.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “And how hard it is to replace Sloane.”

      My father nods. He doesn’t seem to want to meet me halfway.

      “I was thinking that, given I’m here, I could… I don’t know, help out. Cover Sloane’s shifts. If you need me… I mean, if that would help…”

      “Do you want to?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Do you want to work here? Would you really like that?”

      “Oh, well, you know… It’s what I know.”

      “And you do it well.”

      I blush and lower my gaze.

      “I always thought that you’d all end up working here, one day – but Darcy doesn’t want to hear about it, and Silas… Well, he doesn’t want to manage the hotel. Then, you…” He looks at me. “I was afraid you’d never come home.”

      I was afraid of that, too.

      “I’m so happy you’re here.”

      I nod. I can’t say the same.

      My return has sparked so many emotions – in myself and in the people around me. And not all of them are positive. I’m happy to see my siblings again, to know that they’re doing well; I’m happy that my dad is still healthy, still staying active.

      I can’t say the same about him.

      He’s an entirely different person.

      He’s not the man who gave me a daisy chain ring because he couldn’t afford anything else.

      He’s not the man I promised I’d be with for the rest of my life.

      “There’s always something that needs to be done around the hotel – especially now that your siblings keep telling me I should retire.” He gets up and walks around the desk, leaning his hip against it.

      “You can keep working for as long as you want. It’s your company.”

      Dad smiles at me, before walking over to the window. He looks out for a moment, over the expanse of greenery around the hotel.

      “This is your company. It’s time for me to step aside.”

      “Not if you don’t want to.”

      “What I really want, Niamh,” he says, turning to look at me, “is to not have made so many mistakes.”

      That’s something we both want – but it’s too late now for either of us.

      I get to my feet and smooth down my dress, for no real reason. Anything to avoid his loaded gaze.

      “If it’s okay with you, then…”

      “Of course it’s okay with me. You don’t even have to ask. Organise your shifts with Silas – he’ll let the rest of the staff know.”

      “Okay.” I turn to leave his office, but my father speaks again.

      “You do know, right, that Leo has started working here with us?”

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      “I just wanted to make sure you knew.”

      “I have no problem with Leo. I’m happy that he and Silas…” I wish I could continue, but there’s something scraping at my throat.

      Seeing Leo and Silas together only reminds of what I’ve lost, what I’ll never have.

      “I’ve got to go. I have a few errands to run for Sloane. See you later.”

      “Have a good day, Niamh.”

      I leave my father’s office and head into the main lobby, where Silas is waiting.

      “How did it go?”

      “Not now.” I wave my hand and push past him, quickly reaching the exit. I run down the steps and over to my car – it’s only when I’m safely alone that I finally give in to the pain, the tears. I let them wash away a part of myself I was never able to keep.
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        * * *

      

      Us Kylemore kids all have our baggage – not baggage that we chose, but baggage that was dropped onto us from a great height. It’s a weight we’re each forced to bear on our own shoulders, in silence, with no intention of sharing. Even though we’re close, we never quite managed to form that unbreakable bond that makes you feel invincible – not for the first phase of our lives, anyway.

      Our mother left us too soon. It was a lengthy illness, painful for her and for us. We witnessed her agony day after day.

      I wasn’t the oldest, but I was the one who ended up with most responsibility. I was always the first to bear the load. No one forced me to; I just wanted to be useful. I felt like I needed it – needed to protect my siblings from suffering, difficulty, life itself.

      Our mother was sick; Sloane had a debilitating physical problem; Silas was just discovering himself; Darcy was proud and stubborn, and never let anyone tell her what to do.

      I tried to do what anyone in my position would’ve done: I tried to be a mother to us all, without taking into consideration the fact that I didn’t have a mother to rely on myself.

      We all grew up to be different, distant, even – for years, we struggled to be in the same house. Then loss and maturity hit us all at once and all too quickly; the loneliness and pain brought us together, made us a family, until I decided that nothing we’d shared counted anymore.

      I wasn’t angry at them and maybe, deep down, I wasn’t angry at my father, either. He lied to me, and I felt betrayed; I felt alone, different, wrong.

