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Hello, and welcome to the second novel of the Emma trilogy...but this volume, #6.5, is a Special Edition of Becoming Emma! Although much of Becoming Emma begins in a new locale near Seattle, Washington, the story is very much connected to the village of Ballydara, my fiction series set in County Galway, Ireland. This special volume contains extra content: two previously published Ballydara short stories that are closely related to Emma’s journey.

If you’ve already read some of my books, thank you so much! And if you’re familiar with the short stories included in this Special Edition, The Secret Well and The Christmas Visitor, you’ve already met the hero of this novel, Declan O’Donoghue, and his family. You’ll also encounter the mysterious Christmas guest at the O’Donoghue fairy cottage, Hazel Carey—but it’s her sister Emma who is at the heart of this trilogy. 

In the event this is your first look at my Ballydara books, I appreciate you giving them a try! Here’s a little background: My Irish stories are set in a rural area that’s been inspired by a few other places, real and imaginary. As a country-dweller who lives in a somewhat remote area, several miles from a tiny town nestled in fir-covered foothills, I incorporated my favorite elements of our true-life locale into my fictional Galway setting: our beautiful scenery and the fact that there’s no mobile signal or high-speed internet. I also included a fictional version of our village’s small shop, church, and of course, a pub, where, as they say, “everybody knows your name.” 

It’s funny, how one’s fictional characters and story worlds evolve. I began a novel about Emma and Declan years ago, with a different title. But I felt the story didn’t do them justice, and set the novel aside to create two other Ballydara books, The Hopeful Romantic and The Galway Girls. Then, free to concentrate on Emma and Declan again—and Hazel too—I began my deep dive into their lives and what makes them tick. As I wrote, new characters walked onto the page, and the novel grew into trilogy!

Next up: Watch for The Fairy Cottage of Ballydara, the third novel of Emma’s trilogy!   

I’m always grateful for insights and comments from readers about my characters, storylines and books! Many thanks for your support, and I would love to hear from you!  www.susancolleenbrowne.com or www.littlefarminthefoothills.blogspot.com . 

Warm wishes,

Susan
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Failté —which means “welcome,” pronounced “fall-cha”

Craic—sounds like “crack,” which generally means fun, a good time. Craic and crack often used interchangeably. 

Do—party or event 

Nuala—a female name, pronounced “Noo-la”

Céilí—a dance party or event, pronounced “cay-lee”

Poitín—“Irish moonshine.” It originally meant homemade whiskey, pronounced “po-cheen” 

Bodhran—a hand-held drum, pronounced “bo-run”

Sláinte —an Irish toast, “to your health,” pronounced “slawn-cha”

The Little People—the Irish fairy folk

Aislin—a female name, pronounced “Ash-lin”

“The wee man”—the devil 

For Patti, always
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Emma
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This couldn’t be right.

Emma Carey paused on the footpath and stared up at the stately Victorian house, the gray and amber exterior glowing in the morning light. Surely this historic mansion, adorned with turrets and gingerbread and a weathervane shaped like a whimsical half-moon, couldn’t be her new workplace! 

Only moments before, striding from a bus stop near downtown Mount Belleford, Washington, Emma had been filled with anticipation. On this sunny August day, the breeze off nearby Belleford Bay was soft and cool against her flushed face. And crossing the street, she caught a glimpse of the snow-capped peak of Boulder Mountain, looming to the east above the dark green foothills surrounding the town. 

Yet now that she was supposedly at her destination—a non-profit Irish cultural center—all the beauty of her new city didn’t ease her tension. Peering at her mobile, Emma realized she was running late despite the assiduous use of a new scheduling app. Plus she kept looking around for office buildings, but saw nothing but impeccably maintained older homes with manicured lawns. She checked the directions again on her mobile: the Ireland Place office was at 13 Parkland Circle. And an elegant little sign on the lawn confirmed it: 

13 Parkland Circle

So what was she meant to do now? 

Emma’s heart pounded with nerves. If only she’d done a reconnaissance mission yesterday! Her younger sister Hazel had suggested it—well, not really suggested, since the girl wasn’t a great one for giving advice. But she did email Emma with an extremely mild remark, that it mightn’t hurt to nip over to her new workplace before her first day, to get the lay of the land. And as a veteran of many new jobs in faraway locales, Hazel was one to know these things. 

All the same, by now Emma was running so behind schedule that she’d no choice but to ask for directions. 

With her new, decisive personality (she’d acquired it only weeks ago, after her thirty-first birthday, so she wasn’t quite up to speed with being forceful and assertive) she hurried up the footpath. At home in Dublin, knocking on a stranger’s door was no big deal: someone would actually open it, smile at you, give you the direction you needed, and ask you in for a cup of tea. 

Passing a mass of cream hydrangeas in full bloom, Emma clutched her handbag, climbing the entryway stairs to the porch as fast as her pencil skirt and new ankle boots would allow. Straightening her blazer, she pinned on what she hoped was a friendly yet professional expression, and made herself reach for the doorbell. Oh, God, I’ll make a crap first impression, and it’ll be no one’s fault but my own...

Before she could press the bell, the door swung open. “You must be Emma?” said an attractive, fortyish brunette, her lustrous hair almost hiding her wireless headset. “The new girl?” 

“So I have come to the right place,” said Emma, hoping her own carefully-styled hairdo wasn’t standing on end, after her rushing about. “I’m terribly sorry I’m late, the scheduling app I tried out was banjaxed, and the house didn’t look at all like a business—”

“Ah, no worries,” said the woman with a Irish accent. She smilingly ushered Emma inside. “It always throws folk new to Ireland Place. Besides, we’re on Irish time here.”

“Good to know,” said Emma. “So tardiness is not only tolerated, but sometimes... encouraged?” 

“That’s it. By the way, I’m Lakshmi. From County Monaghan.”

“Emma Carey. Dublin.” She gazed at the house’s foyer, rendered nearly speechless with awe. Golden wood wainscoting lent warmth to the otherwise dim space, and an imposing staircase with a hefty, curved bannister soared upward. Displayed above a vintage, roll-top desk was a large Irish flag, and on the desk sat a name plate, placed front and center: Lakshmi O’Toole, Office Manager. 

“The house is quite a pile, isn’t it?” said Lakshmi ruefully. “Built by some timber magnate back in the 1890s.”

“It’s quite stunning,” said Emma, trying to act blasé, instead of gobsmacked.

“Patrick—from County Kildare, by the way—was determined to give our little island of Irishness some amazing digs.  But I tell you, the rent will make your eyes water.” 

