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    For my daughters,


    Carrie and Meghann


    

  


    And for a little help with the Irish…


    Aislin—pronounced “Ash-lin”


    Ghillies—soft shoes used in Irish step dancing


    Feiseanna—pronounced “fesh-ah-na,” Irish dance festivals/competitions

  


  
    Chapter One


    The Sign


    The urge to contact an old boyfriend should be approached with extreme caution, I always say. Even if you’ve excellent reasons, any impulse with such potential for disaster on a grand scale should be either squashed immediately, or given due consideration: i.e., discussed exhaustively with your friends, whom you have bribed with cheap wine and equally cheap Cadbury’s to listen to you, and for your trouble, will give you their expert counsel.


    In case the confab with friends regarding the ex sets off an uncharacteristic impulse to take action—Saturday night’s strategy session with Deirdre and Maggie ended with a rash, midnight phone call to America—you’ll want to be on the lookout for signs and portents that you’re on the right track.


    I was saying exactly that to Deirdre six days later, in the back room of her mam’s shop, O’Donnell’s Books & Collectibles. “Though I was sure I’d get a sign before now. Especially here.”


    After all, you’d think a shop stuffed with fairy-themed merchandise—that’s Irish fairies, mind—in tourist-jammed Temple Bar, smack in the middle of Dublin, Ireland, which is home to spiritual icons galore, would be a magnet for messages from the Other Side, the far corners of the world, or the Infinite.


    “Signs,” scoffed Deirdre. As my fellow shop assistant, she could’ve been helping me sort through the tatty leftovers from her mam’s parish jumble sale, but she was busy Web surfing. “Maybe you’re meant to watch for the one saying the call was a waste of time.”


    “No way,” I said, though I was starting to wonder. While I hardly expected a metaphysical memo to waft in, such as, Attn.: Aislin Moore, Congrats on the genius phone call, surely a teensy insight into my next move wasn’t too much to ask? I gazed balefully at yet another overflowing box, perched on a high shelf. “One more box to go. And the dustiest of the lot.”


    “Sling it ’til Monday,” Deirdre said, clicking madly. “Mammy’ll never know.”


    I sneezed. “I’m for that.” I swiped my hands on my jumper, then made the mistake of glancing at the box again. It seemed to droop toward me reproachfully. “Shag it all,” I muttered. On tiptoe, I grabbed one corner of the box and jerked it forward. “As if this crusty junk is worth anyth—” I yelped as something thunked me on the head and fell to the floor.


    “What?” said Deirdre, eyes glued to the screen.


    Rubbing the sore spot, I knelt to pick up the offending item, and almost fell over. “Oh, my God, this is it! The sign I’ve been waiting for.”


    Deirdre swiveled round. “A book.” She wrinkled her pretty nose. “You can’t wear it or eat it—what’s the use?”


    “Don’t you see?” Trembling, I ran my fingers over the title, and lurched to my feet. “My fate is shagging sealed.” Deirdre still looked blank. “It’s a sign! Telling me to ring his mam again.”


    “An old book told you that?” Deirdre said, incredulous. “The dust in here has addled your brains.”


    “Little Women is not just an ‘old book,’” and I hugged it to my chest, “it’s my favorite book of all time.” I’d read my dog-eared paperback a gazillion times, and watched all the film versions over and over. “So, I’ve got to keep trying to contact…you know. Him.” Spurred into action, I set the book down and pulled my rucksack from under the desk. “It’s the least I can do for—”


    “Aislin, like I said Saturday, you are so going to regret this,” Deirdre said darkly.


    “Bollocks.” Enjoying the novelty of being decisive, I dug out my mobile. “What’s the harm, to make sure she got my message? Maybe my phone numbers got a bit garbled.”


    Deirdre shook her head, her dark, glossy hair swinging round her shoulders. “So what if you meet up with him again, and he turns out to be a loser…or even a gobshite?”


    “He’s not the sort,” I said without thinking.


    “Well, people change. But have you considered your worst case scenario?”


    “Like what?” Staring at my phone, I could feel my grand resolve weaken. I’d tons of reasons for contacting him—I’d even made a list. What was I waiting for?


    “Like…our man could still be carrying the torch,” Deirdre said with a melodramatic air. “And in his undying passion for you, he jumps on the next flight to Dublin.”


    “As if.” My stomach tightened at the very thought. “I can guarantee that the last time I saw him, he’d dumped whatever torch he ever had for me.” If he’d had one at all.


    “Or what if he’s married, and his wife got all prickly about him hearing from an old girlfriend who looks like Nicole Kidman—”


    “I so do not look like Nicole Kidman,” I interrupted, secretly pleased.


    “Do too—well, okay, a younger Nicole, if she was a foot shorter, and had some body fat. And if she never used some decent product on her hair. Anyway, what if his wife cut him off in the bedroom! He’d be all cross, and there you’d be, starting off on the totally wrong foot.”


    “Even if he’s married, it’s not like I’m trying to mess him about or anything. I’ll get his e-mail from his mam like I planned, chat him up online a bit, then throw out a few feelers.” I stared at the phone in my hand. “Easy-peasy,” I added bravely.


    For all my show of confidence, dread pooled in my middle. I was ready to postpone the call when Little Women caught my eye. Despite her rocky start, Meg March, my favorite character, had turned out to be the perfect mother. What would she do? I flipped up the lid of my mobile.