      I reacted in the worst way possible: I gave up on everything I believed in, everything I had. I gave up on the love I carried with me and gave up on the man who loved me more than anything else.

      I don’t think I can ever make up for it, or fully let go of the past. But there wasn’t a single day I was happy when I was away from this place – not a single second, if I’m honest. I almost couldn’t breathe. I felt like something was missing. I felt like I was missing.

      And I felt so alone, so adrift, that I did the only thing I could do: I went back to square one.

      My siblings keep asking me if I’ve come back for him, but the truth is that I’ve come back for me: to get all the answers I need, and to ask for forgiveness for all the pain I’ve caused him, in the hope that my being here doesn’t hurt him even more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3
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      As I’m saying goodbye a couple who have just checked in, wishing them a nice, relaxing stay, someone makes an unexpected appearance in the hotel lobby. I shouldn’t be surprised to see him here, or to bump into him at all. I shouldn’t be scared to be alone with him, but I can’t help it. I know he’s part of the family now, but for me, being alone with Leo is just a reminder of what I’ve done, of all the things I don’t deserve.

      “Hey,” he says, his hands shoved deep into his pockets and discomfort scrawled across his face.

      He’s not ready to be alone with me, either.

      I don’t think either of us ever will be.

      Leo and I share something that neither of us will ever be able to forget or move past.

      “Hey.”

      “I just came by to pick up Silas – I have his car.” He jangles the keys at me, then shoves his hands back into his pockets. “I thought he might be on reception.”

      “He just stepped out for a few minutes, but I’m sure he’ll be back soon.”

      Leo nods, then looks around in search of an escape route.

      There’s nowhere far enough that we could go to escape the past; it’s almost tattooed onto my skin.

      “Maybe I’ll just wait outside,” he says, turning and heading over to the exit.

      “Leo, wait!” I step out from behind the desk and jog across the lobby.

      His shoulders drop, as if he’s just taken a deep breath. He turns back to look at me.

      “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “Can’t do what?”

      “Talk to you as if you didn’t break my brother’s heart.”

      I bow my head in shame.

      His words are painful, but I take them – I deserve it.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “I can’t tell you what to do, and you shouldn’t be talking about it with me.”

      “You’re right, I’m sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologise to me.”

      There’s an accusation in his words. I deserve that too, don’t argue back.

      The hatred Leo feels towards me is justified – and he has every right to show how he feels, too.

      “Here I am!” My brother Silas’ voice makes us both stiffen. He walks up to Leo and kisses him. “Have you been waiting long?”

      “Just got here.”

      Silas looks at me, then looks back at him. “Did I miss something?”

      “Absolutely,” Leo responds quickly. “I was just about to get back in the car and wait for you.”

      “I’m all yours,” Silas says, looping his arm around him before turning to look at me again. “Everything okay, here?”

      “Everything’s under control.”

      “You’re sure you don’t mind working a few more hours? You didn’t have somewhere to be…?”

      I shake my head. “No plans. Don’t worry.”

      “We’ll be off, then.”

      “Have a good evening.”

      I watch Silas and Leo walk out of the hotel together, tears scratching at my throat. I know that, no matter how much I want it, I’ll never be able to make up for all the ways I’ve hurt the people I love.
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        * * *

      

      At my sister Sloane’s house, later that night, I tell her about my run-in with Leo.

      “His reaction is understandable. Don’t take it personally.”

      “I know. It’s just that we used to be friends, and I miss it. I miss what we had.”

      “You don’t miss all the rest?” my sister asks, suggestively.

      I glare knowingly at her.

      “Are you keeping quiet just for me?” my niece, Sam, asks.

      Sloane and I are on the sofa, making our way through an enormous pepperoni and mushroom pizza. Sam is sitting on the carpet in front of us, entertaining the twins, who are laid out comfortably in their baby bouncers.

      “No, of course not…” Sloane says, trying to change the subject. “We’re just talking about the past.”

      “I know everything, you know. You can talk about it in front of me,” Sam states.

      “What do you mean you know everything?” her mother asks.

      Sam shrugs. “Word travels fast.”

      “Word?” I straighten up. “What word?”