Lakshmi led Emma past her desk. “Patrick’s office,” she said in the doorway of what must have originally served as the front room. “Since our esteemed director is guiding the hub of Irish arts and culture on the West coast,” she added, an ironic glint in her eye, “naturally he needs a ‘lord of the Irish manor’ vibe.” 

Lined with bookshelves, Patrick Delahanty’s lair had floor to ceiling, lace-curtained windows, an old-fashioned, chintz-covered divan against the far wall, and a massive, leather-tooled desk twice the size of Lakshmi’s taking up the entire middle of the room. “He’s...er, in a meeting at the moment, downtown.”

“That’s all right,” said Emma, relieved that she wouldn’t encounter the boss just yet. She’d met Patrick only twice, in Seattle, but found him a bit overpowering. “Gives me time to settle in.”

“You saw my reception desk in the foyer,” said Lakshmi, “but it’s only for show—I do most of my work in there.” Pointing into a small anteroom, containing modern office furniture and a desktop computer, she said wryly, “Patrick was set to get all the staff antique desks too, but Mr. Clancy, our accountant, put his foot down.”

“I imagine the cost made his eyes water,” said Emma, smiling. She liked her new colleague already.

“Oh, nothing makes Mr. Clancy cry,” said Lakshmi in a confiding tone, leading Emma across the foyer. “Though our new kitchen appliances came close. Let me show you—wait, I’ve a call.” A pause. “Speak of the devil! I’d better take it.” She stepped into her anteroom.

While she waited, Emma smoothed her hair, glad she’d just had her streaky blonde-amber color touched up. Then she pulled out her mobile and rather vengefully deleted the app that had made her late—one of many she hadn’t been able to figure out. Maybe it was okay that she wasn’t an app sort of person. And that oftentimes, she simply didn’t get a lot of technology. 

She peeked in at Lakshmi, whose eyes were glued to a large mobile phone on a stand while she pounded on her keyboard. Emma had to wonder: did her brain not work like other people’s, those super organized sorts who felt entirely easy relying on their mobiles and other tech for everything, including mental and emotional sustenance? 

Or did she have a bigger problem? Maybe she’d inherited her short attention span from her mam, who flitted—maybe more like lurched—from one project to the next without completing any of them. 

Or maybe, thought Emma, she was, at heart, an old-fashioned girl like her younger sister Hazel?

Emma jammed her mobile (minus the narky app) back into her handbag. Time management hadn’t mattered at her previous, short-lived job: co-running The Little Irish Gift Shop in Seattle. Working all hours, she had no time to manage. 

But being a first-time executive...Emma gazed admiringly around the mansion’s foyer again. She vowed then and there she would learn from her experience back at the gift shop: the topsy-turvy schedule, the leadership vacuum, and her lack of...she pondered how to put this...personal discipline, that was it. Likewise, the office politics that had done her no favors. Not that the shop had had a proper office to have politics in, and she’d had no choice but to leave that job anyway. But still. 

And here at Ireland Place, if she was on the leadership team, at least she’d be sure to have her own desk...

Moments later, Lakshmi emerged. “Sorry about that—you do not let Himself go to voice mail. Where were we?”

“The kitchen?” said Emma. If “Himself” was Mr. Clancy, she guessed he called the shots here, not Patrick. “With the appliances that almost made an accountant cry?” 

“This way,” said Lakshmi, leading her into a bright kitchen. “Patrick had to have green, of course.”

At the sight of the mint green, retro-style fridge, microwave and cooker, Emma’s eyes widened. “Oh, so cute!” 

“The dining room’s through there,” said her companion, waving beyond the kitchen. “Comes in handy for meetings.” Emma caught a glimpse of a long, antique dining table polished to a high sheen, before Lakshmi swept her up the grand staircase to a roomy, high-ceilinged landing. 

She paused at a massive wardrobe against one wall. “Office supplies, help yourself,” said Lakshmi, then quickly introduced Emma to slew of co-workers: a rumpled IT trio occupying a large room full of laptop-strewn tables, and another adjoining room of interns. They didn’t look much older than Hazel, maybe their early twenties, and they all had Irish voices—Patrick apparently did only hire people from home. As they smiled, saying “Grand meeting you, Emma,” and one even threw in a “Failté,” Emma felt ten times more welcome than she had at any other job. 

“Even if you lot are on your best behavior at the moment,” said Lakshmi, looking at them sternly, “consider yourselves warned. You’ll show Emma some proper respect, even if she’s not that much older than you are.”

“Yes, Missus,” chorused the interns. 

“How many times do I have to tell you, don’t call me that!” snapped Lakshmi, though Emma was sure she was hiding a smile. “One more time and heads will roll.” 

“Right, Mam,” said an IT guy. Lakshmi narrowed her eyes at him, then took Emma across the hall to a closed door, murmuring, “God, the cheek. You’ve no idea how good it is to have another grownup round here.”

Emma wondered if that meant Patrick wasn’t a grownup. Then she forgot all about it, stopping in her tracks as she saw the name plate on the door: 

Emma Carey

Special Projects Coordinator

Simply seeing her title gave her a thrill, and as Lakshmi opened the door with a flourish, Emma gazed appreciatively at her new domain. She’d have not only her own desk, but her own office! In addition to the adjustable desk and ergonomic chair, there was a brand-new laptop along with a second, oversized screen. As she glanced at the window, her eyes widened. “And a view too!”

“You like it?” said Lakshmi. “It might compensate a bit for your skinny pay packet.”

Emma laughed. Sure, her Ireland Place salary would be modest, but it was way better than her previous pay at the gift shop. She pulled aside the lace curtain to admire the sight of the bay, waves sparkling, and the gray-green islands beyond. “It’s gorgeous.”

Stepping to her desk, Emma resisted the urge to caress the smooth, silvery laptop (she’d wait until she was alone), and noticed the stack of composition notebooks, expensive ones, like you’d get at a stationer’s shop. She couldn’t help asking, “These are for me?”

“Patrick guessed you were a paper sort of person,” said Lakshmi, “and believes jotting down your every thought will facilitate creativity and problem-solving.”

“Oh,” said Emma, pleased. She wouldn’t have thought Patrick to be that perceptive. “He must’ve noticed all my sticky notes at the gift shop.” 

“He’ll want you to jot down his every thought too. Anyway, there’s lots more notebooks in the wardrobe, and we’ve a lifetime supply of sticky notes too,” said Lakshmi. “Feel free to bring whatever you need home.” 

“Really?” Emma cast a covetous look at the stack. She did have a thing for notebooks.

“The laptop too. You might as well know, Patrick is a great one for getting people to take work home.” Lakshmi rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t mean you have to go for it.”