    “You’re mad,” said Deirdre. “But if you’re so dead keen on doing this, you might as well ring the woman at breakfast, before she goes anywhere.” Deirdre had an amazing facility for time zone calculation. But no head for accounts. Go figure. “But you know, Ash, I don’t think I can watch this.” She gathered up her handbag and coat. “I’ve an errand to do.”


    Which likely involved a visit to Brown Thomas. Phone in hand, I waved Deirdre off from the backroom doorway, amused despite myself at her circuitous route to the front door. Once outside, and safe from her mam’s detection, she dimpled at a man in a posh coat standing by the shop window. That’s Deirdre for you—she’d flirt with the corpse at a wake. Of course the man smiled back. Wishing that sometimes, my life could be as simple as Deirdre’s, I keyed in the number, glad she wasn’t here to see I knew it by heart. When I glanced back up, my thumb hovering over the keypad, she and the man were gone.


    Well, for all I knew, he was the errand. But this was no time to dwell on Deirdre’s romantic adventures. I’d a job to do, though I lacked the Chardonnay-primed courage I’d had last weekend. And any minute now, Polly—indulgent boss and mother she might be—would notice both her shop assistants were AWOL. So, ignoring that sinking feeling, rather like a large stone sitting right behind your navel, I pressed the “on” key…

  


  
    Chapter Two


    The Stranger


    From the first page of Little Women, I’d taken a mad fancy for the poor but happy March clan. What’s not to like? With the absent but adoring dad, close-knit sisters, and the mother who was actually there for her kids, they were like, my fantasy family.


    A shame my own bore no resemblance to it. To take my mind off my ex, I’d kept the book close by, to sneak read while Polly wasn’t looking. But now, back at the counter after Deirdre had decamped, I set it aside to gaze wistfully through the shop’s front window. Though it was not quite seven, Temple Bar’s narrow stone streets were already pulsing with activity, people heading for parties and pubs. I hadn’t much taste for nightlife, but wouldn’t any girl of twenty-six want a break from a seriously Stuck in Neutral life?


    A man materialized out of the crowd, and stopped at our front door. Mr. Posh Coat again, mobile at his ear. Tall and broad, he was a bit of a standout; Temple Bar was rampant with not only track-suited tourists, but scruffy artists and eccentrically-dressed oddballs. Since he was hardly our typical customer, maybe he’d returned to get Deirdre’s number.


    I took a slurp from my third Coke since lunch and took a closer look at him. How…strange. He rather had the look of—My mobile vibrated, setting off a jolt of adrenaline. I cautiously pulled the phone out of my pocket. “Hallo?”


    “It’s me.” Deirdre. Not Annie Carpenter. “Have you heard anything from the mother, back in Minnesota?”


    “Not since you rang twenty minutes ago,” I said glumly. When I’d gotten Annie’s machine a second time, I started to wonder if her silence was…significant. She’d forgotten who I was? That seemed highly unlikely, given our longtime connection. Then, upon leaving her every possible means of contacting me, a far more demoralizing thought struck: what if she’d told her son I’d rung and he asked her not to speak to me?


    “Oh, shaggit,” Deirdre said. “Maybe it’s time you took the direct route—check him out online, get his e-mail that way. Else you’ll be a wreck all weekend.”


    “Google stalk him? I don’t think so.” For now, I wanted to keep him more… theoretical. Looking him up would make him well, real. “I’ll read Little Women, in the bath,” I decided. “A nice long one. That’ll calm me down.” That and about a half dozen chocolate bars.


    “Oh, puh-lease. God knows reading it would put me into a coma.”


    That’s Deirdre—a walking advert for a bookstore. “Sure, I’d drop dead from the shock myself, to see you with a book,” I teased, “but I wish you’d give this one a try.” I got a bit misty-eyed. “When I was twelve, I must’ve read the part where John Brooke proposes to Meg about a million times.”


    “Why, is it hot?”


    “Get off,” I told her. “It was sweet and romantic.” To my girlish soul, Meg sitting on John’s knee had been incredibly sexy.


    “With that boyfriend of yours hardly a great one for romance—or should I say sort of boyfriend—you need all you can get,” said Deirdre. “Especially with his eejit hiatus thing—”


    “Let’s keep Sam out of this,” I broke in. In case you’re thinking a proper girlfriend would have defended her guy, I’d bigger worries than Sam. Like how late I’d be stuck here. I sneaked another glance at the door. Our man was still outside, still on the phone. “Why’d you ring anyway?”


    “To see if Mam ever noticed I left,” Deirdre said promptly.


    “I doubt it.” I finished my Coke in one gulp. “She’s been chatting up two ancient ladies from Clare, then she found this old feather duster amongst the jumble. She’s been having the time of her life ever since.” About twice the size of Deirdre, Polly was whacking the duster round like a Valkyrie going into battle. “Say, before you ring off, there’s this guy hanging about outside—I think he’s waiting for you.”


    “Who?”


    “Well, you smiled at him when you left earlier. Tall, well-dressed, nice haircut.”


    “Who?” she asked again. I rolled my eyes. Evidently he wasn’t her latest conquest. “Look,” and I glanced at another of Polly’s jumble finds, a cuckoo clock. “It’s nearly seven—got to start closing out the register. See you later.”


    I stowed my mobile, giving it a silent pep talk to ring with Annie, not Deirdre on the line. Then I jerked my head up as the bell jangled, and Mr. Posh all but vaulted inside. Giving him a quick sidelong look, I blinked. He really does resemble—


    Polly breezed over to the counter, winking at me as she whisked her duster over a display of miniature step-dancing shoes. “Wouldn’t you know, just at closing we’d get Himself over there.” She jerked her head in the direction of the stranger, now in the book section.