      “Come on, Auntie Niamh. Everyone knows that you and Noel Fitzpatrick used to go out.”

      “And what else does everyone know?”

      “That you left and he stayed here, waiting for you.”

      “Where did you hear all that?” Sloane asks, shocked.

      “On the pitch, during training. Some of the parents were talking about it.”

      “Are we just local gossip, now?” I ask my sister.

      “You know what people around here are like. They need to keep themselves entertained, kill time.”

      I sigh, defeated. I never expected the news about me and Noel to become gossip again. Our relationship is part of a distant past that sometimes doesn’t even feel like it belongs to me.

      “What happened between you and Noel, Auntie Niamh? Why did you break up?”

      “Sam…” my sister warns, trying to rein in her daughter’s curiosity.

      “You can tell me. I know how to keep a secret.”

      I smile at my niece.

      “There isn’t much to say. I broke the heart of the nicest guy in the county and now everyone hates me.”

      “I thought I was the nicest guy in the county,” Reid says from the doorway. None of us had realised he was here.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be at Veldons?” my sister asks him.

      “I hung back a few minutes to eavesdrop on your conversation, in case you were talking about me.”

      Sloane shakes her head, laughing, as Reid comes into the room.

      “Sure everything’s all good here?”

      “Everything’s under control, as usual.”

      Reid plants a kiss onto her head then goes to say hello to Sam and the twins.

      “So, I…”

      “Go away!” the three of us yell at him.

      “I feel like I might not be wanted…” he says, slinking out of the door.

      “And try to be late!” my sister shouts after him.

      “Are you trying to get rid of him? Already?” I ask, taking a sip of my wine.

      “He’s always worried.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “About me, the twins, Sam.”

      “I think that’s normal. It’s his first child – well, his first three,” I say, winking at Sam, “and all at once. It can’t be easy for anyone, let alone someone like Reid.”

      “I think you’re right, but sometimes, you know, it would be nice if he were a little more relaxed.”

      I smile at my sister. She looks happier than ever.

      “What about you?” I ask Sam. “Did you not want to go to Veldons and see the band play?”

      “I’d rather stay here with you, and with them,” Sam says, looking at the twins. “I don’t want to miss a single moment.”

      Sam has inherited Sloane’s sweetness and her strength. Watching her is like watching my sister grow up before my eyes.

      I should never have left – I lost so many years. I should never have given up what we had.

      “Sam’s wanted a brother or sister for ages,” Sloane says.

      “Ma took so long!” Sam moans.

      “Excuse me!” my sister says, pulling a face at her daughter.

      “Well, it wasn’t all your fault. Reid took his time, too!” Sam retorts.

      “Definitely,” I agree, lifting my glass in her direction.

      My sister and Reid have been together for a few years. I know that Sloane always had a weak spot for the oldest Johnston brother, and I know that Reid was never indifferent to Sloane’s charm, but my sister married someone else when she was just twenty, after giving birth to Sam. And there wasn’t a single day she was happy in that relationship. As a family, we weren’t thrilled with the idea of her marrying him, but he was Sam’s dad, and he really seemed to want to be with them – and we all fell for it. He didn’t care about Sloane or Sam at all – he just wanted to get his hands on the family business. He left them when Sam was three years old. It took Sloane a long time to get over that humiliation, and took her even longer to be able to trust another man – but Reid is Reid, and he was her first love. He’d always loved Sam as if she were his own, and managed to win them both over.

      I’m happy for them. I’m happy for Darcy and for Silas. I’m happy that our dad is surrounded by the whole family, and I’m happy that I’ve found my place with them again, even though it’s not really mine.

      I just wish I deserved it.
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      “Are you still here?” I ask Leo.

      “I thought I’d make myself useful.”

      “You already did all the deliveries this morning.”

      “So?”

      “You should go… I don’t know, work somewhere else?”

      “I have two hours free.”

      “And you can’t think of a better way to spend them?”

      “I just wanted to help out.”

      “Ronan and I can manage. Can’t we?” I look over at Ronan.

      He nods. “As always.”

      I head into the back of the shop to grab the rest of the tomato and pesto panini as Leo follows me.

      “I was thinking that we could have dinner together tonight. What do you think?”