Emma didn’t want to admit that being new to Mount Belleford, she hadn’t a whole lot on. She certainly had no plans to see her old mate Fitz or her frenemy, Maire, from the gift shop. She said carefully, “Oh, I won’t mind working evenings now and then.” 

“Right, I’ll leave you to it,” said Lakshmi. “Patrick should be back soon—he wants to show you the top floor himself.” She suddenly frowned. “Do you smell doughnuts?” She strode across the hall. “Gerry, Martin, it’s a bit early for elevenses, you Hobbits!”

“We were hungry,” Emma heard one of the boys say.

“You’re always hungry,” said Lakshmi. “I just wish you’d eat downstairs—and put that lovely dining table Patrick bought you to some use.” 

“But then we’d never get any work done,” someone else said. 

“Well, I don’t see you getting anything done now,” she retorted. Returning to the doorway, Lakshmi gave Emma an exasperated glance that seemed to say, You see what I put up with? Then she headed down the stairs.

Emma recalled being late today, and got mortified all over again. People on executive tracks were never late! Really, she’d nearly mucked up the most important day of her career—that is, she would have mucked it up if Ireland Place wasn’t such a relaxed sort of organization. 

She picked up a notebook—she would create a proper schedule for herself straightaway—then turned on the laptop. Adjusting her super-comfy chair, Emma smiled at her screen. She was going to love working here. In fact, she was entirely sure she’d never be homesick for Ireland again. And with such an auspicious start to her new job, she just knew her second go at rebooting her life in America would be an unparalleled success.

In that moment, Emma doubled-down on the first of the three vows she’d made before leaving the gift shop: I will kill at this new job. As for the other two (and far less important ones, concerning romantic entanglements), well, those vows didn’t apply. Absolutely not.

She would make certain of that.  
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“We’ve a ballroom?” said Emma, incredulous.

Notebook and pen in hand, she gazed up at the sparkling chandelier, composed of shimmering little half-moons, then back at Patrick Delahanty. 

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Looking freshly barbered, her new boss wore a designer golf shirt and crisp chinos (and if Emma wasn’t mistaken, insanely expensive leather loafers), his tanned face ruddier than ever. 

Up in her office, she’d heard him come in the front door close to noon—the wide staircase was a proper sound tunnel. Lakshmi had said to him, “How was your...meeting?”

“Grand, just grand!” Patrick answered. “Emma’s here?”

“Upstairs,” Lakshmi told him. “By the way, you’ve shaving cream behind your ear.” 

Patrick had only laughed, and Emma heard his footfalls on the stairs. She peeked across the hall into the staff rooms, expecting the whole crew to set down their sandwiches, sharpen up and start clicking their keyboards, but they just carried on, eating and laughing. Hearing her boss approach, Emma peered intently at her screen, trying to look busy—although who is really truly busy before they get their first real assignment? 

“Howaya, Emma!” he said in the doorway. 

Emma looked up, feigning surprise. “Patrick! Nice to see you again.” 

“So, what do you think of us? Is this place great or what!”

She didn’t know if he meant the house, the staff, or Ireland Place in total, but happily, she was able to answer honestly. “I absolutely love it.” 

“Come on then! You’ll love it even more once you see the top floor!”

Patrick had escorted her up a slightly less grand staircase, chatting about the projects he had in mind for her, into a space with acres of polished wood flooring. The huge room was bright with sunbeams, shining through high windows through which you could see the tops of rich green maple trees and firs. The boughs, gently swaying in the summer breeze, created dappled light on the floor. 

Now, he said, “When I saw the ballroom, I just had to have this place—Clancy even got us a reduced rent on account of the number thirteen!”  

“I’ve actually heard ‘thirteen’ has lots of energy,” said Emma, not that she quite believed it herself.

“This isn’t only a ballroom, though,” said Patrick. “We’ll use it as our conference room, and we’ll have plenty of events here too—can you imagine the possibilities!”

It didn’t seem to be a question. “Definitely!” said Emma, determined to match his enthusiasm, at least for the next few minutes.

“Super!” said Patrick. “Because you’ll be planning our dos, and they’ll need to be awesome!”

As he nattered on about activity spaces, workshops and soirees, Emma jotted everything down in her notebook. When he mentioned holding Irish dance classes, she said (decisively), “You’ll want to put in a little dance area, you know, with a special surface, else hard shoes will dent the wood floor.”

“Fantastic!” He gave her an admiring look. “I didn’t think of that!”

How could you not think of it? Emma wondered. She also wondered how long she could tolerate dialoguing with someone who seemed to speak only in superlatives and exclamation points. But when Patrick spoke again, saying, “But here’s what I really have in mind for you!” she discovered, with the jaw-dropping assignment he described, that she could tolerate his uber-enthusiasm extremely well.

As the weeks passed at her new job, Emma was still pinching herself. 

It was a miracle—Patrick had given her the sort of plum task she could never have imagined: as Ireland Place’s Special Projects Coordinator, she would focus on the feasibility of a quarterly print magazine featuring Irish and Irish-American writing! She would consider the sorts of articles they might want to publish, come up with a potential budget, and research possible circulation—it was the most exciting, amazing program she’d ever worked on.

So each weekday, buoyant with joy, Emma let herself into the elegant foyer of Ireland Place. She’d start with a chat with Lakshmi, mostly about Patrick’s latest financial indiscretions but a little about their personal lives too (Emma was still working on having one). Lakshmi would fill her in on any upcoming meetings, as Patrick was a great one for ad hoc and/or spontaneous staff gatherings, and how to lay low in case Mr. Clancy came round unexpectedly. And that in a pinch, you could always escape out the back door. 

It had taken Emma about a minute and a half to work out that their office manager was the power behind the throne: as Patrick’s executive secretary, she also managed the IT guys’ work flow, supervised the interns and ran the organization’s HR and accounts departments. One morning, when Emma remarked on how busy she must be, Lakshmi had replied drily, “Yeah, five jobs for the price of one. You’ll want to make sure it doesn’t happen to you.”

Oh, I won’t mind, thought Emma. After her brief socializing, she would practically float up the gorgeous staircase. She’d say hi to the staff across the hall, and take note of any necessary task coordination. Then, after spending the day in her lovely office, at five pm, when the young people were stampeding down the staircase, Emma would give her shiny laptop a fond look. Regretfully turning it off, she’d bestow a lingering glance around her office before catching the bus for the short ride home to her cozy, if nondescript studio flat.

She already liked Mount Belleford, a lovely, mid-sized city with a lively arts scene and a climate not unlike Dublin, plus her little flat was so affordable she could live by herself! And every time she emailed her sister Hazel, she’d write, My new job feels too good to be true, but it is!

