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The rain hadn’t yet begun, but the clouds over Galway Bay had already turned a bruised purple, hanging low and swollen like they were waiting for someone to give them permission to burst. Down on Quay Street, where cobbles glistened with the residue of old storms and old nights, Anna pushed open the door of The Red Bull — a late-night bar that locals claimed hadn’t changed since the 70s except for the WiFi router nailed above the cigarette machine.

Inside, the place breathed warmth.

Warm amber lights.

Warm bodies.

Warm old wooden beams stained with the history of a thousand pints.

The pub smelled of sea air, Guinness foam, and that familiar Irish mixture of whiskey and wet coats. The walls were cluttered with framed black-and-white photographs of fishermen, poets, drunken weddings, and ancient GAA teams. Music hummed — quiet, folky, something with fiddles.

Anna slipped behind the bar with her usual casual grace. Nineteen, bright-eyed, confident, a smile that made men forget their pint order the moment she asked for it. Her mid-length black hair swung loose tonight, slightly curled at the ends from the mist outside. Her tight black T-shirt hugged her torso, stretching deliciously across her large chest each time she bent to grab a bottle.

Regulars lifted their glasses when she entered.

“Evenin’, Anna.”

“Look at ye, sunshine herself.”

Old Tom, king of the barstools, tapped the counter with his ring. “Yer late tonight, girl. Out with the boyfriend, were ya?”

“I’m single and you know it, my car is being difficult. Like yourself Tom.” she smirked, wiping a glass with a rag.

‘’That car will last longer than I will Anna, mark my words.’’

They adored her, not in a creepy way, but with the soft affection Irish men reserve for young women who treat them far better than they treat themselves. Anna had an old soul, she was mature for beyond her years. She had a way of listening that made even liars tell the truth.

A group of American voices rumbled near the door.

Four tall silhouettes stepped inside, shaking rain from their jackets. Anna studied they from behind the bar. They looked to be in their late forties maybe, but carried themselves with the confident ease of men who had lived well. Tattoos lined their arms. Leather jackets. Heavy boots. Smiles that were friendly but edged with something else... confidence.

Matt.

Dean.

Sam.

Jack.

She learned their names quickly. Tourists, they said. Lovers of whiskey, they added. Seekers of good conversation, they joked.

“And you,” Jack told her, leaning his forearms on the counter, “are the best thing we’ve seen in Galway so far.”

She laughed, unbothered by flattery. She’d heard every variation of “you’re gorgeous” in this pub since she was sixteen helping her gran with glasses, but tonight she felt it. Their eyes had meant it and it made her warm, safe, welcomed, and seen.

They admired her unicorn-on-a-blade tattoo on her right arm, and she admired theirs. Sam’s Valkyrie was breathtaking. She thought she had seen it before but couldn’t place it. She studied it in the dimly lit bar light, a warrior woman astride a horse, sword raised. Dean’s tattoo was fiery, brutal — two Spartans battling above flames. Matt’s ink ran into a maze of symbols. Jack’s stretched across his arms like abstract geometry powered by muscle.

The bar breathed with its usual midnight pulse, the scrape of stools on old wood, the hum of conversation that never quite dropped below a murmur, the distant clink of pint glasses washed and stacked. Anna drifted between customers with practiced ease, but when she returned to the four Americans, she lingered.

She didn’t mean to.

They just... pulled conversation out of her like a tide.

They had just connected. 

Jack had his elbows on the table, fingers idly tracing the rim of his whiskey glass. Sam sat with a relaxed, soldier-stillness that made everything he said feel important. Matt slouched like a man who’d seen too much and was still amused by most of it. Dean, ever the observer watched the others more than he spoke.

Anna leaned a hip against the table.

“So,” she said, “what brings four handsome Americans to Ireland? And don’t say ‘tourism’ unless you want me to fall asleep standing up.”

Matt didn’t miss a beat.

“Whiskey.”

Sam countered, tone quieter, gentler.

“Peace and quiet.”