    Trying not to mind I’d be stuck here past seven, I grabbed a pile of receipts. “D’you think we should lower the lights to get him out the door?”


    “Let’s give him another minute or two,” Polly said. “The fairies often bring your biggest sales on Fridays.” Polly believed the fairies had an active hand at the shop—but then, she was away with the fairies a good part of the time. “If he takes much longer, I’ll give him a bit of a sales pitch.” She sashayed off to dust more stock.


    Sorting receipts, I sensed a tense aura round him—perhaps the result of my recent mystical contemplation. Then I jumped as my mobile vibrated again. Annie Carpenter, at last?


    “It’s me again,” said Deirdre. “I just had a fantastic insight. What if not hearing back from his mother was the real sign? That you should drop the idea altogether.”


    Don’t say that! “I won’t believe that,” I said stoutly. Little Women fell on your bloody head, I reminded myself. If that’s not a sign I don’t know what is. Eager to get home, I glanced at the man to see if we were making any progress, and it struck me forcibly. Holy Jaysus, he was a dead ringer for…I should really give up Coke—the caffeine’s clearly making me hallucinate.


    “Aislin…?” Deirdre prompted.


    “Yeah?” I said vaguely. The man didn’t appear to be actually shopping. He’d pick up a book without looking at it, then put it down.


    “Ash! Are you there?” Deirdre asked.


    “Oh—sorry. We’ve a bit of a problem customer here.”


    “Someone hassling you?”


    “Not exactly,” I said. “It’s that guy I mentioned. He came inside, but he’s just wandering round. Seems to be hiding one hand too.”


    “Maybe he’s a nutter,” Deirdre proposed. “Loaded, but loves the thrill of shoplifting.”


    “Shopl—?” I squeaked. Lowering my voice, I said, “He doesn’t look the type.”


    “They never do,” Deirdre pointed out. “Maybe you should call the Guards.”


    All I needed was a big brouhaha keeping me here even later. “Really, if he tries anything, your mam’ll be sure to chase him out with her feather duster.”


    “If you’re sure nothing’s wrong.” Deirdre actually sounded worried.


    “Positive,” I said grandly, then jumped as the man grabbed another book and strode to the counter. I looked up and met his eyes. “Oh, Jaysus!” I gasped, and promptly dropped my mobile.


    “Ash…” hissed from the speaker. “ASHH-LINNN!”


    Hands shaking, chest heaving, I retrieved my phone. “I-I-I’ll ring you later.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    The Reunion


    Numerology folk hold that the number seven has mystical, magical qualities. You know, the Seven Wonders of the World, seventh heaven, Snow White’s seven dwarfs. But seven’s never worked out for me. My parents forgot my seventh birthday. I seem to overdraw my bank account the seventh of every month. And whenever my face breaks out, I invariably get seven spots.


    Now, as I was caught in Dante’s Seventh Circle of Hell, Polly’s cuckoo clock chirped seven times.


    “Hey, Aislin.” The man’s voice was guarded. “It’s been uh, a long time.”


    My chest so tight I could barely breathe, I gaped at him. Why, why did I never, ever sort out anything beyond ringing Annie…


    “Hey—you okay? I thought you knew I was going to drop in,” Ben Carpenter said.


    I tried to speak but no sound came out. A good thing, since the only thing I could think of was, What in the bloody hell are you doing here? Another excruciatingly awkward minute passed, then I managed a faint, “Your mother was meant to send your e-mail address.” Not you.


    I couldn’t think of anything else to say. It was a little too soon for, by the way, I’ve Something Important to tell you—


    “I would’ve come sooner, but I was in Galway,” Ben said, and lifted his hand. “Uh…these are for you.”


    He’d been hiding something, all right. Cream tulips, with fuchsia throats. And if I wasn’t mistaken, there were seven of them! But guys didn’t give girls flowers anymore. Were the tulips and Ben simply a product of my over-caffeinated, oxygen-starved imagination?


    I blinked, hoping to break up his image, but no. He was still in front of me, solid and all too real. “They’re…lovely.” Heartburn flamed in my chest. “Very k-kind of you.”


    “Mom thought you’d like them.” Ben’s Midwestern accent sounded flatter than I remembered. “Actually, I was just on the phone with her. She was…really glad to hear from you.” Setting the flowers and book he’d chosen on the counter, he looked around, as if searching for an escape route.


    I couldn’t blame him…but how he could show up in Dublin so fast had to be one of the Great Mysteries of the Universe.


    Polly suddenly appeared. “Sir, I’ll ring you up, then?” She looked at me. “You’re pale as milk pudding, love. You’re all right?”


    “I’m great,” I said feebly, and turned back to Ben. “It…it’s g-grand to see you too.” My smile wobbled. The nuns at school always said that liars would burn in Everlasting Hellfire, but Holy St. Joseph, I was being punished even before I got there. “Seven years, is it?”


    “That sounds about right,” said Ben.


    Well, I knew exactly how long it was. Practically down to the minute. And what did I tell you? Seven, for me, clearly means doom. “So then,” I said casually, “here you are in Dublin! On business?”


    Ben pushed his hands into his coat pockets. “I always said I’d visit Ireland someday.”


    Jaysus, never tell me you came all this way on account of a phone message? The shock of it robbed me of speech yet again.


    “Well, God love ya!” Polly broke in. Wreathed in smiles, she gazed at Ben, feather duster pressed to her broad bosom. “Are the pair of you long-lost friends?”


    “Yep.” Ben looked relieved. “From my home town in Minnesota.”


