

    
            Chapter One 





			Aisling parked her convertible under the stars and started up the steep stone staircase leading to Dalwart Abbey, a fifteenth-century Scottish monastery perched at the tip of the cliffs jutting out over the Atlantic Ocean. The moon hovered like liquid silver over the sea as she climbed, and as she got to the top and replaced her stilettos, two dark owls swooped through the mist hovering over the grounds, stirring it with their wings. It was close to midnight, but Aisling was still working. The Wentworth wedding the next day was by far the most important event of her career. A copper wave of hair slipped suddenly out of the French twist at the back of her head, and Aisling pulled a hairpin from her inner jacket pocket and pinned it back into place as she walked.

			The Wentworths were richer than the Queen, or perhaps Aisling was just recalling a recent quote from the London society pages, but the total bill for the event was already well into six figures, not including her services as the wedding planner. No expense had been spared for the only daughter of Hamish Surrey, the owner of the London Daily Times. It was the wedding that would elevate her to partner status in the event planning firm she’d been working with for a decade, Slate & Crystal Productions. Their clientele was elite, the waiting list famously long, and she was poised at the edge of a very lucrative offer as partner in the firm if this wedding went off without a hitch. Of course it would be flawless—she was Aisling Moss. A recent client had described her in an industry magazine as equally capable of running a wedding or the country, and it wasn’t far from the truth.

			She walked through the double doors to the central lofted expanse of the monastery, surrounded by crumbling stone walls and golden lights strung from pillar to post in shimmering layers of opulence. Aisling glanced at her watch. The wedding flowers were being delivered in six hours and twenty-seven minutes, which would warm and soften the space, but even without them the look so far was perfect, marred only by the few scruffy workmen on ladders replacing bulbs.

			Aisling stood in the center of the three-story monastery, the roof long gone and replaced by a million glittering stars and endless black silk sky. The four central walls had crumbled at the top centuries ago after the roof disappeared, but there were still twenty-four meters of towering stone stretching into the night sky. Cold November air swept in off the sea, ruffling Aisling’s hair and rocking the strings of lights like an invisible hand.

			She turned and scanned the lights overhead, strung from the entrance to the far end of the building. It had taken most of the day, but finally there didn’t seem to be a single missing bulb in the hundreds of glowing orbs layered between the sky and the stone under her feet.

			“How long until everything’s done, lads?”

			The foreman turned to face Aisling from the top of his ladder and scanned the room, dropping a screwdriver back into his shirt pocket. “The last of the spent bulbs have been replaced and are working now, ma’am, and I’ll be here in the morning to ensure they stay that way.”

			“It looks beautiful, Eugene,” Aisling said, turning to him with a warm smile. “Thank you again for all your hard work.”

			Aisling had observed early on that a common misstep made by top-tier wedding planners was to leave the details to the “day laborers,” as they often referred to them, and then treat them as such. Aisling figured out early in her career that the smallest details were often the most important, as were the people in charge of them, and had always been careful to treat every employee with respect, in every situation.

			“Everything looks perfect, gentlemen.”

			Aisling nodded to the crew as they packed up the ladders and equipment around her. Within minutes they were gone, and the silence settled heavy and reverent in the way it does only in a place of worship. Her footsteps on the stone floors echoed as she stepped outside the rear door to ensure the light above it had been replaced as well. She flipped the main power lever to the off position as she stepped back inside, pulling the heavy wood door shut behind her. The lights overhead darkened instantly, and she was left with only the moon, framed like a painting by the open walls reaching up to touch the handful of stars scattered across the sky.

			“Aisling?”

			Aisling flipped the flashlight app on her phone and shone it into the moonlit space. It was Caroline Wentworth, barefoot, clad only in pink satin pajama pants and a T-shirt emblazoned with “Bride” in tiny crystals. She walked the length of the aisle, a champagne bottle dangling precariously from her fingertips, until suddenly her face crumpled into her hands and her shoulders shook with silent sobs. Aisling gently took the bottle from Caroline and guided her to one of the bright white wooden chairs that had been delivered that day and arranged into perfect rows on either side of the aisle. Aisling had pulled a tape measure from her pocket after they’d finished setting them up and measured the angles of the corners herself, ensuring the left side of the aisle was a perfect mirror image of the right.

			“What’s the matter, Caroline?” Aisling said with a discreet glance at her watch. “You should have been asleep hours ago. You have a big day ahead of you tomorrow.”

			Caroline just shook her head and swiped at her flushed cheek with the heel of her hand. When she spoke, her voice was barely there, as if she knew what she was about to say shouldn’t be spoken aloud.

			“I shouldn’t be crying about this.” She sniffed, eyes fixed on her pale bare feet against the cold stone floor. “I know it’s too late.”

			Aisling pulled a pressed linen handkerchief from the inside pocket of her suit jacket. “Too late for what?”

			Caroline stared at her hands, where she was twisting the handkerchief into the diameter of a wire, as Aisling’s stomach dropped. Over the last decade, she’d handled almost every issue imaginable for her brides, from late grooms to splashes of cognac on bespoke silk dresses. She knew instinctively when a problem was serious. This was serious.