Jack swirled his glass.

“Visiting my distant cousins.”

He winked over the rim. “But don’t tell anyone.”

Dean nodded toward Anna with a lazy grin.

“She can’t keep a secret to save her life.”

Anna’s mouth dropped open in mock outrage.

“I can too!”

All four men turned toward her at once amused, dubious, deeply entertained.

“Oh sweetheart,” Jack murmured, leaning in, voice low and playfully intimate, “I believe you can keep a great many things. But secrets?” He clicked his tongue. “I don’t buy it.”

Anna crossed her arms.

“Try me.”

Sam raised an eyebrow.

“A challenge?”

She nodded.

Matt smirked.

“Dangerous game, sweetheart.”

Anna leaned closer, eyes glittering.

“You have no idea...”

For a heartbeat, all four men went still sensing something in her tone they hadn’t expected. A spark. A confidence. A warmth that invited them in and pushed back at the same time.
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They fell into conversations, the kind that made time disappear.

Jack talked first, he was the most talkative, the most animated.

He spoke about landing in Dublin drunker than when he left LA.

About confusing the bus to Galway with the bus to Wexford.

About a sheep he swore tried to mug him on a country road.

Anna laughed so hard she nearly spilled a pint.

Then Sam spoke, he was quieter, thoughtful.

He told her about hiking through forests in Oregon, the kind that stayed damp even in summer.

He described seeing the Cliffs of Moher earlier that day, the mist curling around the edges like the sea was smoking.

“It felt like standing on the edge of the world,” he said.

“I needed that.”

Anna nodded softly. “Galway does that to people.”

Matt chimed in next, his deep voice rumbling like someone telling ghost stories by a fire.

“I like places with history,” he said. “Places where generations have touched the same walls. You feel it here. Especially in Galway, it’s like the buildings remember people.”

Anna rested her chin on her hand.

“What buildings remember you?”

Matt glanced around and laughed “This Bar of course.”

The table erupted with laughter. 

“You are a joker Matt” said Anna.

Matt shrugged, pretending he didn’t enjoy the compliment.

Sam smirked at him.

Dean, still the quiet observer, finally spoke.

“You’re the interesting one,” he said to Anna.

“The way you wander table to table — you listen. Most people here want to talk. You listen first.”

She blinked, caught off guard.

“I... never thought of it that way.”

Dean nodded. “That’s why people tell you things.”

Jack grinned.

“And why you’re absolutely terrible at keeping secrets.”

Anna laughed — warm, bright, unrestrained.

They asked questions too.

“What’s your dream?” Sam asked.

Anna bit her lip.

“...acting.”

Dean raised his glass.

“Stage or screen?”

“Stage,” she said. “For now. But someday? LA.”

Matt chuckled. “Ambitious.”

“Is that bad?” Anna challenged.

Jack shook his head, smiling.

“No. It’s... refreshing.”

Sam leaned forward.

“What kind of roles?”

“All kinds,” she said. “But I like characters with edges. People who aren’t clean. People who break things.”

Dean smirked.

“That tracks.”

Anna flushed.

“Oh stop.”

“Not a chance,” Jack teased. “You walked into our lives fifteen minutes ago and you’re already the most interesting person in the room.”

Anna felt that — a slow, warm bloom behind her ribs.

She tried not to show it.

Failed.

They talked about Galway, too — and she guided them like a local goddess.

“See the Cliffs,” she said.

“And the Burren. It’s like walking on the moon. No soil, just ancient stone.”

Matt nodded.

“What else?”

“Music,” she said. “Anywhere you hear a fiddle and a bodhrán together? Step inside. Doesn’t matter if the pub looks dodgy. The music will save your life.”

Sam smiled softly.

“You love this place.”

“I do,” she said. “Even if I dream of leaving.”

Dean tilted his head.

“You can love a place and still outgrow it.”

She looked at him for a beat too long.

He didn’t look away.

Hours slipped by. Drinks dwindled. The pub emptied.