    Polly peered at him more closely. “You’ve not been here before? You look famil—”


    “It was when I went to America for university,” I said quickly.


    Luckily, Polly was easily distracted. “A number, were you?” Her voice was arch.


    “You mean like, uh…dating?” Ben swallowed. “Well, not officially.”


    Polly’s smile widened, and she gave the flowers a significant look. “Unofficially, then?”


    “We didn’t get that…uh, far.” Now he pulled at his shirt collar. I’d have laughed, if this wasn’t so awful. “I was home on leave from the Navy, and Aislin and I, uh…hung out a few times.”


    That’s a great way to put it.


    Polly said admiringly, “A military man—fancy that.”


    “Just a four-year hitch,” Ben said. “I helped her with…freshman calc.”


    We’d sit side-by-side in my parents’ showplace kitchen, while his mother Annie, our housekeeper, did the washing up. I’d sneak dreamy looks at him, struggling to keep my attention on dreary equations. Much more interesting was his expression when I’d tickle his knee under the table…


    “Grand at the maths, so,” Polly was saying. “The good Lord’s blessed you with looks and brains.”


    Lovely. Polly’s flirting routine, honed at St. Brendan’s jumble sales, was shifting into high gear. With Ben of all people!


    Ben looked flushed. “Actually, Aislin and I go way back—we were pals when we were kids, before she left to live in Ireland. Mom doted on you, Aislin. Remember?”


    “Sure, your Mam was sweet to me.” I fumbled with the receipts. He was as…nice as I remembered. Nicer, even. Which made my plan sort of…unethical? I sent a furtive glance at the tulips. How about completely rotten…


    A substantial elbow nudged my ribs. “Aislin.” As I looked up blankly, Polly said, “Why don’t the pair of you go out for a bite, and catch up a bit?”


    “Well, I…” I began. “Actually,” Ben said at the same time, “I’ve got to—”


    “There’s a grand little pub across the way,” Polly told Ben. “They do lovely sandwiches.”


    Hello! I thought resentfully. I’d like to see you eat with this heartburn. Before I could stand my ground, Ben said, “I don’t much care for pubs. Anyplace else?”


    Polly looked at him as if he wasn’t quite right in the head. “Well, the pubs are full of racket anyway, but there’s a coffee place round the corner.”


    “Great,” said Ben. Give the man credit, he was a lot more gracious than I could ever be. Especially since he obviously hadn’t wanted to be here—he’d needed two tries to come inside. “How about it, Aislin?”


    I ventured a look at Ben’s face. No way. Not ready. “I can’t, really.” I plucked at my seen-better-days jumper. “Look at the state of me.”


    One advantage to working at O’Donnell’s was no spending money on power suits—but couldn’t I have been more put together than today’s ensemble? Which was a tatty cardigan with baggy pockets, jeans frayed at the hemline. As if my hair knew it was being depended on to carry the day, it began to slip from its knot. I reached up to check how badly it was drooping, and felt a wad of frizz. Brilliant. Dressed like a tinker with hair to match.


    Polly elbowed me again. “You’ve no need to dress up for a quick coffee.”


    I snatched my hand down, in case she thought I was primping. “Really, that’s not the point. I just have to get home.”


    Ben drummed his fingers on his book. “Your…husband’s waiting for you?”


    “Ha, that’s good one,” Polly snorted.


    “I’m not married,” I said stiffly, “but I have a…a—” I couldn’t quite get the word out.


    “A date, huh?” Ben’s fingers stilled. “Maybe another time—”


    “You’ve plans?” Polly looked affronted. “Since when? I thought you and Sam—”


    “I do not have…whatever!” Jaysus, I sounded like a right fool. I took a deep breath, reaching for my rucksack beneath the counter. “But maybe we could meet next week.” Or next month. After I’ve sorted out what to do with you…


    “I’ll count on it.” Ben handed Polly his credit card.


    Scanning the card, Polly annoyingly asked, “And what brings you to Ireland, Ben?”


    I resisted the temptation to sprint out of the shop. What wouldn’t I give for the placid, boring life I’d enjoyed before my eejit phone call. But regrets were shag-all use to me now. I’d made this sorry mess—and I’d have to see it through.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    It’s Too Late (To Turn Back Now)


    By all accounts—that is, people unaware of my situation—I should have been mad for Ben Carpenter. You see, seven years ago he’d rescued me from the kind of Embarrassing Moment that’s like having “Failure” stamped in block letters on your forehead and haunts you forever.


    I was performing in the freshman “Retro Night” talent programme at college, and figured my Irish step dance was about as retro as you could get. Save for the previous act, a trio of girls gyrating to “Like a Virgin.” I mean, there were no virgins on campus, as far as I could tell. Except me.


    The Madonna wannabes had gotten a rousing response—no doubt in direct proportion to the rate of BBPM—bouncing Boobs Per Minute. But as the last notes of my fiddle and bodhran CD faded and I took my bow, not a soul applauded. I could only stand there, my face flaming. Then suddenly, a young man—who, despite the military haircut, was clearly a crazed non-conformist, bless him—stood up in the middle of the audience and started to clap. The crowd got the idea, and as they joined in, my hero threw in an ear-splitting whistle.


    I could have kissed him. In a few short moments, I’d gone from Total Reject to Off the Applause-o-Meter. Beaming, I scanned the audience and found my savior. To my utter amazement, I recognized him—it was Ben! Our housekeeper’s son—the “older” boy I’d fancied at age six. And as it turned out, not long after, I did kiss him…


    Ben’s voice pulled me out of my time tunnel. “…University after the Navy…Seattle IT job…Stock options…brainy Irish guy…Ireland’s software industry…new design firm…” Yada, yada, yada… “Our office near Intel…”


    Shite! He lived here!