      I look up as I’m placing the panini onto a tray.

      “Silas is working late. I could stop off and get something from Veldons then come home?”

      “Home? I thought you lived somewhere else, now.”

      “Is this not my home anymore?”

      “Of course it is.” I shake my head, turning my attention back to the tray. “I didn’t mean to be a dick. I’m sorry.”

      “You weren’t a dick.”

      I nod, head still lowered.

      “So? What do you think?”

      “Why not?” I say, giving in.

      I don’t want Leo to start worrying about me, as usual. I’m the older brother – I should be the one taking care of him and not the other way around. But, unfortunately, I can’t.

      I can’t do much at the moment, except work here, in the bakery. It’s all I have left. I love my job. It was my passion. Now it’s just what I do to pay the bills and keep myself afloat. It’s the only thing I can manage: locking myself away here, not thinking, not speaking, not listening. Not remembering.

      It was all so different, once.

      Leo never used to check up on me like he was a prison guard. I never used to have someone trailing me around, watching my every movement, as Ronan’s been doing for a while, now.

      I’m not the man I used to be. There are so many things I’m not anymore.

      I’m not hers.

      “What happened to those panini?” Ronan asks from the doorway into the back.

      I lift the tray and he grabs it, before disappearing back into the shop, leaving me alone with my brother and another of our silences, replacing the words neither of us are capable of facing.

      My brother Leo lived with me in our parents’ house until a few months ago. He helped me out in the bakery as well as working shifts at Veldons, the local pub. He used to live in Galway – he had a house, a job, a wife. This was all before he gave up everything to take care of me.

      Leo moved back to Cliathán when my life went to shit. He left everything he had, helped me get back on my feet, worked for the both of us. He put himself aside to focus only on me.

      I haven’t had the easiest time over the past few years and my brother is all I have left. He’d never abandon me – even though I can’t stand the fact that he dropped everything to take care of me.

      Luckily, after the disaster I left in my wake, and the disaster he caused trying to fix mine, he met someone. Well, he actually always knew this person, had loved him in the past, too. I think he always loved him. But it’s only recently that he found the courage to face his fears and listen to his heart.

      Leo fell in love with Silas Kylemore, his childhood best friend. Now they live together – more or less – and Leo works for Silas’ family. He helps his dad out with the Kylemore Hotel admin, as well as helping Silas’ sister, Darcy, out with the B&B she’s opening with her husband, Brian. Leo also does all the accounts for Veldons, helping Andy, the owner, when he’s short-staffed. And throughout all this, he still manages to find time to help me with the morning deliveries, when the guy I hired to replace him can’t make it. My brother bends over backwards for everyone, and everyone respects and appreciates him for it.

      I’m happy that Leo is part of that family, but at the same time, it kills me, because I can’t help but think about a time – a very, very long time ago – when I was part of that family, too.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I whisper to myself.

      “What’s that?”

      I exhale slowly and say it out loud. The words pile up in my throat, cruel and cutting.

      “No one should be here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Especially not her.”

      “H-Her?”

      “I saw her,” I say, unable to keep it to myself – I can’t hide my bitterness, either. “She was outside.”

      Leo sighs.

      “She didn’t even have the courage to step through the door, to…” I shake my head, exhausted.

      What was she supposed to do? Pop in for a chat, reminisce over old times?

      “If she did decide to come in, to just show up in front of you like that, how would you react?” my brother asks me, concerned.

      “I don’t know, and I don’t think I’m ready to find out.”

      “It’s been a few years, now.”

      Not that many – but I don’t say this to Leo. I don’t want him to have something else to worry about. Niamh was here during one of the worst times of my life. I thought she’d stay, that we’d have been able to resolve things between us – that we could’ve moved forward, together.

      I was wrong.

      She left me, again. And it devastated me, irreparably.

      “What difference would it make?”

      “Not much, I’d guess.”

      “Sorry to interrupt.” Ronan breaks up our conversation. “There are a few people in the bakery.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I say, flashing Leo a small smile.

      “Are we on for tonight, then?” Leo asks.

      “You have a set of keys,” I respond, before heading back into the shop, where a few customers are waiting to be served.