But the conversation — god, the conversation — it felt like an anchor.

Like something important shifting quietly beneath the surface.

They asked about her childhood, her grandparents, the cottage she loved.

She asked about their travels, their tattoos, their first impressions of Ireland.

They teased her relentlessly.

She gave it right back.

Jack leaned back eventually, stretching with a grunt.

“You’re trouble,” he said to Anna.

She smirked.

“You don’t know the half of it.”

“We’d like to,” Matt said, raising a brow.

Sam lifted his glass in a small toast.

“To interesting company.”

Dean added, softer:

“And unexpected nights.”

Anna clinked her glass with theirs.

Last call came and went, the pub thinning until the only voices left belonged to Anna, Old Tommy hovering near the corner, and the four American men who had somehow turned an ordinary shift into something that felt—almost—like fate.

Anna wiped down their table with a damp cloth, the soft citrus scent of the cleaner rising between them. Dean lifted his glass so she could wipe beneath it, his fingers brushing hers, an accidental touch that felt too intentional.

Jack stretched, cracking his back.

“Well, sweetheart,” he said, slipping into his jacket, “this was easily the best night we’ve had since landing in Ireland.”

Matt nodded.

“No competition.”

The four Americans rose from their seats, stretching large shoulders, cracking knuckles, moving with that relaxed, lived-in confidence she’d noticed right away.

Matt pulled a wallet from his back pocket and tucked something under her empty tip tray.

“If you make it to LA,” he said, calm but earnest,

“you look us up.”

She smiled — more shy than she intended.

“Maybe I will.”

Jack grinned.

“Oh you will. I can tell.”

Sam stepped closer.

“You have a phone on you?”

She blinked.

“Yeah—of course.”

“Good,” he said, already pulling his out. “Let’s make this official.”

Dean pulled a card from his jacket pocket, sliding it across the table like a gambler revealing his final hand.

Names. Numbers. An LA area code stamped in sleek black ink.

“Serious,” he said.

“We mean that.”

Anna laughed, but her cheeks flushed pink.

“I’ll hold you to it.”

“Good,” Jack said. “We like being held.”

She snorted.

“Jesus. You’re impossible.”

Dean winked.

“And you’re memorable.”

Sam pulled out his phone.

“Hey—before we go. You on Instagram?”

She blinked.

“Oh. Uh—yeah.”

He held his phone out toward her.

“Handle?”

She told him, and the others pulled out their phones too, thumbs tapping as they found her account—her small collection of moody Galway sunsets, backstage theatre snapshots, latte art, impromptu selfies where her hair was messy but her eyes glowed.

Jack whistled.

“You photograph beautifully.”

“Stop,” she muttered.

“No,” he said, “I don’t think we will.”

Dean followed her last, his thumb hovering over the screen before he hit the little heart beside her most recent post.

Matt slid his phone away.

“Alright, sweetheart. We’re headed out before we keep you all night.”

Jack smirked.

“Or ruin your life.”

Dean added, “Or improve it.”

Sam stood and reached for his coat.

“Take care of yourself, Anna.”

She smiled—quiet, warm, honest.

“You too.”

Sam hugged her first, his big arms enveloping her gently, not tightly, but warmly.

“You’re a bright one,” he murmured. “LA would be lucky to have you.”

Matt hugged her second, he was warm, broad, soft at the edges.

“You ever need anything, even just restaurant recommendations, you text us.”

Jack hugged her third, a little tighter, a little longer, smelling faintly of cedar and smoke.

“You’re unforgettable. That’s rare.”

And then Dean stepped forward.

Anna inhaled sharply without meaning to.

He placed one arm around her waist, the other at the back of her shoulder.

Slow, careful, intentional.

“This was a good night,” he said softly into her temple.

“You made it better.”

Her chest tightened in a way she did not expect.

They turned to leave, the four of them heading toward the door like shadows slipping out into the rain.
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Anna reached for the empty glasses—and froze.

They hadn’t left a tip.

They’d left a fortune.