    Suppressing a gasp of horror, I clutched my rucksack for something to hang on to. Deirdre’s imagined problem of Ben hopping on a plane to Ireland had nothing, I mean, absolutely Nothing, on The Real Worst Case Scenario: Ben actually residing in Dublin!


    “The Celtic Tiger gave Ireland some good times,” Polly said. “Not so easy now, but I’ve no doubt you’ll be a grand success. And did you hear that, Aislin? Ben has a business.”


    “Lovely,” I managed. God help us, Polly was at it again—the woman could smell a matchmaking opportunity at thirty paces. When she actually wiggled her eyebrows at me suggestively, I sent her a pleading glance. Please. Not the eyebrows.


    But to no avail. “Ash, love,” she wheedled, moving in for the kill, “Ben’s brought you flowers. Has Sam ever troubled himself?”


    “Well, no,” I admitted. “But I’ve a million things to—”


    “You’re not to worry, I’ll finish up here. My Maggie won’t mind keeping the b—”


    “But it’s getting late,” I interrupted, feeling frantic.


    “If this isn’t a good time,” Ben said, “we can—”


    “It’s a great time,” said Polly. “Aislin, run to the back and get those flowers in some water.”


    I glanced from Polly’s determined face to Ben’s impassive one. “Right,” I mumbled, resigned. I’d go out with the devil himself if it would shut Polly up. And while I was in the loo, maybe I could sort out a quick escape—which Ben would likely welcome as much as I would.


    Polly handed Ben his credit card slip. “You’ll like Wicked Game,” she said slyly. Ben looked blank. “But I’d never’ve pegged you as the potboiler sort.”


    “Potboiler?” Ben said in a strangled voice. As he glanced down at his book, I did too. A red-haired cover girl wore a sultry smile and strategically placed handgun—and nothing else.


    I forgot my turmoil and stared at him, fascinated, as a fresh swath of color—actually more like a Sherman’s March through Georgia—marched up his neck to the tips of his ears. “I thought I picked up the new Grisham book.”


    I’d heard that one before. So had Polly. “No need to be embarrassed.” She chuckled. “Why, three fellas from the parish bought this title last week—and all three said it was for his wife!” Then coyly, “Why not get your wife to buy your books?”


    Ben smile looked glued on. “This one’s fine. And I’m not married.”


    I took pity on him. Besides, practicing my retail skills in the middle of a nervous breakdown might come in handy someday. “Don’t be silly—you’ll want a store credit.” I snatched the awful book, shoved it under the counter, and pulled out a credit form and a pen.


    “Actually, I’ll take…these.” Ben plucked a pair of the mini-dancing shoes off the display, then met my eyes.


    I was the first to look away. As I stuck the pen into my hair at the temple, I caught Polly waggling her eyebrows at me again. The loo, I thought desperately, then my mobile rang.


    It had to be Deirdre. “What is it?”


    “So, what’s happened with that nutcase—”


    “Sorry for not getting back to you,” I broke in cheerily, “but everything’s great.”


    “You’re not being held hostage, forced to make phony ‘Nothing’s wrong’ phone calls?”


    “Honestly, Deirdre, you watch too much telly,” I said with false gaiety. “See you tomorrow night!” Ringing off, I realized the desperate need for a new plan, before I could possibly be alone with Ben. “Look,” I said to him. That’s it. Don’t let Polly run your bloody life. “It’s just not on, after all. Going for coffee, I mean.”


    Ben pushed his hands in his trouser pockets. “Then how about a ride home?”


    “Would you hear that?” Polly beamed. “A nice change from the bus, so it is.” Then to Ben, “Good job Sam’s not the jealous type.”


    Another spurt of acid hit my middle. “My flat’s awfully far—the bus is more convenient.”


    “Then I’ll walk you to your bus stop.”


    Polly nodded approvingly. “Temple Bar’s a mad crush, this time of night.”


    “But…I…I…” A short walk, in a public street—what could go wrong? Anyway, I’d need to be on Ben’s good side soon enough, even if the Universe had it out for me tonight. “Okay, then. Be right back.”


    I stashed my mobile in my jumper pocket, and grabbing the tulips, dashed to the loo. Filling the sink, I dunked the flowers in it, ready to hurry out. Unfortunately the plugging device was as paltry as my excuses, and the sink promptly emptied. Ah, hell. Re-jigger the drain and run more water? I asked myself. Or get this bloody ordeal over with? I pulled out the dripping flowers, and reaching over the toilet, tossed them into the bin next to it. He’ll never know.


    Still, I stared down at the tulips. What an utter cow I am, when bringing flowers is such a Little Women-ish, John Brooke-ian thing to do… I leaned over, poised to fish them out, when I remembered that last, awful moment with Ben seven years ago…My knees wobbled, and I closed my eyes, reaching for the wall for support.


    There was a thunk, then a splash. I popped my eyes open.


    My mobile was in the toilet. “Shite, shite, shite!” My lovely phone, only three months old! Then I remembered Ben. He’d probably heard me—what if he thought I was swearing about him? Too late now. I dug out the rubber gloves we kept under the sink, strapped on the right-handed one, and gingerly fished my phone out of the water. Pressing the power key, I prayed for a signal.