After the craziness at The Little Irish Gift Shop, now that she was settling into Ireland Place, Emma was determined to really get her new life together. And now, having loads of free time in the evenings, she’d the opportunity to do it.   

One night, Emma curled onto the couch with one with one of her own favorite journaling books. It was blank except for the first page (filled by her previous entry, Three Vows for my New Life). Turning to a fresh page, she designed a set-in-stone morning schedule so she would get to work early. In a second blank journal, she jotted down positive personal habits to follow during her off hours. 

Given her abject failure at apps, and her love of fine paper, the next day she bought a 11x17 sheet of heavyweight stationary, and created a chart that she cellotaped to her half-size flat fridge. Her plan: upon reaching her goals, at the end of each week she’d affix little gold stars to the various categories. 

Emma would give herself stars for visiting a gym downtown for an hour on the hated elliptical Tuesdays and Fridays. She also got stars for eating absolutely no desserts except for a gluten-free cookie every Sunday, and keeping her monthly hair coloring and nail appointments at a salon near the gym. The gold star thing was something she’d started for Hazel, when she was little. Given her sister’s tender age, Hazel’s stars hadn’t anything to do with eating properly or exercise. But Emma, eleven years her senior, had been desperate to do the right thing for her. 

Emma’s most reliable tendency, though, wasn’t one you’d want to reward with shiny stars or even a modest pat on the back. It was the sort you were reluctant to admit even to your best friend, which in Emma’s case was Hazel: she had the unfortunate habit of falling for her boss.
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Emma was like a Swiss train schedule:  you could tell time based on how long it took her to start fancying her male supervisor. Two weeks, max. This bloke wouldn’t need to be handsome, or charming, but as soon this or that boss gave Emma an approving smile on a project well-begun, a compliment on her progress, or even held a door open for her, her heart melted. 

Some people might consider her feelings for her bosses simply a warm admiration; after all, she never, ever, acted upon the attraction. (Actually, there’d been one major exception, but really, after that she really had learnt her lesson.) Otherwise, Emma strictly kept herself to herself each time she was felled by yet another fancy: at university, there was the young graduate student who evaluated her senior thesis on W.B. Yeats; next was the manager at her first post-uni job doing data entry; and after that it was the manager’s supervisor, when the company moved her upstairs to Marketing. 

Maybe these crushes weren’t entirely her fault—what she really wanted to do, instead of pen-pushing, was read Irish literature all day. So fancying her supervisors created a valuable distraction. Not that it mattered; after the supervisor Emma rather lost count.

Being all decent, nice heterosexual fellows, these various bosses would invariably be in committed relationships already. And since Emma had learned from her father that you should sooner commit hari-kari before jeopardizing your job, no matter how menial or career-stifling it might be (pretty much all her jobs before Ireland Place), she resolutely tamped down any tender or carnal longings she might have. 

Whatever her job role, Emma would steadfastly maintain the status quo as long as possible, until she knew she was close to embarrassing herself. At which point she’d start looking for a new situation. 

“You’d think I’d learn,” she dolefully told her friend Tracy one night, a few months before leaving Ireland for Seattle. “I mean, everybody knows that when you fall for your boss, your job’s going to be toast.”

“It’ll last only as long as your relationship?” put in Tracy.

“Yeah—only I never even make it to the relationship part.”

“God, I should hope not,” said Tracy a bit severely. “Wasn’t one of your recent bosses married, and his wife was preggers with their second?” 

Emma would have liked to pretend that a first baby could always be an accident, but really, that was a stretch. And by the time a couple is going for a second...“I suppose two kids means you’re actually very serious about your family,” she said gloomily.

“D’you think?” said Tracy, and picked up the bottle of Chardonnay from her glass coffee table. “What you need is more booze.”

What I need is a new career, Emma had thought, and lo and behold, after all her job-hopping (and her super-brief gig at the gift shop), the perfect situation dropped in her lap. Nicole Carey, her well-connected Seattle cousin, introduced her to Patrick Delahanty, and he’d hired Emma on the spot. Once she’d started the job, each and every day, she basked in her lovely title, and the fact it was prominently displayed on her own office door!

You’d think Emma would be mad for Patrick out of gratitude, if nothing else, but no. Although her boss was unattached, attractive, smart, and wealthy (and not that many years older than she was) Emma somehow never allowed him on her romantic radar. How, you may wonder?

First of all, after what happened back at the gift shop, Emma had all but promised Hazel she really was done mucking up her life with her boss issues. (And she’d promised herself she was also done giving in to her weak moments.) 

Second, she was utterly thrilled to put the wide stretch of the U. S. and the Atlantic Ocean between herself and her parents and problem-children brothers. So loyalty to the Ireland Place organization, not her boss, took top priority. 

And third, if you can believe this, Emma was actually too absorbed by her new position to get starry-eyed over Patrick. Especially when only two months later, he gave her the go-ahead for the literary magazine she’d been researching—and upgraded her title: she would be the Executive Editor! 

Emma was euphoric. As she told Hazel, her friend Tracy, and her cousin Nicole (plus anyone else who would listen), “Finally, I’ll put my degree—and my dusty Yeats thesis—to some use!” Devoting most of her workday to the magazine, Emma moved through the next couple of months without developing even a mild fancy for Patrick. 

Not that not crushing on Patrick took much discipline. Nor did Emma need to revisit the two other life-defining vows she’d made in Seattle: #2:  I will never again get involved with a man I work for. (Since I can honestly say I will never be attracted to Patrick Delahanty, I can easily start as I mean to go on.) And #3: Celibacy is my friend.

Not fancying Patrick also didn’t require a chart on the fridge with a star awarded for every occasion she avoided spending extra time with him. Despite all his shining attributes, Patrick was just a bit much. His enthusiasm her first day at Ireland Place hadn’t been temporary, like when a boss talks up the job to get a new hire fired up. He truly was the sort of personality who was always “on,” his charm generally turned up to 12 out of 10. (Emma worked out that being on 24/7 was how he kept the money pipeline going for an arts and entertainment non-profit, as opposed to a charitable one meeting a real need.) 

Still, for Emma, Patrick’s energy was simply too overpowering. Approaching her five-month anniversary at Ireland Place, she went into work one morning and encountered her boss in the foyer. “Well done on that fantastic proposal you turned in yesterday!” said Patrick with warm smile. “Now, if you can spare the time, I’ll need your help planning our special winter off-site retreat!” 

Emma smiled back. “I’d be delighted. Off-site, you say?”

Lakshmi called in from the anteroom, “We could save a packet, holding the meeting up in the ballroom—”

“But then it wouldn’t be special, now would it?” Patrick winked at Emma. “Or wintry! Given this extra assignment, Emma, I’d like you to sort yourself an assistant straightaway.”