Her fingers closed around the stack of folded notes—far more than anyone ever left her. Enough to cover a months groceries. Maybe two.

Her breath stuttered.

“Oh my god...”

She unfolded it, counting silently, heat pricking behind her eyes.

“Jesus, lads,” she whispered under her breath. “This is... obscene.”

She looked toward the door.

They were gone.

If you make it to LA... look us up.

Anna pressed her lips together, swallowing a flutter that felt too hopeful, too silly, too bright.

She tucked the bills into the waistband of her jeans.

Her heart wouldn’t settle.

It wasn’t just the money.

It wasn’t even the invite.

It was the way they watched her.

Like she wasn’t just a barmaid.

Like they saw something else.

Like they cared enough to remember her name.

She didn’t know if she’d ever make it to LA.

But right then, in the quiet glow of the empty pub, with rain starting to tap against the windows and her jeans warm where the tip rested—

For the first time ever

it felt possible.

Old Tommy watched her.

“You’ve a strange night ahead of ya, girl.”

“I’m going home to bed,” she teased.

He lifted his pint. “Aye. But Lady Fortune doesn’t give a shite what plans you make.”

He was right.
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Old Tommy drained the last of his pint and wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve, which somehow managed to be wetter than the glass.

“Right then,” he grumbled, sliding off his stool with the creak of old bones and older joints. “Time for this auld fella to stumble home and get his beauty sleeping .”

Anna stepped around the counter and held the door open for him, keeping her coat tight around her torso as the wind tugged at it greedily.

“You sure you’re okay getting back, Tommy? It’s rough out there.”

He waved her off with the grandiose confidence only held by men who should absolutely not be waving anyone off.

“Ah, sure I’m only down the next street, girl. I’ll be home before I know it.”

“Great, you can squeeze in some extra beauty sleep.” She added dryly.

Tommy laughed, leaning in to kiss the air beside her cheek in that old Irish-man way.

“You’re a good one, Anna. Mind yourself tonight.”

“You too.”

He paused, squinting at her with that uncanny drunk wisdom.

“Yer in for a night, girl.”

She playfully smacked his arm.

“Go home, Tommy.”

He shuffled out into the rain, coat wrapped around him like the world’s saddest cape, but she wasn’t worried. His house was genuinely just down the lane — she’d walked him there once when he’d had far too much stout and insisted the ground kept tilting.

Anna turned back into The King’s Salt and let the warmth hug her one last time. The low lights hummed. The wooden counters gleamed from her cleaning. The empty stools waited like ghosts.

She sighed — a small exhale of tired pride — and reached for the switch.

Click.

Darkness swallowed the room except for a sliver of light from the hallway.

She walked to the front door, slipped the heavy key into the lock, twisted until the mechanism clunked.

The storm outside howled in response.

“Alright, alright,” she muttered. “I’m coming.”

Her coat was thick wool, good for Galway winters, but the rain didn’t care about wool or linings or dignity. 

She took a deep breath and stepped outside.

The wind slapped her coat sideways and rain hit her face like thrown gravel.

“Jesus Christ,” she gasped, pushing her hood up.

She broke into a run — half-covered, half-blinded — splashing through puddles that were getting bigger by the second as she cut around the back of the pub toward the dimly lit staff car park.

Her little decade-old hatchback sat waiting under the lone flickering lamppost, already glistening with layers of water.

Anna yanked the door open and jumped inside, shivering instantly.

The cold inside the car was worse than outside — the kind of deep cold that gave you a spitting headache.

She jammed the key into the ignition, teeth chattering.

“Come on... come on, you useless little—”

She turned it.

WHRRR—KHHHHHH—KLNK.

The car made a noise like a dying sheep gargling nails... then silence.

She tried again.

And again.

“Don’t you do this to me now,” she snapped, slapping the wheel.

“Don’t you dare. Don’t you—”

She turned the key one last time.

Nothing.

Not even a cough.

“This fucking CAR!” she shouted, voice cracking.