    Nothing. So I’d just ruined my one-hundred euro new mobile, when I hadn’t any money to buy another, and it was all Ben Carpenter’s fault. I perched the phone on the sink and peeled off the glove. Maybe after the phone dried out a bit, there was hope for it.


    I left the flowers in the bin.


    After snatching my raincoat, I marched back to Polly’s side as she was wrapping up Ben’s tiny shoes. “Thanks for…” complicating my life… “closing up.” I grabbed Little Women, to stow next to Wicked Game.


    “Take it home, if you like—but better not read that old thing in the bath,” Polly said merrily. “It’ll fall to pieces.”


    Feeling my cheeks scorch, I jerked my coat belt so hard I got a stitch in my side. “Thanks, but I’ve my own copy.” Lovely of you to share my bathing habits. “I’ll sort out the receipts Monday.”


    Polly handed Ben his parcel. “I haven’t a doubt of it.” Clasping her hands across her ample middle, she smiled beatifically, the one she normally saved for Father Flaherty at St. Brendan’s. “Off you go.”


    With Polly looking like the cat who’d swallowed a lorry of cream, Ben and I stepped into the misty April twilight hovering over Crown Alley, and my heartburn turned into a forest fire.


    Ben had never been drop-dead handsome, the kind where you do a double take on the street. Which appealed to me, because film-star looks meant every other girl was staring at him too, and soon the guy got a big head from the attention. I was all for the sort of guy you didn’t realize was good looking until you’d got to know them a bit.


    Like Ben. Brawny and easy to look at, if you like the rugged type. And I had. Apparently I still did, because as I walked beside him, my hormones were on high alert.


    Sort of like my hormonal rush the night of my step-dancing triumph, when Ben had found me backstage. “You were great,” I said, so happy to see him I’d got a lump in my throat. “I thought I’d made a mess of it, ‘til you started the whole lot applauding.” I gave him a sidelong glance, completely forgetting about Kelly, the boy meeting me here. “And haven’t you changed in the past thirteen years.”


    “I hope that’s good,” he said, his dark eyes intense. Then he smiled, his eyes going sort of sparkly, and I saw he hadn’t changed at all.


    “Oh, definitely,” I said. “Verrry good—I think thirteen’s my new lucky number.” I’d never really flirted before, but with him it came naturally. Along with a lot of other things that…came naturally…


    I came to, there on the cobblestones of Temple Bar, just as Ben was reaching toward my head. I jerked backward. “Sorry?”


    He dropped his hand. “Your pen—it’s still in your hair.”


    The old me, the Natural Woman, would’ve leaned toward him with an inviting look, and said, “Take it then. And whatever else you’d like.” The New Me grabbed the pen, nearly poking myself in the eye. What was wrong with me? Here was an opportunity to start chatting Ben up. I could ask him about his mam, or how he liked Ireland. Even have the laugh about Polly’s matchmaking. But I couldn’t manage even a minimum of repartee. And the longer I let this farce go on, the more likely he’d wonder why the bloody hell I’d asked his mother for his e-mail—then give him the silent treatment to his face. “I just remembered…an errand I’ve got to do. I’ll take the bus from there.”


    Ben frowned. “Let’s get you a pedicab, then. The fare’s on me.”


    Why did he have to be so noble? But then, except for once, he always had been…Suddenly, the old memory of our non-goodbye flashed into my brain again, with the regrets, the could-have-beens, and I felt tears at the back of my eyes. Shivering against the April chill, I yanked out my gloves, the crowds and the noise and the garish lights of Temple Bar closing in on me. I had to escape…


    Like an answer to my prayer, a young man with a plastic cup in his hand blundered toward us. Used to the Bar’s rowdy partygoers, I quickly stepped back, but Ben didn’t. The man splashed his drink all over Ben’s overcoat. Beer.


    “Damn,” Ben muttered, as the young man said, “Sorry, mate,” then staggered on.


    Poised to bolt, I realized my flight from Ben would be temporary, since I’d given his mother enough personal information to steal my identity. But flee I would. “I’m sure you’ll want to clean up your coat.” I took another backward step as he bent to the cobblestones.


    “Aislin, you dropped your glo—”


    “Sorry, got to go—nice of you to call in at the shop.”


    I sensed Ben’s bafflement, and my former life as a natural woman rose up to haunt me again. But I had to sort out what I was getting into. I darted away from him, stifling a fist-shaking-at-the-Almighty-moment. Why? Why does my life always turn to crap?


    Had I really thought contacting an ex-boyfriend only took a bit of caution? Seeing Ben had exposed the truth of it: To keep from remembering what it was like to be completely mad, head-over-heels for a man, you’d want to stuff your heart and your memories into a mental Haz-Mat suit.


    Especially if you’d borne your ex a child.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Mammy Knows Best


    I’d never really believed the old wives’ tale that you can’t get pregnant having sex just once. But there’s small comfort in disproving a time-honored superstition, when you’d no intention of putting it to the test in the first place. Having an unplanned baby, whose welcome is shaky at best, means you start motherhood off on the wrong foot. And often are left hopping around on said foot for the rest of your days.


    Still there’s something about motherly love that eventually gets the better of you. As I approached our flat, Kevin, eyes sparkling, raced up to me outside the door. I glued on my Happy Mammy face, wishing I could wrap him in my arms and hold him forever. Make up for all the times I’d let him down without meaning to… for all the times I’d been a less than perfect mother. Which started about the minute I’d given birth to him. No, wait—from the minute I’d discovered I was pregnant.