			“Whatever it is,” Aisling said, “I promise it seems bigger now than it will in the morning.”

			She watched Caroline closely, hoping she would take her advice and smile, then dry her tears and promise to go straight to bed. No such luck—not that Aisling really thought there would be.

			“I have to tell you something.” Caroline hesitated, looking up at her and biting her lip before she went on. “I have to tell someone or I’ll go crazy.”

			Aisling braced herself, her face a calculated balance of calm and concern. Caroline hesitated again, then looked up at the sky as another tear fell from her cheek to the unused handkerchief still twisted in her hands. Caroline was the kind of pretty that money could buy. She was a bit too thin, which Aisling knew was overweight by the moneyed set’s standards, and her features were attractive, but nothing quite kept them from fading quietly into the background. She tucked a lock of wheat-colored hair behind her ear and looked at Aisling.

			“I read in a magazine once…” Caroline searched Aisling’s eyes. “That you’re a lesbian.”

			One eyebrow shot up for just an instant before Aisling caught herself. It wasn’t easy to shock her; before tonight she’d thought it impossible. She didn’t know what she’d expected Caroline to say, but that was certainly not it.

			“I am gay,” Aisling said, nodding, her voice so soothing the words seemed to drift into the air like faint curls of smoke. “But what does that have to do with your beautiful wedding?”

			Caroline pulled her bare feet off the chilly stone floor and tucked them underneath her on the chair. She looked up at Aisling for a long moment, and when she finally spoke, her voice was a whisper.

			“Everything.”

			It was just one word. But it had the power to change everything.

			“I mean, I don’t know if I’m…you know, gay,” Caroline continued, the words coming thick and fast, as if the door holding them back had been flung open. “But I know something doesn’t feel right. The crazy part is, I’m the only one who sees it. Everyone else keeps assuming it’s nerves or cold feet or whatever they’re calling it, but I’ve always felt this way.”

			Aisling took a breath, then thought longingly of the flask in her glove compartment as she asked another question she didn’t want to know the answer to.

			“You’ve always felt what way?”

			“Like I’m some stupid actor in someone else’s play.”

			They both looked up as an owl the color of cooled ash swooped overhead, then perched on the highest point of the wall beside them. She stretched out her wings against the black night sky, the breeze ruffling the feathers, then settled and swiveled her head toward Caroline as if she were listening.

			“But if I marry Harry tomorrow, I’m signing up to be on that same bloody stage for the rest of my life.” She looked up at Aisling, her eyes glittering with intensity. “And I’m not sure I’m willing to do that.”

			Aisling thought for a moment before she answered. Over the years, she’d seen hundreds of nervous brides mistake wedding jitters for true misgivings, only to see them vanish like seaside mist as soon as the sun rose on their wedding day.

			“You might not believe me, but I think you’ll feel completely different tomorrow. I’ve seen it happen a thousand times.” Aisling took her hand. It was cold, and surprisingly delicate. “You’ve been running around like a banshee for weeks. You’re exhausted.”

			Caroline nodded, wiping a tear from her cheek with the back of her other hand.

			“When did you know?”

			“Know what?” Aisling said. “That I was gay?”

			Caroline nodded. The late November air had grown cool around them, and the sound of the icy waves hitting the rocks below made it seem even colder. Aisling took off her suit jacket and draped it around Caroline’s shoulders.

			“I guess I didn’t know for a long time. I was in relationships with guys when I was your age—”

			“And how old are you now?”

			“I’m thirty-three.”

			Aisling winced at the words. She’d always assumed she’d be married and settled by now, but instead she’d worked her ass off to become the most sought-after wedding planner in the UK, which left her with about two hours per calendar year for dating.

			“I guess I just kissed a girl one day and it felt like a puzzle piece slid into place.” Aisling’s voice was soft with the memory. “And the rest is history.”

			Caroline slid her arms through the sleeves of Aisling’s jacket, which looked surprisingly hip with the crystal letters of Caroline’s T-shirt underneath it. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and the soft curve of her breasts and taut nipples added an edge to the look that was impossible not to stare at.

			Aisling looked away briefly and refocused. It was time to steer the conversation in another direction, clearly.

			“You fell in love with Harry for a reason,” Aisling said, looking back and squeezing her hand for emphasis. “You’ve been together for almost two years. That means something.”

			Caroline looked up at her. “Do you think it’s just jitters?”

			Aisling paused, wishing Caroline had asked her any question but that one. She took a breath and smiled, choosing her words carefully.

			“Every bride has nerves the night before the big day. All you need to do is put this nonsense to the back of your mind and get a good night’s rest.” Aisling realized suddenly that she was still holding Caroline’s hand and subtly let go as she continued. “This will all seem like a dream tomorrow morning when you wake up and realize it’s your wedding day, the happiest day of your life.”

			Caroline bit her lip, searching Aisling’s eyes. “Do you really mean that?”

			Do I mean it? What if she really is gay and the poor girl is reaching out for advice?