“Oh, thank you!” Looking gratefully at him, Emma suddenly realized she felt absolutely... neutral. Triumph filled her. I’m cured! Done falling for my boss! 

This big breakthrough came just after Ireland Place’s Christmas break, while Hazel was finishing her latest farming job in New Zealand. Emma was actually so thrilled to discover she was completely immune to her boss she’d nearly rung up the farm a gazillion miles away to tell her sister. 

But you know what goeth before the fall. 

By late January, with Ireland Place’s off-site meeting only weeks away, Patrick’s impulsive, informal management was out of control and galloping toward a cliff. All his new initiatives had grown so unwieldly he decided he’d no choice but to hire his own assistant.  Of course, another Irishman. 

And just like that, Emma had a new manager.
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Emma actually heard about the new hire from Hazel. 

Shortly after her conversation with Patrick, Emma was reveling being with Hazel again. Her sister was not only her short-term flatmate, but her new assistant.

Providentially, Hazel had a few weeks free until she started another farming apprenticeship on a bucolic island paradise not far from Mount Belleford, only a ferryboat ride away in Puget Sound—and Emma knew her sister would be perfect for Ireland Place. Although she also realized it was a huge longshot—Hazel couldn’t bear being shut up indoors—she’d asked her sister to temp for her. Hazel had always been unpredictable; still, Emma was astonished when she consented. And now that Emma was settled into her lovely job, sharing her lovely little studio with Hazel and seeing her every day, she felt her happiness was complete. 

Once night, the sisters were fixing their evening meal in Emma’s tiny kitchen nook—Hazel assembling a proper Irish ploughman’s sandwich with ham, mayo and a quarter-inch slab of cheddar. 

“You’ll take half?” asked Hazel, cutting the sandwich with one deft move. 

“Ha ha ha,” said Emma, though she allowed herself one lingering glance at Hazel’s meal. “But thanks.” Emma didn’t really cook, and now that she was back to a desk job (not running off her feet at the gift shop) packaged frozen dinners would be her lot. 

Tonight, she microwaved a chicken breast with rice and broccoli to eat with a side salad. As she poured a small amount of bottled “lite” dressing on her packaged greens, Hazel gave her salad a pitying look. 

“You know that fat-free stuff will shorten your life,” she observed. “Nothing but chemicals.”

Emma rolled her eyes. Hazel was a great one for stoking up on fats. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“All right, then,” said Hazel as Emma took a bite of her chemically salad. “Patrick hired a new guy this afternoon.”

“New guy?” Nothing new there, since the boss brought new people in on a regular basis. “The assistant he’s been talking about?”

“The IT boys seemed to think he’ll be in a leadership role,” said Hazel. “But when Martin asked Lakshmi about it, she didn’t confirm anything.”

Lakshmi was the office oracle—she knew everything that was going on. “She must’ve said something,” pressed Emma. “You were right there, weren’t you?”

Hazel shrugged. “Oh, a bit about a big salary bollocking her budget. I could feel loads of low energy coming off her, so I didn’t listen.”

Emma carefully set down her fork. A salaried employee would be some kind of manager. And Lakshmi was never wrong about these things. Would Patrick—while prone to impetuous, off-the-cuff decision-making—actually hire another executive without first giving Emma a heads-up? 

Since she was still a bit unsure about what being on an executive team exactly meant, she wondered how exactly she was supposed to feel about getting a new supervisor without notice. Indignant? Worried about my job security? Or maybe...relieved? 

Not knowing what to say, Emma tried on a chuckle. “That makes sense—Lakshmi hinted only yesterday that Patrick needs a sock manager.” 

Along with Lakshmi’s regular office duties, she also oversaw many of Patrick’s domestic affairs (no, not that kind). She and Emma often made sport of the way he was always losing socks in his laundry service. These weren’t just any socks, but designer cashmere, and every week she’d have to ask one of Ireland Place’s interns to nip downtown to Patrick’s favorite men’s clothing shop for a new pair. Emma always imagined his sock drawer was filled with matchless loners, like a singles bar after the last call. 

Still, maybe a Supervisor of Socks wasn’t too far off the mark. There was a standing joke round the office that they were way overstaffed—Patrick liked nothing better than to bring on board every Irish person who crossed his path. If the person was newly arrived from the old sod, almost fresh off the boat, as it were, so much the better. You might think Patrick’s hiring policies meant Ireland Place was a fast-growing enterprise, but Emma concluded the man simply enjoyed having a lot of people about to do his bidding. 

“Lakshmi did mutter something about a project manager,” Hazel clarified, and took a big bite of sandwich.  

“Project manager?” Emma grabbed her fork again. Patrick really should have told her. 

On the other hand, with this new supervisor around, she could conceivably have more time for the magazine—but not if he lobbied Patrick to get rid of it! “It seems very strange,” and she jabbed her fork in the air, “that Lakshmi didn’t let me know.”

“Maybe she didn’t get a chance to tell you,” said Hazel. “I believe the new staffer starts tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!” Emma wanted to say you’re having me on!  but her sister never messed people about.

“Oh, Emma,” sighed Hazel. “You hadn’t noticed, then, that Patrick is rather...losing his grip on things?”  

“No,” lied Emma, and immediately felt terrible. She never lied to Hazel. Well, hardly ever. The truth was, she actually made quite an effort to not think about how the office was growing more chaotic by the day. Growing up, Emma had longed to escape from the often riotous atmosphere of their family’s household, and reading novels and concentrating on her studies had been her saving grace. Until it hadn’t. 

At Ireland Place, she loved working on her magazine project so much she had no problem staying laser-focused—which actually was a double-edged sword: Emma was too absorbed to bother with her backlog of spreadsheet work. And it was too easy to ignore that all the partnerships Patrick had been cultivating the last months were still miles from coming together. 

Emma forcefully speared a chunk of chicken. She had to admit that time was getting really short: everything was meant to be coordinated in time for the St. Patrick’s Day weekend. Studiedly casual, she said, “Patrick didn’t mention the new hire to you?” 

Hazel looked puzzled. “Me, the temp? Of course not.” 

“Oh.” Emma didn’t want to press her sister further. Hazel didn’t gossip—unless of course Emma pestered her—and she wasn’t even the sort to keep her ear to the ground. And so far, she had paid Patrick very little heed. (She’d made it clear from the get-go that she worked for her sister, not him, which secretly delighted Emma.) Given all the times Hazel had picked up some knowledge or the other without any traceable source, Emma had concluded long ago her sister simply sensed a shift in the energy field. Or had the Sight. You pick. 