    But not wanting to be one of those awful clingy mammies, the sort that squeezes the life out of her son so the poor little fella is forced to squirm away from her tentacle-like grip, I only kissed the top of his head. “Hallo, love.” I unlocked the door, easing his schoolbag off his shoulder. “Watching for me, were you?”


    “G-guess what happened today!”


    My life turned into a really bad joke… “Let me think...” I stalled. “Something good?”


    Even Kevin’s freckles looked sort of sparky. “There’s a new boy at school, he’s called Sean, and he’s short! The smallest b-boy in the c-class now! Even Chris said so.”


    “Grand!” I slung off my coat and switched on the electric fire, ignoring the usual detritus strewn across the threadbare carpet. “Chris knows what he’s about.”


    Kevin’s face suddenly clouded. “But the boy c-called me ‘st-st-stupid st-stutter nutter.’”


    Ire swelled in my chest. “That little gob—” I broke off. That’s the other thing about being a second-rate mother. You want to whack any kid who hurts your child. “That wasn’t very nice,” I said instead. Small for his age, Kevin having a stammer—speech disfluency, the experts called it—created even more of a handicap. “Perhaps that Sean’s a bit of a thick,” I added kindly, smoothing my son’s carroty hair, several shades oranger than mine. “He doesn’t know stuttering is caused by…by…having tons of smart thoughts in your head.”


    Kevin scowled. “If I had a d-d-dad, he could c-call round to Sean’s and th-thrash—”


    “No one’s going to thrash anyone!” I interrupted, and a fresh wave of maternal guilt struck me. Look what else Ben Carpenter had made me do: break the No Interrupting rule for a stammering child. But at the same time, I got the pleasurable image of big shouldered, square-jawed Ben giving out at the misbegotten Sean and his parents…


    I couldn’t help glancing at the fridge. Sellotaped front and center was the haunting little drawing of Kevin’s, that had led to last weekend’s confab with the girls. I swallowed against the tightness in my throat. “You’ll soon tower over that pipsqueak Sean,” I forced out, to squash my own Daddy Fantasies. Kevin still looked glum. “Well, you will,” I insisted, and tickled him under the chin. “Hey now—when we need cheering up, what do we do?”


    Kevin pulled a face, but said dutifully, “Slip jig.”


    “Then give us a beat!”


    “Aw, Mam,” he said, but commenced clapping. I curtsied, then tried on a few steps, but his half-hearted clapping sort of dwindled. Just like my jig. As I fumbled a final bow, a slip of paper fell out of my jumper pocket. I grabbed it before Kevin could see it. “Well…time to call round next door with Maggie’s pay.”


    “I’ve a new p-picture at Maggie’s,” Kevin said, brightening. “Me ’n Chris ’n Janey drawed after school.”


    Oh, no. “Another fairy picture for Polly?” I asked hopefully, stuffing the paper into my jeans pocket. “She’s sure more fairies visited the shop this week.”


    Kevin peered at me uneasily. “Well, n-not exact—”


    There was a single rap at the door. Maggie, Deirdre’s sister and Polly’s eldest, poked her head in, waving a crayoned drawing. “It’s me—here’s your picture, love,” she said to Kevin, handing it to him before I could see it. As he trotted to the kitchen, she came inside, and fixed a stern look on me. “Still got that list around?”


    I patted my pocket, more trepidation filling me. “I’ve kept it on me all week.”


    “You’ll need it,” Maggie said. “That drawing—it’s another one. Of his dad.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    The List


    Reasons to contact him:


    #1: K’s stuttering improving. Better able to handle life changes. Plus daddy fantasies getting out of hand.


    #2: Sam thing not going well. Totally man-free life not best for all concerned.


    #3: Chance of more $ coming in. Awful of me but true. But it’ll be spent on speech therapy. Not awful of me since true.


    #3a: Sam’s all for me having more $ as well. But no great new job has fallen into lap. And both too depressing to include as regular item on list.


    #4: Recently added item, after getting Little Women sign: My family will never be like the Marches. Family-free life not best for all concerned either.


    Kevin had already affixed his new picture next to last week’s and was off to his room by the time I’d sat Maggie down at my kitchen table. Smelling faintly of onions, cooked lamb, and dishwashing liquid, Maggie Tobin was not just my neighbor and Kevin’s carer, but my second best friend, next to Deirdre. “Well,” she said, gazing at the drawings. “You’ve a matched pair.”


    I winced. Both drawings featured Kevin’s imaginary dad. You could hardly miss the self-portrait—red hair and freckles—only bigger. “The fantasy problem was first on my list, you’ll remember.”


    Maggie, brunette like Deirdre, but a rounder, jeans-clad, flour-dusted version of her sister, gave me a penetrating look. “Deirdre rang a few minutes ago—said you haven’t heard a peep from the mother.”


    “Not…yet,” I said, avoiding her gaze. Well, technically I hadn’t.


    “Still, no way round it—the boy needs a father.”


    Maggie was the most together person I knew, so I was more inclined to take her advice over anyone else’s. Still, I wasn’t ready to spill the whole Ben story. “Sam hasn’t made much of an impression on Kevin, I’m afraid.”


    “Sam isn’t quite daddy material—which can’t be news to you.”


    “Of course it isn’t,” I said. “I put it second on the list.”


    “It wasn’t a proper list, as I recall,” Maggie said.


    Maybe that’s where I’d gone wrong: a list of all “Pros” and not a “Con” in sight. But I’d guess the bigger problem was that I wasn’t particularly good mammy material myself. “I suppose you’ve made a lovely supper for Bill and the kids,” I said, to change the subject.