			Aisling squared her shoulders and reminded herself that this wasn’t her decision to make. Only Caroline could decide what was right for her, just like only Aisling could create the life she wanted for herself. And she knew what she wanted: the corner office in the corporate headquarters with the floor-to-ceiling windows and the ridiculously inflated salary.

			“Yes,” Aisling said. “I do think it’s just nerves.”

			Caroline ran her hands through her hair and looked up at the sky. It was a long moment before she looked back at Aisling and held her eyes.

			“If that’s true,” Caroline’s words were slow and deliberate, “then kiss me.”

			There was a long pause while Aisling tried to make Caroline’s words fit another meaning. Any other meaning.

			“Pardon?”

			“Kiss me.” Caroline turned toward Aisling and the jacket fell open again, her sheer T-shirt clinging to her nipples.

			Jesus Christ, Aisling thought when she realized that she was actually looking. Get a grip.

			“You just told me that you think it’s just jitters, that I’m not gay,” Caroline said, her eyes dropping to Aisling’s mouth. “So I should feel that when I kiss you.”

			“That’s definitely not a good idea.” Aisling shook her head slowly as she locked eyes with Caroline, who clearly wasn’t budging. “Not to mention completely unprofessional.”

			“Fuck professional.” Caroline stopped herself and took a deep breath. “You told me you didn’t know if you were gay or not until you kissed a girl. Why should it be any different for me?”

			Aisling sat back in her seat and rubbed her temples. This was a bad decision, the one coming together like a dark storm in the back of her mind. It was unprofessional. It was rash, immature, and completely out of character. And it was happening.

			Aisling turned to face Caroline and slid a hand lightly around the back of her neck. She met her eyes and held them, bringing her slowly closer until she could feel the heat of her skin. She paused, then brushed Caroline’s lips with her tongue, tracing the shape of them, her touch as light as air. She felt her hold her breath as Aisling pulled her into the kiss, tongue stroking Caroline’s lightly until she felt her start to kiss her back. When Aisling finally pulled away, she touched her forehead against Caroline’s and kissed her again before she thought to stop herself.

			After, Caroline stood, swigged the rest of her champagne, then set the bottle back down on the chair. She walked back up the empty aisle, glancing back over her shoulder at Aisling before she disappeared through the main doors and into the night.

			The next morning, Aisling was on her third espresso before she pulled up to the venue, thankfully just before the caravan of refrigerated trucks delivering 12,000 curated roses in soft shades of pale pink and dove gray, as well as the calla lilies they’d had flown in from South Africa. The sun had barely risen over the edge of the sea, but the press was already setting up cameras at every conceivable angle, carefully avoiding the boundary markers Aisling had set up for them. She’d called on the way and had one of her assistants deliver the message that any photographer that stepped even one foot over them would be escorted off the premises immediately.

			Caroline was a Wentworth, one of the oldest and most powerful families in London, which meant there would be a handful of token celebrities attending the wedding. And where there were celebrities, there was always press jostling for the perfect shot to sell to the Daily Mail for their gossip pages. It was a necessary evil. High-profile accounts came with their own logistical challenges, but more press meant a higher commission and nationwide exposure for the company.

			Aisling paused for a final look in the rearview mirror before she stepped out of the car. Her naturally wild copper hair had been tamed into a prim, tight bun at the back of her head, and she’d chosen her favorite herringbone suit with a pencil skirt that hugged every curve and subtly laced down the back, ending perfectly at her knee and accented by a silk blouse and tailored jacket. She’d learned a long time ago to stop trying to hide her lush, perfectly rounded ass; her waist was tiny and only drew more attention to it, so she’d finally just embraced it and found a good tailor.

			She reached into her bag and dotted a bit more concealer under her eyes, smoothing it in with the tip of her ring finger. The smattering of light bronze freckles across her face had been completely hidden by foundation, and the only visible hint of her natural complexion was the golden-brown specks in her pale green eyes. Her lips had always been more sensual than professional, but there wasn’t much she could do about that, except to tone them down with understated Chanel lipstick.

			The sky was crystal blue as she walked up the uneven stone steps to the monastery, and the wind that swept up from the sea carried a cold salt scent that Aisling had always loved. Autumn in Scotland was vast and regal with endless blue skies and icy sea sprays, warmed at the edges by groves of birch trees, the leaves crisp and so vivid they looked on fire.

			She was based in London now with Slate & Crystal, but she missed the north and frequently lobbied for the accounts that would take her to northern England and Scotland. Aisling had grown up in Newcastle, just south of the Scottish coast, and toning down her distinctive accent was a constant struggle. Because of the proximity, the language and lilt of the Newcastle and Scottish accents were similar, and in the posh world of professional wedding planning, both were seen as crass and unprofessional. Over the years she’d learned to sand the edges of her accent until she blended in seamlessly with the London elite, which was no easy task. Even now, when she was rushed or exhausted, her carefully guarded posh facade slipped quickly if she wasn’t careful.

			The morning flew by in a rush of details, and before she knew it the guests were seated, the string quartet sat poised and ready at the front of the monastery, and only three minutes remained until the bride was scheduled to walk down the aisle. When Aisling saw Caroline round the corner of the vestibule on her father’s arm, she spoke quietly into the wire attached to her earpiece, cuing the string quartet to start the first familiar bars of Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March.” She greeted Mr. Wentworth warmly as they approached and touched Caroline softly at the small of her back as they faced the tall Gothic doors leading into the monastery.