Emma set down her fork. “So apparently I’m to have a new supervisor.” (Not until later did she wonder why the mere word supervisor didn’t set off any warning bells.) Right now, she was far more worried about other issues: that at the very least 1) her spot in Ireland Place’s pecking order was in danger, and 2) the new boss would get on her about her missed deadlines with the spreadsheets. She looked down at the remains of her dry chicken and it immediately lost what little savor it had. 

Emma glanced at Hazel’s sandwich, with its thick slices of artisanal wholemeal bread her sister had bought at the winter farmer’s market, and mayo-drenched fillings. Small but sturdily built—apparently farm work gave you a great figure—she always ate heartily too, but never seemed to gain an unwanted kilo, a quality Emma envied. 

One of many, in fact. Including that Hazel felt no pressure to build a future career—which only reminded Emma of how tenuous her own suddenly felt. “Oh, I’ve rabbited on enough,” she said, rising from the table. “You’re an absolute angel for listening.”

“Not a fairy?” said Hazel, referring to their standing joke.

Emma gave Hazel’s shoulders a squeeze. And as always, kept it brief.  “That too.”

As Hazel ate at her usual snail’s pace (Emma wished she could savor her food like her sister did—and maybe she would if she wasn’t eating frozen dinners), she did the washing up, touched up her nail varnish and laid out tomorrow’s outfit. 

“Hey,” said Hazel, finally rinsing her plate, “You’ll be up for Scrabble?” 

Emma bit her lip. It was one of the few leisure activities they did together, since Hazel had no interest in the rom-coms Emma liked on telly. “Sorry,” she said. “I brought some work home.” Yes, another lie. 

While Hazel stretched out on the couch—also her bed—with yet another memoir by an eccentric lady farmer, Emma curled up on the sole easy chair with her laptop and inserted her own thumb drive. She’d plenty of submissions to review for the magazine, and there were always marketing tasks to catch up on. But instead of polishing the media kit she’d been working on all week, or even pretending to, she revisited former glories: re-reading the highlights of her Yeats thesis. 

An hour later, though, Emma couldn’t stand the uncertainty any longer. I’ll text Lakshmi, she’ll know about the new guy... Stretching, she looked over at her sister. Hazel had fallen asleep, her open book resting on her tummy. The girl could sleep anywhere. 

A sharp, sudden regret struck Emma. Her sister wouldn’t be here for long, and she’d turned down the chance to spend extra time with her. She got up and eased the book away. Since the only time she could cosset Hazel was when she was asleep, Emma tenderly covered her with the blankets they kept at one end of the couch, forcing away the memory of all the bedtimes, long ago, that she’d tucked her sister up...

She dropped the text idea and headed for the bathroom to prepare for bed. First thing tomorrow, I’ll get the real story from Lakshmi. Emma moistened a tissue with makeup remover, then swiped it against her eye so hard it left a new wrinkle at the corner. Damn. She balled the tissue and threw it at the bin. And missed.

And if the new guy wants to deep-six my magazine, I’ll fight tooth-and-nail to make sure he doesn’t.
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Emma entered the foyer of Ireland Place the next morning, shaking with nerves. She went straight to Lakshmi’s anteroom, ready to ask oh-so-casually, I hear we’ve a new staff person? then took in her friend’s expression.

Lakshmi’s face was like a thundercloud. 

“Good morning?” said Emma.

“Oh, how I wish it was,” grumbled Lakshmi. “I’m dealing with more of Patrick’s creative financing.” She grabbed a sheaf of papers and shook it. “The accounts are a bloody shambles!” 

Emma knew Lakshmi lived in fear that Mr. Clancy the accountant would cause the ruination of Ireland Place: fire Patrick as a client, which he threatened to do almost every week. “Maybe the new—”

Emma broke off as Martin and Gerry, two of the IT boys, wandered in. Ireland Place was home to a lot of free spirits, who eschewed predictable lunch breaks, as well as libertarian sorts who’d often text Lakshmi to announce they’d be working from home that day, and don’t bother them with phone calls because they were doing deeply creative work. Then there was the vampire element, like Martin and Gerry, who loved working far into the night. They would subsequently crash in the wee hours and you’d find them sleeping at their desks or stretched out on the floor completely dead to the world. 

“Any coffee yet?” asked Martin hopefully, ruffling his rather disgracefully unkempt hair. Gerry looked no better. Clearly, the pair of them had slept here, again.

“As soon as you make some, there will be,” returned Lakshmi. “I’m not your bloody mammy.” 

“Aw, Mam, don’t be like that,” said Gerry, grinning, and out they slouched to the kitchen. 

“You were saying, Emma?” inquired Lakshmi.

“Maybe...” Emma said carefully, “the new project manager will help keep things better organized.” 

“We can hope,” said Lakshmi fervently. “He’ll be paid well for the privilege.”

Emma’s stomach lurched. Crap. It’s true.

“God knows I’m sick of doing everything round here.” Lakshmi glowered. “But if he can’t get Patrick to sort himself, I’ll quit, that’s what I’ll do.” 

“And you should,” said Emma, stomach flip-flopping again. Not because she was worried about Lakshmi leaving; for all her slagging Patrick, their office manager had a Labrador-like loyalty to the boss. It was because here was the confirmation Emma had dreaded: Patrick really had hired someone new, a supervisor who would very likely infringe upon all the lovely autonomy she’d had up to now.

Early that afternoon, Patrick called an informal meet-and-greet in the dining room to introduce the project manager to the entire staff. “Coming just in time for our special off-site meeting, here’s my new second-in-command! Declan O’Donoghue!”

Emma poured herself a cup of tea and stood near the doorway to assess the new guy. 

Rangy almost to the point of thinness, Declan O’Donoghue resembled a younger John Cusack—that is, a rather rumpled version of John Cusack, but one who lacked that film star vibe and hadn’t slept for three days. Emma guessed he was in his early forties, with salt-and-pepper hair and an understated smile that turned the faint crows-feet at his eyes into deep creases. After he made a brief speech about all the possibilities Ireland Place represented, Patrick nattered on about what Declan would be focusing on, then waxed eloquent about the upcoming big retreat, which Emma was trying very hard not to think about. 

She’d just returned to her office upstairs and was dashing off a memo about the magazine when her new supervisor appeared in her doorway. 

And at that moment, she’d absolutely no suspicion what was in store for her. 
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“I really don’t think it’s happening, Em,” said a familiar voice.

Emma jerked her head away from the snowy road she’d been watching, almost falling off the bench. “What are you on about?”  

Most people would’ve answered, Emma Carey, you know perfectly well what I’m talking about, but Hazel wasn’t most people. Now, sitting across from Emma at the frost-covered picnic table, Hazel only gave Emma a quizzical look. 