      “What can I get for you, Sullivan?” I ask one of my regulars.

      The bakery doesn’t get many customers. I work more with restaurants, bars, and hotels in the area, then stay open for anyone around town who might need to pop in.

      “The usual.”

      “Coming up.” I grab a paper bag and slip his favourite panini inside.

      “Ohh, you have the tomato ones.”

      “Fresh from the oven.”

      “Add a couple of those, too.”

      “Sure.”

      I fill the bag and hand it to him.

      “Any plans for this weekend?” Sullivan asks, as he does every week. He’s a good man, an active member of the community.

      “I already know where this is going,” I tell him.

      “It was just a question.”

      I study him. “It’s never just a question with you.”

      Sullivan laughs – he doesn’t try to deny it. “I thought you might want to stop by Veldons tomorrow, for live music night.”

      “I don’t go to bars. You should know that by now.”

      “You’d call that a bar?” Sullivan says, forcing a smile out of me.

      “The noise, the people…” I shake my head. “It’s not for me.”

      I’ve actually been to the Veldons a few times over the past few months. It was never bad, but I wasn’t exactly comfortable, either – and I tend to avoid anything that could make me relapse.

      “Maybe you could stop by, just this once.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Your friends will be there. Your brother will be there. I’ll be there.”

      Leo helps out at Veldons on a Friday night because Andy is part of the live band – Leo covers for a few hours so that he can focus on playing instead of serving customers.

      Andy trusts Leo. Everyone does.

      He’s a good guy, and the best brother I could’ve hoped for.

      I wish I could be more for him than the shell of a man I am today.

      I wish I wasn’t such a burden.

      “Leo would be happy to see you away from here,” Sullivan continues, as if he could read my thoughts.

      “Why do you try so hard to convince me every week? What do you gain from me going to Veldons on a Friday night?”

      “Me? Why would I gain anything? I just don’t like seeing someone waste their chances – especially when that someone is you.”

      Sullivan has always been kind. He’s the manager of the town bank, and if it weren’t for his help, Leo and I would be in big trouble right now.

      “I never had many chances,” he says.

      Sullivan lost his wife years ago, and never remarried. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with a woman. Part of him died with her, and he’s always kept that door closed. I understand how he feels. I know exactly what it means to lose a piece of your heart and be certain you’ll never get it back.

      “I’ll think about it, okay?”

      “I hope so.” He winks, grabs the paper bag, waves to Ronan, and opens the door, wandering slowly out into the street.

      “Has he ever managed to convince you?” Ronan asks. We’re alone in the bakery now.

      “He tries every time.”

      “Not one to give up, is he? I like it.”

      I smile at him.

      “If you want, I can give you a lift,” Ronan says.

      “Mmm?”

      “To Veldons, tomorrow.”

      “Oh… Are you going?”

      “I go every Friday.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      To be honest, I don’t know much about Ronan. My brother hired him to help out. He’s not even a baker, has no particular baking skill – he works in the shop, dealing with customers, donating whatever we don’t sell to the Community Centre, distributing it to the homeless with a few local charities. I know he lives on his own and grew up somewhere around here, moving to Cliathán a few years ago. That’s it.

      I don’t pay much attention to anything happening around me, to the people around me. I live in a sort of lonely bubble – a bubble that I created. Sometimes, I’m scared I’ll suffocate in it.

      “It’s nice, there. Like being at home. Think about it and just let me know.”

      He disappears into the back as I stand in the shop, leaning against the counter behind me, arms crossed. My eyes are fixed onto the window, where I watched her appear just a few days ago. It’s like I can still see her, can still feel that same pain wrapping itself around my heart, forcing it to slow down and give me time for my body to absorb it.

      It’s like I can still hear her last words whispering in my ear.

      “I can’t stay. I’m sorry.”

      Then she disappeared again, as quickly as she arrived.

      I thought she’d never come back. I thought I’d never see her again. I thought I’d buried the memory of us so deeply that I wouldn’t be able to recognise it, the way I don’t recognise anything that’s left of me.

      But it’s started to blossom again, almost without my realising. And this time, it has no interest in being reburied.
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