			“Caroline, you look lovely,” she whispered. “Are we ready for this?”

			As Caroline nodded, a tear fell onto her cheek, and Aisling dabbed it silently, then nodded at the attendants on either side of the doors to open them together on her cue. A bright swirl of flashbulbs and shutter clicks commenced, mingled with the requisite gasps of awe from the guests. As they started down the aisle, Aisling cued the doors shut and stepped back, pressing her back against the cool wall of the vestibule. She had forty-one seconds before they reached the altar at the end of the aisle, and she needed every one of them before she slipped into the monastery and took her place just out of sight to the right of the guests.

			As she silently stepped in, the vicar was just beginning his opening remarks, and Aisling scanned the room for potential issues. A guest near the front had risen a few inches off his seat to get a clear shot of the bride and groom, enormous camera in hand, and the light from the chandeliers was glinting off his bald, oily head. She tapped her earpiece, nodded toward him, and watched one of her assistants quickly neutralize the situation. A minute later two women in the back-right quadrant were speaking behind their hands, eyes darting around at the other guests, and Aisling watched intently until one of them let out a muffled laugh. At that point, she stepped discreetly into their line of sight and locked eyes with the pair of them. They dropped their hands and regained their manners in a matter of seconds, and soon after, Aisling heard the vicar start the vows.

			Following British tradition, the groom was first, and she smiled as she listened to Harry repeat the vicar’s words to Caroline. His voice was clear and confident enough to fill the room, which she knew would translate well onto video. He placed the ring on Caroline’s finger, and the vicar turned, smiling, to recite the vows for Caroline to repeat to her groom. He said the first two lines and paused, waiting to hear her voice recite them back.

			“Wait.”

			The single word echoed off the stone walls like a gunshot and instantly silenced the room. The only sound remaining was the incessant clicking of the camera shutters, and time seemed to slow as Aisling watched two hundred people lean forward in their seats like a single wave falling onto shore.

			Caroline looked terrified as she glanced back at her parents in the front row, then closed her eyes and squared her shoulders. She looked back at Harry and dropped her hands from his.

			“I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice as thin and fragile as spun glass. “I thought I could do this, but I can’t.”

			“Do you have something you need to say, dear?” The vicar looked at her with kind eyes and closed the prayer book, holding it in front of him.

			Harry stepped back, glancing back at his groomsmen in shock.

			“Yes…” Caroline’s voice trailed off and she looked back at the vicar, who nodded encouragement.

			The air was thick and silent, and Aisling felt her world shift slowly under her feet. She leaned back against the cold stone wall behind her. For once, there was nothing to do but wait.

			“I can’t marry you,” Caroline said to Harry, tears flowing down her face as she turned toward her family. “When Aisling kissed me last night, I—”

			Harry stepped back up to Caroline. “Who the hell is Aisling?”

			Caroline paused, then scanned the crowd and nodded to Aisling in the back. “Aisling Moss, our wedding planner. I realized I was gay last night when she kissed me.”

			Caroline’s mother raced to the altar and led her daughter through the side exit as flashbulbs and shouting exploded from every angle. The world she’d felt shift under her feet suddenly fell away completely as the room started to spin.
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        * * *

      

			Two days later, Aisling saw the letter that had been slipped through her mail slot. She recognized the stationery as she picked it up slowly and sank down onto the cold marble floor of her apartment.

			It was from Slate & Crystal’s lead attorney, writing to inform her of her immediate termination due to the pending lawsuit against the company being filed by the Wentworth family. She scanned the rest, picking up the key phrases gross misconduct and ten days to vacate the corporate apartment before she crumpled the letter in her fist and lay down on the icy marble floor. She’d been there two hours before she opened her eyes and noticed the second envelope.

			She reached over and picked it up, the floor still pressed cold against her back. The return address was Cwylldbridge, Wales. She ripped it open and scanned the letter, letting it drop to the floor beside her when the meaning of the words began to settle like a stone over her heart.

			“Fuck.”

			She heard herself say the word out loud, as if someone were there to listen.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			The sun edged a wide beam of golden light through the curtains the next morning and warmed the air, melting silently across the sheets. Finn felt Aisling turn over and slide her hand under Finn’s shirt, her fingertips grazing her nipples. Finn groaned and turned over on top of Aisling, capturing her wrists and crossing them over her head before she even knew what was happening.

			“Watch yourself, little girl.” Finn’s gaze was intense. “I already have to look at that body all day. There’s only so much I can take”—Finn leaned down and bit Aisling’s lower lip lightly, stroking it with her tongue—“before I take you.”

			Aisling smiled and leaned up to kiss her until Finn let her wrists go with a low growl.

			“Jesus,” Finn said, rolling over onto her back and shielding her face from the sun with her arm. “I’m not exactly helping myself here, am I?”