She slumped forward, forehead resting against the steering wheel.

Outside the rain intensified as if mocking her.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket, some reminder to set the alarm for tmrw. 

Looking at the screen gave her an idea. It sparked a tiny ember of hope.

The Americans.

The tip.

A small fortune tucked into her jeans.

She pulled out her phone, scrolling to the local cab company.

“Please, please, please...” she muttered as the ring tone crackled.

A tired voice answered.

“Galway Cabs.”

“Hi, yeah — it’s Anna from The Red Bull? I need a cab. Like, urgently.”

“Sorry Anna,” the dispatcher sighed. “Storm’s knocked out half the fleet. Other half’s stuck in traffic or on call. It’ll be at least...”

Paper shuffled.

“...forty minutes. Minimum.”

“Forty?!” she sputtered.

“I’ll drown by then!”

A weary chuckle. “Car trouble again?”

“Good guess” she sighed.

She hung up and thunked her head gently against the wheel again.

“Okay. Walking it is,” she grumbled. “This is... absolutely shite.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5

[image: ]


She shoved open the car door and stepped into a sheet of sideways rain.

Her umbrella snapped open with a reluctant whump — immediately struggling against the wind like a bird about to take flight.

She took one step.

Then another.

No answer, of course.

The umbrella flipped inside out.

Anna’s breath puffed out in little white clouds, instantly swallowed by the rain.

Her hood was up, but it didn’t matter.

Nothing mattered.

Every step she took sent water up her jeans, cold and heavy, soaking through the fabric until her legs felt twice their weight. The umbrella fought for its life, ribs rattling like bones in the wind.

“Just... twenty-five minutes,” she told herself out loud.

“Twenty-five... very wet... very stupid... minutes.”

She tightened her grip on the umbrella handle.

The wind yanked it sideways.

“Jesus Christ—”

She forced it back down, head bent against the roaring gusts as she passed the edge of Latin Quarter, the colourful pubs now blurred smears of neon reflected in puddles.

The sound of fiddles and laughter still leaked through some of the windows, muffled but warm — a stark contrast to the slicing wind on her cheeks.

Her shoes squelched.

Her socks clung like seaweed.

Her coat flapped violently at the hem.

She muttered curses to herself.

“Could’ve stayed inside. Could’ve asked someone for a lift. No—no, Anna knows best—Anna will WALK home in a goddamn MONSOON—”

She turned onto Eyre Square, the trees thrashing like angry dancers, the bronze of Oscar Wilde gleaming under a dozen sheets of blowing rain.

“Even Oscar’s crying tonight,” she muttered.

Her phone flashlight trembled in her grip, throwing jittery light across the path ahead.

Halfway across the square, the road widened, and puddles had merged into shallow black ponds that swallowed curbs entirely. She eyed them with suspicion.

“Just avoid the edges,” she whispered. “Avoid the—”

Headlights curved around the corner.

Big ones.

Truck-sized.

Oh no.

A lorry.

“No no no NO—”

Anna darted as far to the side as she could, pressing herself toward a wall, umbrella angled, shoulders hunched..... but it was too late. 

The lorry hit the puddle.

A biblical-scale wall of gutter water reared up and slammed into her with the force of a violent baptism.

SPLASH—WHOOOOM—

Cold water surged over her head, down her coat, into her boots, up her sleeves, straight down her spine like someone had poured a bucket inside her clothes.

She screamed — a strangled, outraged shriek.

“ARE YOU SERIOUS?!”

The lorry kept going, oblivious, leaving her dripping like a drowned scarecrow.

She shook her arms violently — water flying everywhere — but it did absolutely nothing.

“I—I—fuck—” She sputtered, hair plastered to her cheeks.

Her umbrella hung in her hand at a sad angle, defeated.

It had given up on life long ago.

She kicked at a loose stone, sending it skittering into another puddle.

“FuuuuuuuuuUuuuUuuuuuck!”

Her jeans clung to her thighs like clingfilm.

Her bra felt like it was
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