You may be thinking that sort of response is really annoying, if not flat out passive-aggressive—especially coming from your work assistant and your best friend—but Emma didn’t feel that way at all. As she well knew, Hazel almost never offered unsolicited advice; this gentle admonishment, then, surprised her into silence. 

At any rate, Emma knew exactly what her sister meant: the person she was waiting for wasn’t only late, but wouldn’t make it at all. Hazel, though only twenty years of age, knew Emma better than anyone. Which was the odd thing about the pair of them, Emma reflected: sometimes she felt she didn’t know her sister at all. 

Emma shivered as a biting February wind, not warmed in the least by the bright sunshine reflecting off the mounds of snow, easily penetrated her new, double-thickness LL Bean anorak. (The one she’d ordered online at the last minute because she couldn’t really afford it, then had to pay extra for two-day shipping to get the coat in time for this works outing.) She felt out of her element, being around her co-workers with wind-mussed hair, and dressed in jeans instead of her usual business attire. Still, dabbing at her watering eyes—her mascara was sure to be running too—Emma knew she’d endure far more discomfort for her sister any day. 

Not so much for her boss. Emma glanced over at Patrick, surrounded by a small crowd some distance away, no doubt organizing three days of activities to pack into one afternoon. She tried to go along with Patrick’s spontaneity, but sometimes he veered into outright fickleness. Case in point: instead of following Lakshmi’s suggestion to have a modest staff retreat in Ireland Place’s upstairs ballroom, he’d insisted on a team-building gathering not just off-site but way off-site.

And, thought Emma, he could have given his employees a break from the daily grind (not that her job ever felt like one) in a comfy urban conference center, in the mild winter climate of Seattle or Vancouver, British Columbia. Instead, he’d bussed the entire staff of Ireland Place, including the executive board and a small crew of volunteers to Boulder Mountain, a ninety-minute trip on an icy, narrow road, for a day in the high country of the Cascade Mountains. 

Emma, not being an outdoor sort, had been a bit appalled at the prospect. Coming from Dublin, she could deal with winter rain and blustery sea breezes—but was definitely not up for snow and ice. She was even more dismayed after looking into Boulder Mountain’s famously capricious weather. She’d learned the mountains of Washington State were nothing like the ones in Ireland, most of which you could stroll up to the summit and back down in one afternoon, and have plenty of energy left over for a night at the pub. 

Patrick was generally quite persuadable, and Emma mostly tried not to take advantage of it. But to escape a day in such a hazardous location, she made an exception. “Patrick,” she’d said the day after his announcement, “I’m not sure we’ll...um, achieve our goals up at the mountain.”

“You don’t think so?” said Patrick. 

“I’ve discovered a lovely posh conference center in Vancouver,” went on Emma. “I can send you the link.” She held her breath: Patrick took pride in having the best of everything, and “posh” usually made his ears perk up.  

“I do like Vancouver,” said Patrick wistfully. “But you know me, I’m mad for the outdoors, and so is most of our staff. I think after a long winter, we’re ready for fresh air and sunshine.”

“We may not see much sun,” Emma said carefully. “I’m sure you know Boulder Mountain is prone to unexpected blizzards.” 

“Hmmm,” said Patrick. “I’ll put out a memo, so everyone gets proper gear.”

“There’s avalanches up there too,” warned Emma. “Deadly ones. And I just read there’s an extreme avalanche danger just outside the ski area.”

“Ah...” Patrick mused. “They happen almost every day up there, don’t they?”

“That’s right,” said Emma. “Warm coats won’t do us much good if one comes thundering down the slopes. And worse,” she continued darkly, “if one hit, our bodies might never be found.” 

“I’ll make sure Lakshmi checks for the avalanche risk before our departure,” said Patrick. “Now, Emma, how about you start—”

“But did you know Boulder Mountain is an active volcano too?” she broke in desperately. If you made a habit of gazing at the mountaintop from town (Emma did), every so often you might see a puff of steam at the crest. “What if it blows as soon as we get there?” It would be Pompeii all over again! 

“Boulder Mountain hasn’t erupted for a few hundred years,” said Patrick obstinately. He picked up The Seattle Times from his desk and shook it open. “Besides, Auntie Aileen’s got her heart set on the mountain, volcano or no volcano. A day on the slopes will be great craic, and we’ll have a lovely break from the city.”

“A lovely break, yes,” Emma lied, then thanked him and slunk up to her office. She should’ve asked Lakshmi (the only person Patrick always listened to) to point out the downsides of this trip. 

Now, here on the mountain, with today’s sub-freezing temperature and a shrieking wind that was madly whipping about the American flag atop the ski lodge, Emma was convinced the day couldn’t feel any less like a holiday. Seeing Lakshmi and the young staffers head up the blustery slope with their snowboards, she felt like a right lightweight. Then Patrick’s auntie, Aileen Delahanty, chairwoman of Ireland Place’s board of directors who had to be eighty if she was a day, glided past on Nordic skis alongside Patrick.

“Say girls,” Patrick called to Emma and Hazel. “We’re going over our new mission statement at the fire lookout up top. See you there!” 

Emma pretended not to hear him and watched them all trundle out of sight. Shifting on the hard bench, she glanced at Hazel again. Her sister’s light brown curls peeped around the edges of the green, hand-knitted cap she wore almost every day. Once upon a time, their mother had made it for Emma, to match her eyes, before knitting turned into yet one more thing Mam couldn’t quite manage. Emma had felt like a proper gom, wearing such a clumsily-made article, and had quickly passed it along to her sister.

Her face tilted toward the sun, Hazel seemed oblivious to the cold, her eyes closed behind her black-framed nerd glasses. Perhaps dreaming of cows, or the green pastures awaiting her when she started her island farming job right after St. Patrick’s Day. 

Considering her sister’s love of nature, Emma snugged her anorak hood tighter around her ears. “Maybe we could take a hike ourselves?” she suggested. “A short one.”

“I’d like that,” said Hazel, and Emma reluctantly clambered off the bench. With Hazel in the lead, they headed uphill, following the tracks the more intrepid staff had created in the fresh snow, toward a stand of tall cedars. Within ten minutes, Emma was breathing hard. Apparently her twice-weekly torture sessions on the elliptical didn’t prepare you for exercise in the extreme cold. (Even if working up a sweat indoors keeps a person from growing moldy during the nine-month rainy season in this corner of  Washington.)

Nature lovers may wonder why Emma was making such a big deal out of a bit of chilly wind. But being in the wilderness made her nervous—all this snow, sparkling though it was, rather freaked her out. Earlier, as Ireland Place’s motor coach had approached the recreation area, there were mountains of it heaped up on either side of the road. Recalling the avalanche danger, her apprehension increased, though she was sure this spot was Patrick’s and the staff’s idea of heaven. 