			“Well, we only get one day off a week, so I think you should be able to do anything you want.” Aisling turned toward Finn, tracing the hard lines of her abs with a fingertip. “Don’t you?”

			Finn got out of bed and flipped the duvet back to cover Aisling. “I’m trying to be a gentleman here, but you’re seriously killing me.”

			Aisling sat up, her lower lip making an appearance in a pout. She held the sheet around her bare breasts, wild copper waves of hair falling over her shoulders, and squinted up at Finn, her pale green eyes highlighted by a wide beam of sunlight.

			“Look, if you don’t fancy me, you can just tell me.” For the first time, her voice lacked the confidence that seemed to come so easily to her. “I’m a big girl, I can handle it.”

			Finn climbed back onto the bed and over her body, kissing her neck softly until her lips reached Aisling’s ear. Her voice was warm, more intimate than touch. Aisling held her breath, as if afraid to miss even one word.

			“I do like you, Ms. Moss. A lot.” Finn raised her eyes to Aisling’s. “Which is why I’m waiting.”

			“Oh.” A wide smile flashed across Aisling’s face too quickly for her to hide, and Finn smirked as she dragged herself out of bed again with a wink in Aisling’s direction on the way down the hall.

			Later, rounding the corner onto the square on the way to the café for breakfast, they both noticed it at the same time: a woman with a slick blond bun and perfect red lips knocking aggressively on the pub doors. She held a sheet of paper in her fist, the wind whipping it loudly into a twist as she pulled her cell phone out of the pocket of her tailored black trench coat.

			“Who is that?” Aisling whispered.

			“I don’t know, and I’m just taking a guess here, but she doesn’t exactly look like a local.” Finn watched as the woman fumbled with her phone and dropped it on one of her glossy nude high heels. It clattered onto the sidewalk and rolled off the curb. “Should we tell her we’re closed?”

			“You’d think that’d be obvious with the locked door and everything,” Aisling said, her gaze moving quickly from the woman’s scarf to her impossibly high heels. “But sure, why not?”

			As they approached, it was impossible not to hear her hissing into the newly retrieved phone in a sharp American accent.

			“Yeah, no shit,” she said, knocking insistently on the door again for good measure. “I know that, Jason, but how am I supposed to do that when there’s no one answering the freaking door?”

			She looked up just then to see Finn and Aisling walking up the sidewalk to the pub doors.

			“Oh, thank goodness,” she said in a decidedly more friendly tone than they had just heard. She dropped her phone into her coat pocket. “I was starting to think that no one answers their doors here.”

			“The pub is actually closed on Sundays,” Aisling said. “But we’ll be open at noon tomorrow.”

			The woman looked Aisling up and down. “So this your little bar?”

			Aisling glanced up at Finn and paused for a moment before she replied, as if choosing her words carefully. “The pub belongs to both of us. I’m Aisling Moss, and this is Finn Morgan.”

			“Oh, right,” she said, smoothing the flyer in her hand and holding it out to them. “I was just telling someone how charming your little village is.”

			Finn took the flyer and smiled. “Is there something we can help you with?”

			“Well, actually there’s something we can help you with, I think.” She paused, her gaze sweeping Finn’s body in a single second. “And I didn’t expect that accent. Are you from New York?”

			“I’m from Brooklyn, but I’m here for at least a year,” Finn said, handing the flyer over to Aisling.

			“Well, I’m Kaitlyn Matthews with Rockfield Acquisitions Inc.” She flashed a quick smile that didn’t quite make it to her eyes. “Our company is interested in making a very lucrative offer concerning future development here in Coldbridge.”

			“Cwylldbridge,” Aisling said. “Just like it’s spelled.”

			“Of course,” Kaitlyn said, dismissing Aisling with an impatient wave. Her eyes were locked on Finn as she smoothed her hair back with her hand, a fingertip grazing her lower lip slightly before she went on. “My number is on that flyer if you have any questions. Don’t hesitate to call. I’m here to answer any questions business owners may have, and to hopefully get your support for the project before it goes for a council vote.” She dug a business card out of her bag. “And you can feel free to call after hours as well, Finn. You’ll find my personal mobile number on the back of my card.”

			Aisling visibly stiffened as they walked away, turning to look behind them as they crossed the square to the café. Finn followed her gaze, only to find Kaitlyn still standing at the doors peering back at them, mobile to her ear yet again.

			“God.” Aisling flipped her head back around and jerked the zipper of her bomber jacket up to her chin. “She couldn’t be more irritatingly American if she tried.”

			Finn laughed, sliding an arm around Aisling’s waist in an attempt to direct her attention back to the front. “I’m going to assume I’m an exception to that particular description?”

			“Certainly not.” Aisling smiled, arching an eyebrow as Finn opened the café door for her. “But that woman was beyond obnoxious. She didn’t even look at me once she saw you.”

			The warmth of frying bacon and potato hash enveloped them as they walked in, pierced by the prickly scent of the black pepper the village postal delivery man to their left was layering onto his eggs as the women edged into the crowded line. They ordered quickly and slid into the only open booth by a window with their coffees, where Aisling dug through the sweetener packets before finally plucking them impatiently out of the holder and dropping them into a pile on the table. Finn reached across the aisle to another table, plucked three raw sugar packets out of their condiment stand, and handed them over to her.