    It worked. “I’ll bet you can smell it on me.” Maggie grinned, brushing at her jumper. “Eau de stew. Kevin seemed to like it—he had two servings.”


    What did I tell you? Maggie was the sort of homemaking diva who’d already fed her family—and it being Friday, my late night at the shop—my son as well. And she’d already finished the washing up before eight pm.


    I jumped up and went to the fridge, trying not to look at the drawings. “You’re a regular Martha Stewart and that Nigella What’s-her-name rolled into one. And thanks for giving Kevin his tea.” Pulling some potatoes out, I grabbed a paring knife. “I haven’t even thought about mine.” Normally, I’d be ravenous by now, but the Ben business had really put me off my food.


    “I’d love to look like Nigella,” said Maggie, not meaning a word of it. She might not be as pretty as Deirdre, but then, she didn’t care. Besides, her sister still lived at home, and with Polly picking up all her expenses, Deirdre had plenty of money to spend on cosmetics and facials.


    As I began peeling, I felt her eyes on my back. “You seem a bit knackered tonight, love.” Maggie hadn’t inherited her mother’s obtuseness—which was inconvenient at times. Like now. “Did Mammy put you through the ringer at the shop?”


    “Nothing like that.” I thought fast—maybe I could give a bit of a hint now, and tell the rest tomorrow. “Actually… someone I used to know called round before closing.”


    “Girlfriend?”


    I shook my head, and glanced over my shoulder to make sure Kevin was still in his room.


    “Boyfriend, then?” Maggie dropped her voice and giggled. “Or lover?”


    I almost dropped the knife. Maggie’s horniness didn’t quite jive with being a homemaking wunderkind. “Aren’t you the loopy one.” For something to do, I started on another potato. “This one was never a…real boyfriend, but he looked great. While I acted a real eejit.” Not surprising, given my dreary track record with men, but still.


    “Why should that bother you? Unless you’re keen to impress him,” Maggie said slyly.


    “Him? God, no,” I hooted. Then realized I was doth protesting too much. “It’s just that—well, after so long, I didn’t want to look like such an ould hag.”


    “You? Ha.” Maggie propped her feet on the opposite chair. “Even if you don’t fancy this one, you know my motto: men can do wonders for tension.”


    “To create it or release it?” I asked mockingly, peeling madly. Now that I thought of it, Sam was much better with the former than the latter.


    “You’ve too many responsibilities, love. You need to relax a bit.”


    “My granny says that too.” I hacked the potato in two, nearly whacking off my index finger. “But I know how to have fun.”


    “Do you now,” Maggie observed. “I’d like to see it.”


    According to Maggie and Deirdre, every girl should have a time when you just live for the moment, with no worries whatsoever. They’d enjoyed a carefree youth, at least during the six months they’d shared a flat before Maggie met Bill. For the O’Donnell girls, having fun meant keeping all your clothes in a heap on the floor, so all you had to do to get dressed was pick through it each morning, with a fridge that held only beer and moldy cheese, because you couldn’t be bothered to go to the shops. Not to mention, as the sisters would giggle, occasionally waking up with a guy you’d met the night before in bed with you.


    Whereas I’d lived with my parents before and after Kevin came along, with no chance for that sort of craic, or any other highjinks. “Okay, no need to remind me again,” I said, concentrating madly on my peeling, “that I’m way out of the mainstream.”


    “I know—a single mam with the father gone missing.” Maggie sobered. “Sure, Kevin’s progress with his speech makes up for the difficult times.”


    And with Ben Carpenter in town, those times were just about to get harder…


    The phone rang. Before I could set down the knife, Maggie jumped up and grabbed it. “Of course she’s here. Would I call round if she wasn’t?” She held out the handset. “It’s Mammy.”


    “Shop business, I’m sure.” I wiped my hands, then reluctantly took the phone. “Polly?”


    “You’d a nice time with Ben then?”


    “Lovely,” I said brightly. All five minutes of gut-churning nerves. Then it occurred to me how fast Ben’s presence could get blown out of proportion. “But if you could sort of not mention…” I noticed Maggie was listening without shame, “You know, at the shop—”


    “Not mention himself to the girls? I’m silent as the grave. You’ll want to tell them your exciting news yourself.”


    “That’s it,” I said, relieved, though it was debatable, how long Polly could keep from broadcasting Ben’s visit. Discretion was, most assuredly, not her strong suit. “Anything else?”


    “You’ll want to know Ben came back to the shop—”


    “C-came b-back?” I stammered.


    “Did you forget? The beer on his lovely coat? I sent him to the loo so he could clean up.”


    Bollocks. He couldn’t have missed the flowers in the bin. Or my abandoned phone. “Did you…chat a bit?”


    “He had to rush. But I wanted to let you know, of course I didn’t mention Kevin.”


    “Oh.” Relieved, I sagged against the counter, then glanced at Maggie again, wondering what she was making of the conversation. “Any…special reason?” I held my breath.


    “Ash, love,” Polly sighed patiently, “I didn’t want to scare him off. A lot of men aren’t too keen on…you know. Single moms.”


    No kidding. “Really, Polly, there’s no question of…” I couldn’t say, me fancying him, not with Maggie there, “…any involvement. Anyway, I don’t have anything…” I turned away. “to hide,” I whispered.


    “Of course you don’t,” said Polly. “You’ll see him soon, then?”


    “I’m sure I will,” I lied. It got a bit sticky sometimes, having your boss play your surrogate mammy. Though surely, I wouldn’t always be working for Polly… “I’ll see you Monday,” I said, and rang off.
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