She gazed up the slope as the snow-lovers rapidly disappeared from sight. The whole lot of them probably lived in Gore-Tex (Emma wasn’t sure if Gore-Tex made a line of pajamas but she wouldn’t have been surprised) since they generally spent their weekends skiing, snowshoeing, rock-climbing or shopping at REI for more Gore-Tex. When taking a “break” from hard-core exercise, they’d run over to an indoor climbing wall in downtown Mount Belleford. Patrick and many of the others also had very sunburnt complexions, except for a reverse-raccoon-like mask of light skin around their eyes from wearing goggles on the ski slopes. 

Keeping her eyes on Hazel’s green cap as best she could with the wind blowing ice crystals in her eyes, Emma tried to match her sister’s jaunty pace. Though all she could think of was how Patrick had been so cavalier about the risks they were taking up here. 

The thing was, in the city, Emma had felt almost perfectly safe, since Boulder Mountain was a good forty miles away. If the bloody thing did erupt, surely that distance would be enough for herself and everyone else in Mount Belleford to make their getaway in time. Yet here on the mountain, practically right on top of the volcano, she couldn’t stop thinking again of those little puffs of steam. 

Seemingly oblivious to the grave dangers all around, Hazel stopped under the cedars. They were massive, far taller than they looked from a distance. “Listen,” she said. 
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In the high-country gale, the cedars creaked and groaned, their branches and lacy foliage swinging wildly. Occasionally, the groans would turn into a sighing sort of moan. “What am I meant to hear?” asked Emma, then detected an odd bubbly noise. “Wait—it sounds like...whale song?” She knew this only because the one thing Hazel would watch on telly was nature documentaries.

“Or maybe dolphins,” said Hazel. “Lovely, don’t you think?”

“It is.” As Emma started shivering again, she heard a huge craackkk! and a cedar bough the size of a small tree fell into the snow with a thud, not twenty feet in front of them. “We’d better go,” she said hastily, trying not to show she was scared witless. 

“If you like,” said Hazel calmly, and headed back downhill, Emma floundering in her wake. As she stepped toward their former spot at the picnic table, Emma didn’t protest—after keeping their hike this brief, the least she could do was let Hazel enjoy the arctic ambience. 

Still, settling back on the cold bench, Emma said, “I can’t imagine what Patrick’s about, having this eejit retreat in the dead of winter.” Hazel was an excellent listener, so in her presence, even a little whinging was gratifying. “We’d have been better off spending the time sorting the big weekend.” St. Patrick’s Day and the three days of Ireland Place-sponsored festivities were only weeks away.

“I really can’t read Patrick that well,” said Hazel. “His energy is...well...” she trailed away.

Hazel was generally reluctant to criticize, but Emma really wanted to know. “Is...what?”

“Um...hard to describe,” said Hazel.

“I think his vibe is a bit like a black hole myself,” said Emma gloomily. “Sucking up everything in his path.”

“I won’t argue with you there,” said Hazel and closed her eyes. 

“Back to this mad, off-site meeting,” persisted Emma, “it’s not like we’re doing any staff team-building today.”

“Except for yourself and me,” murmured Hazel, her lips curving.  

Emma smiled at her sister, though Hazel wouldn’t see it. “Well, there’s no one else I’d rather spend a day with.” Except for... Wondering what Hazel made of his energy, Emma cast another surreptitious glance at the road, watching for the dark green Subaru she’d seen parked behind Ireland Place. 

“He’s really not coming, you know.”

Emma nearly jumped. “Sorry?” 

“Himself.” Hazel’s eyes were still closed. 

Emma knew she was definitely not referring to Mr. Clancy the accountant. “Oh, you mean the new hire?” But he said he’d plan to leave town by nine, ten at the latest. “Did he ring you?” And you didn’t mention it? Though otherwise you’re the perfect assistant and I wish you could work with me forever. 

Eyes still closed, Hazel leaned her cheek on her mittened hand. “If he rang anyone, it would be Lakshmi.”

“That makes sense.” Emma tried to laugh. “Though I’m surprised someone on the leadership team would miss an outing this important.”  

Hazel said, “He probably wanted to stay home until his baby was completely recovered, I’m thinking.”

There weren’t many secrets at their small organization. So Hazel and Emma and everyone else knew that the new manager, though he’d just started at Ireland Place, had already missed two days of work because of sick kids. More than once, Lakshmi had wondered aloud, “And where’s the mother, I ask you? Why isn’t she available for fill-in childcare?”  

But this was Hazel, who took non-gossiping to a high art.  

“Oh, my new supervisor seems to have a complicated life,” Emma said, then laughed, a trilling, fakey chuckle that would fool no one, especially her sister. All the same, she’d have to keep watching her step. “The least the rest of us can do is be supportive.”

Hazel suddenly opened her eyes, those clear hazel eyes that Emma felt could see into her very soul. “Let’s check out the lodge,” she said, and there was a world of understanding in her voice. “Warm up a bit, shall we?”

At Hazel’s side, Emma slogged to the rustic log building where you could thaw your frozen hands or stuff yourself with chili fries to sustain your calorie load after all those hours of cold weather sports, and pretended she hadn’t seen her sister’s perceptive look. Once indoors, she hurried to the fireplace, removing her gloves. Hazel said, “I’ll nip up to the counter for some chips. Care to share?” 

“No thanks,” said Emma, holding her chilled fingers to the blaze.

Hazel always asked, although she knew Emma hadn’t touched anything deep-fried since her sixteenth birthday supper, when she’d helped herself to another serving of potatoes. Emma would never forget the way their dad had frowned at her. “Three helpings is enough.” 

She froze, then pushed her plate away, too humiliated to reply. 

Hazel had given him a puzzled look. “Why are you cross with Emmy, Daddy? She likes taters.”

He cleared his throat. “I’m not really, it’s all right.” 

But Hazel had been unusually perceptive, even at five years of age. She’d given their dad another long look, then said, “Emmy, I’ll have more taters too, please.”

Now, as Hazel returned with a plate heaped with sizzling chips, Emma thought they smelled heavenly. Still, Hazel was young and could afford to indulge, while she just...couldn’t.

As her sister ate slowly, a contemplative look on her face, Emma was sure about one thing at least: even thinking of her new boss was a far bigger indulgence than greasy snacks. 

Later, on the motor coach heading back to town, Emma sat silently. Hazel dozed peacefully against her shoulder, despite all the raucous jolliness from Patrick and the staff. To celebrate their day of skiing and snowboarding, they’d broken out a few bottles of
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