			“How did you know what I was looking for?”

			“Aisling,” Finn said, lifting her cup and blowing gently on the surface of her coffee to cool it. “We live together. How could I not have noticed how you take your coffee?”

			“You are unusually observant.” Aisling smiled, ripping the top off her third sugar and dumping it into her cup. “I’ll give you that.”

			“Thank God she’s got someone up there to help her today,” Finn said with a glance toward the counter. “We may get our food quicker than usual. I have to get to the hardware store today. I need some bolts for the barrel racks in the cellar.”

			“Good luck with that.” Aisling smiled. “Probably not smart to let me loose in a hardware store today. I’d probably come out with a chain for that American slag at the pub.”

			“You know,” Finn said with a smile, glancing up at the counter for any sign of their food, “if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a tiny bit jealous.”

			“Certainly not,” Aisling said, pulling her shirtsleeves down to matching points on her wrists. “I just don’t like her. Already.”
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        * * *

      

			As they passed the pub on the way home, they slowed to a stop on the sidewalk when they saw the door was ajar.

			Finn put a hand on Aisling’s shoulder to stop her, then walked into the pub and shut the door behind her. She was back in under a minute.

			“Come on in.” Finn smiled. “It’s just Ms. Greystone.”

			Aisling bristled as Finn held the door tight to her shoulder and leaned into Aisling’s ear. “She means well, she just isn’t the most tactful of people.”

			“How does she even get in here?” Aisling whispered, angry red splotches beginning to rise on her neck. “Does she have a key? Didn’t Mr. Clydd say we had the only one?”

			“I have no idea. Let’s just hear what she has to say, okay?”

			Aisling took a breath, set her face to neutral, and walked in behind Finn. Greystone was perched on top of the bar with a bottle of sherry beside her, the same gray wool pantsuit buttoned to her neck but with an unexpected pair of glossy oxblood brogues on her feet. Judging from the half-empty bottle beside her and an empty packet of crisps, she’d been there for a while.

			“Always great to see you, Ms. Greystone.” Finn rounded the corner of the bar and stopped. Aisling followed Finn’s glance to see that the ancient percolator Greystone had left in the pub last time had already been started. “Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

			“Lovely.” Greystone pulled a wrinkled piece of paper out of her bag, which was also parked beside her on the bar. “Thank you, Finn. And you’ll be happy to know I took the liberty of dismissing that vile American woman you met this morning.”

			“She came back here?” Aisling slid onto one of the barstools and unwound the green cashmere scarf from her neck, placing it on the bar in front of her. “We spoke to her this morning when she was pounding on the door and told her to do one.”

			Finn looked up, coffee in hand. “‘Do one’? What’s the translation there?”

			“It’s the same as telling someone to get lost,” Aisling said, tapping her nails impatiently on the bar. “And clearly she didn’t get the message the first time.”

			“Well, this time she was looking for Finn, and that was a message I made clear again in far more colorful language than you did, I assure you.” Greystone adjusted the shirt cuffs at her wrists and paused for emphasis. “And if she had any sense, she’d go back to wherever she came from, but I daresay we’ll see her again.” She held up the wrinkled paper. “She left this for you two to look at, by the way.”

			Finn slid the coffee over to Greystone and passed the flyer to Aisling, who noted that somehow she still managed to look prim while perched on top of the bar halfway through a bottle of sherry. At 11:00 a.m. On a Sunday.

			Aisling scanned the flyer, shaking her head as she looked up.

			“You talked to her when she was here, right? What is this all about?” Aisling leaned over the bar to grab a packet of crisps for herself and another for Greystone, who picked up her coffee cup and considered the question, her lips set in a thin, tense line.

			“You haven’t heard about the mining proposition? It’s all everyone’s talking about in Cardiff, and they’re trying to get business owners in the area to sign off on it to make sure it passes the city council vote.” She sniffed, opening the bag of crisps and plucking one out to examine. “You can’t get a decent cup of tea without hearing about it.”

			“Mining?” Aisling twisted her hair into a bun at the base of her neck and secured it with a band from her wrist. “What would they be mining around here?”

			“Crystals. Evidently, the land around Cwylldbridge village has a higher concentration of quartz than anywhere else in the world,” Greystone said, abandoning her coffee cup for the bottle of sherry. “They want to dig them up and sell them to ‘technology’ companies, whatever that means.”

			Finn’s smile faded and she raked a hand through her hair, standing it on end. “I saw a documentary about this last year. Acquisition companies mine the quartz crystals and use them in the production of computers and cell phones. Environmental groups aren’t happy about it because it strips the land bare of everything, including trees, which is obviously devastating to everything around it.”

			Finn pulled her phone from her back pocket and pulled up an image of huge craters dug into red soil, half-dead trees hanging on by gnarled roots at the edge, surrounded by dead, blackened vegetation.

			“Jesus,” Aisling said as Finn put the phone down on the bar. “That looks like a war zone.”

			“The article said that’s pretty much what it is after they get done mining. It can take up to a hundred years before the land recovers, but it’s never really the same.”

			“I knew that woman looked shifty. No one is that bloody cheerful unless they want something.” Greystone lofted an eyebrow. “What else does it say?”

			Aisling picked up the phone and scrolled down. “It says here that the leakage of chemicals from mining sites can also have detrimental effects on the health of the population living at or around the mining site.” Her voice slowed as the meaning of the words began to settle in. “Apparently, groundwater contamination is common, and increased rates of disease have been found in the surrounding populations, including certain types of incurable cancers.”

			Aisling laid the phone back down on the bar. “Why would anyone consent to that?”

			Silence fell between them. They already knew the answer.

			Money.
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        * * *

      

			After they’d finally locked up the pub, leaving Greystone inside to finish her drink, Finn left to do her errands. By the time she returned to the cottage, Aisling was curled up on the couch by the fire reading a dogeared novel from the above the mantel. Sap cracked and popped from green pine logs on the fire as Finn tossed her beanie on the chair, then knocked the snow off her boots just outside the threshold, cold air swirling through the opening until she finally stepped in, closing the door behind her. She shook the last of the snowflakes out of her hair and breathed in the scent of rich, buttery vanilla and baked sugar as she stepped in.

			“What smells so good?” Finn said as she hung her coat on the hook, eyeing the saucer of crumbs on the coffee table beside Aisling’s teacup. She leaned down and lifted Aisling’s chin with her finger, kissing her then pulling away with a soft bite on her lower lip.

			Aisling opened her eyes and smiled. “I made some of Grandma Joan’s sugar cookies while you were out. They only have five ingredients, so we had everything I needed. They’re mostly butter, actually.”

			Finn headed for the kitchen and returned with a handful of cookies in addition to the one in her mouth. As she sank into one of the chairs opposite the couch, Aisling asked her the question hanging in the air between them.

			“Did you find out anything else about the mining proposition?”

			Finn slid the handful of cookies onto Aisling’s saucer and handed her the one on the top. “I stopped by the butcher shop and talked to Jack and Maggie about it. They said almost everyone in the village is against it, which isn’t surprising, but the bad news is that it’s not really up to us.”

			“Why wouldn’t it be?” Aisling said, sitting up and putting her book on the back of the couch. “Who’s making the decision?”

			“Cardiff City Council members. Maggie said the area they want to mine is right outside of the village itself and it’s a gray area as far as jurisdiction. Cwylldbridge is actually part of the city of Cardiff, but they’ve historically let the village retain most of its independence.”

			“Until now?”

			Finn nodded, brushing a cookie crumb from the front of her hoodie. “Exactly. According to Jack, they’ve always kept a respectful distance, but I guess now there’s too much money at stake for Cardiff not to pull rank.”

			“And of course they want to jump on this.” Aisling shook her head and glanced out the window toward the sea. “It’s not polluting their water and devastating the landscape where they live. Most of them will probably never even know it happened.”

			“It gets worse. Evidently a public vote isn’t required, and the final decision is made by Cwylldbridge Village and Cardiff City Councils at a meeting. They can then accept or reject the proposal, regardless of public opinion, although residents and businesses owners are invited to go to the city council meeting and speak their minds before the vote.”

			Aisling settled back into the pillows and rolled her eyes. “Which I’m sure is why that woman was at our door this morning, to drum up local support.” She paused, looking over at Finn. “But if it’s decided by both city councils, we have a fighting chance. No one in Cwylldbridge will go for it.”

			She spotted Finn eyeing the last cookie on the saucer and nudged it across the coffee table to her.

			“Well, theoretically,” Finn said, catching the cookie crumbs in her hand as she bit into it, “that’s true. But I was speaking to Jack and Marjorie in the shop today, and Cardiff City Council members outnumber Cwylldbridge’s three to one. So they’re the ones making the decision, even though the dig site would be directly outside our village and nowhere near Cardiff.” She paused, shaking her head. “They literally won’t be affected at all, yet almost all of the money goes to them.”

			“Damn.” Aisling sank back into the pillows and stared at the ceiling. “I can’t believe this is happening so quickly. How much money is on the table?”

			“Just over three million pounds, which is how this company is getting business owners to get behind the idea. They’re obviously hoping for a cut of it and they don’t have long to decide. The vote is next Friday.” Finn paused and glanced at her watch. “Hey, are you hungry by any chance?”

			“I’m starving,” Aisling said with a sudden smile. “Please tell me you’re making me dinner.”

			“Not even close. Go get dressed while I grab a few things to take with us, and wear something warm.” Finn smiled. “And don’t even ask where we’re going because I’m not telling you anything.”

			Aisling asked twice before she disappeared down the hall to the bedroom, then emerged five minutes later in a slim black turtleneck and faded jeans that hugged every curve on her body, right down to the rip in the knee.

			“Will this work?”

			Finn put a hand at the small of her back and pulled her close, only a breath between her mouth and Aisling’s. “You look beautiful.”

			She breathed in the scent of Aisling’s hair as she spoke, a familiar silver swirl of winter air, woodsmoke, and sea salt. Aisling’s scent and the whole of Wales was somehow the same—wild and still in the same breath.

			Finn hadn’t been able to sleep the night before. She’d pulled a sleeping Aisling close as the fire in the bedroom hearth was dying, just a few scarlet embers still glowing in the bed of velvet ash. A full moon filled the room with cool light, a backdrop for the swaying black outline of the branches outside casting shadows on the walls. Finn held her close for hours, her breath warming Aisling’s cheek, and realized for the first time that the warmth between them was starting to feel like home.

			She’d spent most of her childhood trying to spend as little time as possible at home in her father’s tiny Brooklyn apartment. Even now the hollow clink of empty bottles reminded her of them falling from his hand to the splintered wood floor as he shifted on the couch in front of the TV. She’d find them there in the morning, jammed at odd angles under the coffee table or rolled toward the dirty metal edge of the kitchen linoleum. The apartment had always smelled like wet dust and desperation, something she didn’t realize until she got older and started to breathe her own air.

			Her dad had emigrated from Wales to New York in his early twenties and eventually bought one of the bodegas in his neighborhood. He worked long hours when she was growing up. When he got home at night, he’d turn on the fights before he’d even taken off his coat and stare into the TV, eyes glazed over until the alcohol lulled them shut; so as far as she was concerned, it was the same whether he was there or not.

			She stopped going to school for a month in the second grade, just to see if he’d notice. When he got the letter threatening him with a fine for truancy, he crumpled it in his fist and threw it out the open window and down to the sidewalk. She watched him from the kitchen as he settled back onto the couch and turned up the volume to a deafening level. He didn’t speak to her for the next week.

			He had never hit Finn, but he’d never noticed her, either.

			The summer she was eight, he went on a bender and closed the shop for nine days, drinking from one hazy dawn to the next in the ash-coated living room, dropping cigarette butts that burned black caterpillar patterns into the floorboards under the couch. She’d touched his shoulder after the fourth day, but when his eyes rolled in her direction, there was no one behind them. She’d pulled her hand back and shrugged on her jacket, closing the door softly behind her as she left the apartment.

			She walked twelve blocks to her father’s bodega because it was the only place she knew how to get to, then just kept going until she saw a Catholic church with the doors propped open. The sun was just rising in a rusty orange wedge beyond the bridge, and a rat scurried out of a bag of trash on the sidewalk then over her foot as she turned and climbed the steps to St. Brigid’s Cathedral. It was heavily silent the second she stepped through the doors. Finn tried to breathe silently, but emptiness amplifies everything around it.

			As she got closer to the sanctuary, she saw an older woman with a rose headscarf and thick wool coat kneeling beside the rows of flickering candles at the altar, carved teak rosary beads slipping silently through her fingers. Finn walked slowly toward the flickering candles in the red votive holders until she stood beside her, but the woman didn’t notice Finn beside her until her lips had stopped moving. When she finally opened her eyes and looked up, the words Finn didn’t know she still had came tumbling out.

			“Can…” She paused, searching the woman’s face. “Can you see me?”

			The woman’s gaze settled on the broken zipper on Finn’s jacket, then the jagged tear on the sleeve where the white stuffing inside had started to escape.

			“Of course I can,” she said in a thick Jersey accent, lighting a final candle and shaking out the match before putting it in the small silver dish by the donation box. “What kind of a question is that?”

			Finn didn’t answer, not even when the woman’s eyes softened and she asked gently if Finn needed help. She just turned and walked down the aisle and out the wide double doors of the church.

			It was enough to know she still existed; that someone had seen her.
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        * * *

      

			“So where are you taking me, Finn Morgan?”

			Finn winked in Aisling’s direction as they passed the square and walked almost to the edge of the village. “What, you forgot? We’re supposed to meet Kaitlyn for dinner to talk about how we can help her with the mining proposition.”

			Aisling stopped in her tracks and shoved her hands down into her pockets, eyebrows pushed together in a scowl.

			“Kidding,” Finn said, laughing and reaching for her hand. “I’m just yanking your chain. She’s gone for the day by now, probably fucked off back to her fancy hotel in Cardiff.”

			“Well, if she has any sense she’ll stay there. I can’t imagine anyone in the village is going to be tempted by this proposition, although I can see why Cardiff business owners might be tempted since the dig site is over forty minutes’ drive from them.”

			“Yeah.” Finn squeezed her hand. “But all that devastation will be right in our backyard.”

			Aisling stepped aside as a woman with a stroller passed them with a silent wave. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Cwylldbridge is starting to feel like…”

			Finn smiled. “Home?”

			Aisling smiled back. “Yeah. That’s exactly it. Not that I don’t miss some things, not the least of which is my favorite Indian restaurant in London, but this place is kind of growing on me.”

			Finn stopped and pulled her close, then let her go slightly and squinted into the distance over her shoulder.

			“What?” Aisling said, straining to see what Finn was looking at through the falling dusk. They’d walked past the village and started into the field surrounding Dun Laoghaire castle, where the only sounds were silence and the sea crashing onto the shore in the charcoal darkness at the edge of the village. Somehow darkness always magnified the sound
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